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  PROLOGUE




  The boys headed across the park towards the area where their parents had forbidden them to play. Johnny took the younger boys under his wing, acting the big ‘I am,’ as they approached the huge derelict buildings through a gap in the chain-link fence.




  “Do ya think we should, Johnny? You know Dad said he’d tan the life out of us if we ever stepped foot in that place. He’ll be livid if he finds out,” Simon, Johnny’s eight-year-old brother, said, terrified.




  Johnny knew Simon had a point—both of them had received several thrashings at the hand of their father in the past—yet the temptation to venture into the building was like a magnet to him. The boys knew they had two options: either they went with Johnny, or they waited outside the building, scared shitless because he wasn’t there to hold their hands.




  “Do you guys wanna take a vote on this?” Johnny sniffed and wiped the drip hanging off the end of his nose on the back of his hand.




  The three younger lads, aged eight, nine and ten, all threw worrying glances at each other. Trevor hurried them up by putting his fist in the centre of the group. It was the gang’s sign that a pact was about to be sealed. The rest of the group butted their fists against Trevor’s. “All for one,” they shouted in unison.




  Johnny picked his way gingerly through the rubble—all the corroding metal items people had dumped over the years—to the entrance. The large steel door showed significant signs of being tampered with over the years, and it swung in the breeze on a single hinge, adding to the boys heightening fear. “This is your last chance to chicken out, boys.”




  The three small humans standing in front of him shook their heads and gulped noisily. “Come on, Johnny, don’t keep asking us. Let’s get in there.”




  Johnny shrugged and turned to ease the door back, holding it away from the building so the other boys could follow behind him. He was at least a foot taller than the rest of the gang and much stronger than the others. Once they were all through the door, each step they took was more tentative than the last. Every noise they heard in the distance had the younger boys gripping each other’s jackets. “It’s a few stray cats. Stop being idiots.”




  A high-pitch squeak sounded off to the right, and they saw a black figure scurry into the building. “What was that?” Trevor asked, clinging to Brad, his best mate.




  Johnny tutted and looked him in the eye. “It was a rat. What do you think it was?”




  “I don’t know. That’s why I asked. This place gives me the creeps.” Trevor’s head swivelled, constantly on the lookout for more creepy crawlies.




  “I gave you the chance to stay outside, remember? Stop whining.” Johnny sighed. His patience was running out fast. He was dying to explore the vast area and could do without stopping every few seconds to answer dumb questions.




  “All right, stop having a go. I was just saying,” Trevor mumbled, not appreciating Johnny’s reprimand in the slightest.




  They walked another fifty odd yards into the building lacking further incident, stepping carefully over the debris-strewn concrete floor. Looking up, Johnny noticed a few gaps in the floor above—not surprising in a building of this age and in such disrepair. He weighed up the situation…‌did they risk going up the stairs over in the corner to see what was on the next level or not?




  Brad cursed under his breath as another rat made a noise and scurried past them. Johnny wanted to snigger, but he knew the boy would be in a mood for days if he thought any of them were taking the piss and laughing at him.




  “Wanna go see what’s upstairs?” Johnny turned to look at the others. One by one the three other boys nodded, if a little hesitantly. When they reached the bottom of the concrete stairs, Johnny surged ahead without glancing back at the others. Fearless, that’s what he needed to be, despite feeling anything but. The others were relying on him to watch out for them, not to put them in unnecessary danger. If that was the case, why were they there? Johnny wasn’t sure; he just knew that he was drawn to this place.




  It wasn’t long before they’d made it up to the next level. The stairs, crumbling in places, hadn’t hampered their ability in the least. Johnny had helped the other boys hop over the trickier parts, which their smaller legs had trouble climbing past. When all four had made it to the top, they all put their knuckles together and grinned at their accomplishment.




  “Onwards, men,” Johnny called out. His raised voice sent several more furry creatures to actively seek new pastures.




  He hopped over the block wall that had collapsed, and held his hand out to pull the other boys over the rubble to join him before they continued their investigation of the upper level. This was a far more interesting area to explore. They encountered several more crumbling walls. Johnny thought the walls had been joined in a previous life, maybe to section off the building into offices.




  Scrambling over two more mounds of concrete wall, the group ventured towards an area which appeared to be lit by the lack of roof above. Coming from the partial darkness, Johnny’s eyes were quick to adjust. He gasped and staggered back into the other boys. Scared, they used him as a shield and poked their heads around his body to see what had caused their leader’s reaction.




  “What the—?” Simon began before he heard his brother gulp and felt Johnny’s arms wrap around him.




  “What is it?” Brad asked, displaying less fear than the others.




  Until Trevor whispered back, “It’s a p…‌person.”




  One by one, the boys started to back away from the scene, stumbling over the debris as their eyes remained fixed on the body. Johnny knew, but he kept shtum, not wanting to scare the others. He ordered them to turn and make their way back downstairs.




  “We can’t just leave him there, Johnny,” his brother said.




  Brad stopped walking and joined in, “Yeah, what if he needs our help?”




  Johnny looked over at Trevor, who shrugged. Johnny knew that there was no point trying to help the person because the person was now a corpse.




  CHAPTER ONE




  Lorne snuggled up to Tony for one final cuddle. Lying on her side, she watched the digital clock click over to five minutes to seven and groaned. “Better get up, I suppose.”




  “Yep. You don’t want to be late for work,” Tony said, laughing, as he pushed her out of the bed.




  On legs heavy like lead, she made her way into the en suite to have her morning shower and contemplate what was ahead of her that day—the day she’d return to the Met for the third time. Did people really return to pastures old that many times? Apparently so. Since Tony, Sean Roberts, and she had sat down at the kitchen table a month ago to discuss the possibility of Lorne’s return, her stomach had been tied up in knots.




  The conversation had gone along these lines:




  “Come in, Sean. To what do we owe this unexpected pleasure?” Lorne asked, eyeing her former boss with curiosity. The three of them sat around the table—a shame her psychic friend Carol wasn’t there; she could have conducted a séance. Lorne’s glance wandered over to her husband Tony, noticing the glint in his eye. She’d suspected he was up to something for days, but she couldn’t pinpoint what exactly what…‌until now.




  Sean cleared his throat before he set free his well-oiled speech, “Well, the three of us…”




  Lorne raised her hand to halt him. “Three? Three as in who?”




  Sean’s eyes rolled up to the ceiling, making Lorne stifle a chuckle. “Tony, Katy, and me.”




  “Oh right, so we have another collaborator in all of this, do we? I might have known you two men couldn’t come up with a plan between you. Sorry, do carry on, Sean.” She gave him her sweetest smile, which was laced with sarcastic powers.




  “As I was saying before you saw fit to rudely interrupt me, Lorne, I think it’s high time you came back to the Met.”




  Lorne flung herself back in the chair and folded her arms. “Oh you do, do you? And what, pray tell me, am I supposed to do with this place? Or had you forgotten that I have a thriving business of my own to attend to?”




  “Charlie and Tony can run it between them. Oh, and there’s always your weird psychic friend who you could call upon to lend a hand.”




  Lorne shook her head and looked at him through narrowed eyes. “Smartarse, you think you have this all worked out? Like rallying together and, going behind my back will solve the problem of coming right out and asking me to come back?”




  “I wouldn’t put it quite that way myself; however, that sums the situation up nicely.” Sean smirked, arms crossed over his chest.




  “Still as gutless as ever, I see, Sean.” The dig was said light-heartedly, and they all laughed, two of them out of relief. She continued, “And where does Katy fit in to all of this?”




  “Actually, she was the instigator. She claims she won’t be able to function in her role as DI without you by her side,” Sean said with a deadly serious face.




  “Ha! That’s crap. You know it, she knows it, and I certainly know it.”




  “Give Sean a break, Lorne. Let’s face it…‌it must have been tough for him to come out here to say this, given the track record between you two.” Embarrassment etched everyone’s faces. “Er…‌I meant, the way you left the force, twice, vowing never to return.”




  Lorne had brushed aside her embarrassment quicker than her ex-boss. The fact that Lorne had been romantically involved with Sean before her marriage to her first husband, and Charlie’s father, Tom, may have been grounds for some of Sean’s discomfort. Lorne suspected that Tony had forgotten about that side of things, focusing on her quitting the Met as the scenario to justify his statement. Her husband now had no reason whatsoever to be jealous of what had gone on in Lorne’s and Sean’s past—that had fizzled out some twenty years back. Anyway, they were both extremely happy with their respective partners now. Sean had an added excitement to look forward to in the coming weeks, as he was about to become a dad for the first time in his life, or so Katy had informed her.




  Lorne blew out a het-up breath. “I wish you guys would learn that it’s pointless ganging up on me like this. You know I’ll only dig my heels in deeper.” Sean rose from his chair, getting ready to leave. Lorne shot him an “I’m not finished yet” look, and he sat down heavily in his seat. “What’s in it for me if I decide to come back?”




  Sean’s brow furrowed. “How can you ask such a thing? You’ll have the privilege of working under me, of course. What further incentive do you need?”




  Both men laughed loudly until she dished out another evil glare.




  “What about Superintendent Greenfall? Have you run this past him?”




  Shaking his head, Sean said, “Nope.”




  Lorne’s mouth gaped open momentarily before she recovered and asked, “What? Are you crazy?”




  “I must be.” His expression was one of concern, but his eyes were sparkling with laughter.




  “What?” she asked, knowing he was up to no good.




  “He’s retiring at the end of this week. Does that make a difference to what response you give me?”




  “Should it?” she asked, toying with him, the way a cat plays with a mouse before it savages the tiny creature.




  Tony kicked her foot under the table. “Stop teasing the poor man.”




  Lorne placed a hand against her chest and fluttered her eyelashes. “Moi? Would I do such a thing? Who’s replacing Greenfall?”




  “Ann Winter. She’s been up in Manchester for over ten years. She wants to return to London to be near her folks, apparently. When the vacancy cropped up, she pounced on it. Do you know her?”




  “The name rings a bell. I can’t put a face to the name just yet.” Lorne contemplated adding that she didn’t tend to get on with women superiors, but stopped herself as the statement would have sounded ridiculous, mostly because she hadn’t really bonded with her male superiors either. Even when Sean had returned to be her former DCI, it had been touch and go at the beginning whether or not they could maintain a successful working relationship.




  That had all changed when together they’d hunted down Baldwin, the Unicorn. The man who had tried his hardest to rip her family apart by kidnapping her teenage daughter, Charlie, and killing her partner, DS Pete Childs. Even now she had nightmares of Pete dying in her arms in that alley. She still felt comfort knowing that his presence was around her when trouble struck. Carol had informed Lorne that his spirit would watch over her for many years to come, and so far, it had been true. Lorne had felt him in the back of a van when she was abducted about eighteen months ago by some people-trafficking scum. She’d not really sensed him around for a while; maybe that was due to her life being more settled and not in jeopardy as such. Still, she felt he was lurking on the outskirts, ever the protector.




  “Lorne?” Tony’s voice jolted her out of her thoughts.




  “I’m sorry.” She wiped away the stray tear that had dropped onto her cheek.




  “You still think about Pete, I see,” Sean said softly.




  She nodded and reached out to hold Tony’s hand. “It’s hard not to. He was more like a brother to me than a mere friend and partner. Can you give me a few days to consider this, Sean?”




  Sean stood up to leave and hesitated upon reaching the back door. He turned around to face them. “Of course. One more thing to ponder while you contemplate your answer…”




  “What’s that?” Lorne asked, perplexed.




  “Whether Sam would think it a good idea for you to return to the force. He always said you were one of the best coppers around, Lorne.”




  She scowled at the mention of her father. “That was cruel, Sean, and you know it.”




  He held his arms out to the side, acting all innocent. “Moi? Cruel? Never. Ring me in a few days. Discuss it with Katy if you have to. Maybe she can twist your arm more than I can.”




  After Sean left, Lorne and Tony discussed her concerns for hours. Every time they thought they were getting somewhere, another seed of doubt entered Lorne’s mind. The largest issue bugging her was that she would be returning as a detective sergeant, effectively going back ten years or so. The one bonus that outweighed her ‘demotion’ would be that she knew Katy, now a detective inspector, would do her best to treat Lorne as an equal. At least, she hoped that would turn out to be the case. Finally, after discussing several lingering concerns with Katy over the phone that evening, Lorne hung up and demanded that Tony open a bottle of wine to celebrate her decision, their joint decision.




  She looked at her husband of three years. “I’ll have to run it past Charlie first, before I officially accept the position. Are you positive you and she can run this place together?”




  “Certain. A thousand-percent certain. She’s got her driver’s licence now. The only slight doubt would be if Charlie is capable of carrying out proper home checks for suitable homes for the dogs. You could give her a checklist to work from, couldn’t you?”




  “Yep, I’m sure I can show her the ropes there. Actually, little Benji is wanted by that nice couple with the Collie; Charlie could accompany me on the home visit. More to the point, she could do the visit while I observe how she gets on. I’m sure she’ll thrive on the added responsibility.” Her eyes misted up as she reminisced about the major hurdles her daughter had conquered in her young life. It was no mean feat to go from an angst-filled teenager to a flourishing businesswoman in three short years. Her heart swelled with pride every time she looked at her daughter.




  The following day, Charlie had hugged her tightly. “Mum, that’s excellent. You’re wasted here anyway. I can handle this place and do the home visits, no problem. You get back to rounding up all those criminals and throwing away the key. Granddad would be over the moon too. I can almost hear him now urging you to get back out there on the streets, so to speak.”




  “If you’re sure, sweetheart? I’ve still got a few things to sort out before I accept the job, but I wanted to run the idea past you and Tony first. You’ve come a long way in a very short time, Charlie. I’m so proud of what you’ve achieved.”




  Her daughter’s face flushed as she continued to feed the dogs their morning meal in the kennels. Lorne left Charlie to get on with the chores and made her way back to the house to make the call—the call that would alter her life once more.




  “Sean, prepare yourself for challenging and argumentative times ahead.”




  “Uh-oh! Dare I say, because of the delay in your response, I’ve already filled the position?”




  “You can try. I won’t believe you though. When do I start?”




  “Be here Monday morning at nine sharp. We’ll sign the necessary paperwork then, okay?”




  “Yes, boss. Gosh, and there I was thinking that I’d never have to utter that word again. Have a good weekend.”




  “I will. You too. Make the most of it. It’ll probably be the last one you get off for a while.”




  “But…”




  “I’m kidding! Lost your sense of humour, have you? See you Monday. Oh…‌and Lorne?”




  “Yes, Sean?”




  “It’s great to have you back. I knew you would break down one day if I kept hounding you.”




  “Let’s hope neither of us live to regret the decision in the future,” Lorne had quipped, then hung up the phone.




  So that’s where she was today, leaving the house on her way into work. Mixed emotions churned in the pit of her stomach. On the one hand, she was filled with trepidation, but on the other, she felt like a teenager about to go on her first grownup date.




  Tony hugged and kissed her goodbye. “Don’t worry, wifey dearest. I’ll have dinner on the table awaiting your return.”




  “Not sure beans on toast will be a substantial enough feast for me after a long day at work, love.”




  She ran when she heard the tea towel whoosh behind her, where Tony had aimed and thankfully missed her backside. His cooking abilities were improving, slowly, maybe too slowly for Lorne’s liking. She made a mental note to call him later to tell him she’d pick up a take-away on the way home as a treat.




  CHAPTER TWO




  Her legs shook as she climbed the steps to the old police station, which was still in dire need of substantial renovations. She fixed a broad smile on her face and entered the main doors. The desk sergeant, John Crawford, who was dealing with an irate woman in her fifties, glanced up and gave her a small salute. Lorne winked at him and rolled her eyes to the ceiling in sympathy.




  John pressed the buzzer allowing her access to the rest of the building, which was off limits to the general public, except if the unfortunate person was on their way to be locked up in the station’s cells. Lorne passed by several uniformed and plain-clothed officers, some she knew and others whom she’d never met before, and made her way up to the incident room—the room she would call home for forty-plus hours a week from now on.




  Opening the door, she was taken aback to find the team awaiting her arrival and applauding her entrance. The colour quickly rose in her cheeks. She waved a hand at them. “Thanks, guys. It’s appreciated.”




  Sean Roberts stepped out of Lorne’s old office and walked through the crowd to greet her. “Good to be home, Lorne?”




  “Actually, it does feel as though I’m home. What are you doing here?”




  “I came to welcome the new recruit, of course. Go through to the office. Katy’s in there with a new case. We’ll catch up later to fill out the necessary paperwork, all right?”




  Lorne nodded and headed for the office door—the door that used to be to her office, and Pete’s. She tapped the wood with her knuckles and waited for Katy to invite her in. She hadn’t expected the door to be yanked open by Katy and to be pulled into her welcoming arms for a suffocating hug.




  Katy held her at arm’s length and looked her in the eye. “That’s the last time you knock on this door, you hear me?”




  Lorne laughed. “Yes, boss. I consider myself justifiably reprimanded. How are you?”




  Katy turned and walked back to her chair. “I was all right until this landed on my desk.” She held up an ominous file. “How are you? Ready for action?”




  Lorne sat down in the chair opposite Katy, trying to brush aside how strange it felt being on that side of the desk for a change. “I’m raring to go. What’s the case?”




  Katy handed her the file. “Take a look for yourself. I’ve just got a few things to tie up here first, and then we’ll get over to the scene. Is that all right with you?”




  “Stop it!”




  “Stop what?” Katy asked, confused.




  “Let’s get one thing straight, Katy. I’m your DS, not your superior, so from now on you tell me what to do, not ask me if it’s okay to do things, okay?”




  Katy pulled a face at her. She motioned for Lorne to push the door shut. Lorne reached back and pushed it closed. “Lorne, I’m going to find this tough to begin with, I think we both will, so bear with me, all right? When we’re together, I want you to treat me as you would normally, as a good friend. Out there, amongst the rest of the team, that’s when I’ll be issuing orders, got that?” Katy gave her a determined smile.




  “I understand and accept the situation is going to have its burdens to begin with, but I’m sure we’ll both settle down into a regular routine soon enough.”




  “We’ll make sure that happens. Now, go get me a coffee, white with one sugar, and yes, that was an order. You’ll need a coffee before you read that,” she added, pointing at the file.




  Lorne left the office and returned carrying two cups of coffee from the vending machine outside.




  The room remained silent for the next five minutes while Lorne read through the file, and Katy opened her post and signed a few forms.




  “What do you think?” Katy took a sip from her paper cup.




  “I think it’s hard to say without going out to the scene. Are you nearly done?”




  Katy nodded. “We’ll finish our coffees and then shoot over there. This might be the last cup we get for a while.”




  •     •     •




  They arrived in the East End of London at an area which appeared to have been forgotten during the rejuvenation plans for the 2012 Olympics. The area consisted of three rundown warehouses, fenced off by some very dodgy-looking fences that Lorne doubted would survive a seventy-mile-an-hour gust of wind. It was obvious which building they were after, as the warehouse had been surrounded by police crime scene tape. Two uniformed officers stood at the entrance, keeping out anyone who had no right to be there.




  Katy flashed her warrant card at the officers. “DI Foster and DS Warner. Is the pathologist still on site, do you know?”




  The younger officer raised the tape for them to duck under. “Yes, ma’am. Go up the stairs. She’s attending the body. It’s right at the back.”




  Lorne followed Katy through the building, carefully stepping over the debris strewn across the floor. “Damn, I should have picked up my warrant card from Roberts.”




  “We can sort that out when we get back. As long as you’re with me, it shouldn’t matter.”




  The pathologist was talking to one of the other forensic team members when they finally made it to where the body was lying.




  “Lorne! What a wonderful surprise. What are you doing here? I would have thought this would be a police investigation, not one for a PI.” Patti Fletcher, the pathologist who’d become a dear friend to Lorne over the past couple of years, offered her gloved hand. Lorne eyed the blood covering the latex and shook her head.




  “Let’s leave the pleasantries until you’ve cleaned up, shall we? As of today, actually as of half an hour, I’m back on the force.” Lorne shrugged when Patti nodded her understanding. “They couldn’t do without me,” she added, winking cheekily at Katy.




  “So I’ve heard.” Patti said, playing along with the wind-up. “Right, back to business. Here’s what we have. Four young boys discovered the body. Luckily, I think they were so scared that they ran out of the building before they noticed the head was missing.”




  Lorne observed the body, obviously a female, judging by the chest area. “Time of death?” she asked, giving Katy an awkward smile. Her partner should have been the one asking such questions. Katy shook her head, telling her it didn’t matter.




  “That should be ‘date of death.’ She’s been dead approximately a week, maybe two. I won’t know for certain until I carry out the PM. A piece of plastic was covering her chest, so the boys couldn’t see the head, or lack of, thankfully. I’m sure there would have been little piles of sick here and there if they had spotted it was gone. No form of ID discovered as yet. She’s married—she’s wearing a ring and an expensive diamond engagement ring, the type you don’t find in a Christmas cracker anyway.”




  “That’s going to make her difficult to identify then with no dental records to match up?”




  “Certainly is. No phone or belongings, such as a necklace or locket, apart from the ring, we can tout around on TV either. Therefore I proclaim her Jane Doe #130 this year.”




  Lorne’s eyes bulged. “You’re kidding me! This year?”




  Patti nodded. “Unfortunately, yes.”




  “Maybe we can look at the other cases to see if there are any connections.”




  Patti shook her head at Lorne’s obvious suggestion.




  “Why not?” Lorne asked.




  “None of the others have a head missing.”




  “Ah, okay. It shouldn’t be ruled out though just yet. Serial killers always up their game, becoming more violent with every kill, remember?”




  Katy looked thoughtful. “Some do, some don’t. We definitely won’t rule it out, Lorne. Good thinking.”




  Lorne felt the ‘good thinking’ was added to keep her feeling positive and not downbeat about the case on her first day back at work. She understood why Katy had done it; however, Lorne didn’t really appreciate it. Maybe she’d have to rein in her sensitivity for the next week or so until they settled into a routine.




  “I’ll do some checking when I get back to the mortuary and give you guys a call with my findings. Nothing is really coming to mind right now,” said Patti.




  Lorne studied the body more carefully. “Well, those shoes cost a pretty penny, and her clothes didn’t come off a charity shop’s bargain rail either.”




  Patti and Katy exchanged glances and a knowing smile. “She’s back,” they said in unison.




  All three women laughed, despite the severity of the circumstances. Lorne looked over her shoulder at the route they’d taken to get there.




  “What are you thinking?” Katy asked.




  “Just observing the scene, trying to figure out why anyone would go to the trouble of bringing the body up here and not leave it downstairs.”




  “Maybe they didn’t want it to be discovered right away,” Patti replied thoughtfully.




  “Which turned out to be the case, didn’t it? I take it the woman was beheaded here and not elsewhere?”




  “Yes, the blood stains near the body substantiate that assumption,” agreed Patti.




  “That leaves one burning question. Where’s the head?” Katy offered, scanning the area.




  “I’ve got several of my guys searching to see if it’s been dumped nearby. If we can find that, then our job will be that much easier,” Patti said.




  “And if we don’t, we’re in for a tough time. Do you want to walk the scene, Katy?” Lorne asked.




  Katy nodded, quickly turning to add, “Patti, we’ll be in touch soon.”




  “Do you want to start at that end? I’ll search over here and near the stairs.” Katy said without turning to face Lorne.




  Had she upset Katy? No, I couldn’t have, could I?




  For the next twenty minutes, they searched the area, lifting sheets of discarded plastic and moving piles of stones in case the woman’s head was buried beneath—It wasn’t.




  Patting her hands together to remove excess dust, Katy called over, “Lorne, we better call it a day here. Make our way back to the station.”




  “Agreed. Mind if I just take five minutes to check around the entrance downstairs?”




  “You do that while I have a word with the forensics teams searching the area.”




  The pair carefully went back down the decaying staircase and split up again. Lorne stepped outside to find the sun had made an appearance on this early June day and warmed her cheeks. She retraced her steps from the building’s entrance back to the hole in the fence, possibly the location through which the body had been dragged and also where the boys had gained access to the warehouse. Low down, on a jagged edge of the wire fencing, she noticed a piece of fabric. She shouted to one of the guys wearing a white paper suit. “I’ve found some fabric over here.” The man walked towards her, opened an evidence bag, removed the fabric with his gloved hand, and secured it in the bag.




  “Good spot. You must have eyes like a hawk.” The young man smiled and went back to where he’d been searching for clues.




  Katy joined her at the car. “They haven’t found anything of significance yet. I doubt they will either.”




  Once they were inside the vehicle, Lorne said, “I found a piece of cloth attached to the fence, which seemed to verify the way they carried the victim in. The cloth matched the top she was wearing.” Lorne shrugged. “It’s a start.”




  Katy turned the key in the ignition. “Yeah, but a pretty poor one at that. Can you see any cameras around here?”




  Lorne scanned the immediate buildings and shook her head. “Nope. Let’s drive back to the main road. There are bound to be some there.”




  They’d be able to trawl back through the CCTV footage, Lorne knew. The trouble was they had no idea what type of vehicle they were looking for, or even a rough timeframe of when the crime had been committed, at least not until the pathologist got back to them.




  •     •     •




  When they returned to the station, Katy instructed AJ to pull together the CCTV footage of the area around the warehouses. AJ was the only remaining member left from Lorne’s original team—it wasn’t uncommon for the Murder Investigation Team to have a large turnover of staff, mainly due to the amount of heinous crimes that landed on their desks and the intense demand for those crimes to be solved quickly. It was a pressure few were able to tolerate for very long. Lorne watched the interaction between AJ and Katy and wondered if their relationship had changed at all since Katy’s promotion. When Katy had first joined the team three years ago, there had been an instant attraction between her and AJ. The problem was that Katy’s personal life was a mess. She was in the process of coming out of a strained relationship with an abusive partner. To Lorne’s knowledge, nothing had happened between Katy and AJ, or anyone else, since she’d booted Darren out not long after her arrival in London from Manchester.




  Katy caught Lorne watching her and blushed. She marched past Lorne and disappeared into the office. Lorne wasn’t sure whether to follow or not. In the end, she took the plunge and followed her partner.




  “Knock, knock, can I come in?”




  Katy had her head buried in paperwork. “Sure, as long as you don’t start interrogating me about AJ.”




  Lorne took the warning on board and sat down opposite her partner. “What do you want me to do?”




  Katy leaned back in her chair. “I’m not sure there is anything we can do right now, not until we get the forensic results back or the CCTV footage has been screened. What do you suggest?”




  Lorne picked up the case file from the desk. “We could interview the boys who found the body. I suppose that should be our next stop. Want me to organise that?”




  Katy smiled and nodded. “I was hoping you’d say that. I think two of the boys are brothers, we can question them together. Check their addresses and see how close they are to each other. Maybe we can call around to see the respective families once school is finished.”




  “Sounds like a plan. I’ll make the calls out in the incident room, if that’s okay?”




  “Go for it. I’ll be tied up with this lot for a while anyway. This damn paperwork is never ending.”




  “Ah, the joys of being an inspector, I remember it well.”




  Just before Lorne left the office, Katy spoke again, “Actually, you better go and see DCI Roberts first.”




  “On my way now.”




  •     •     •




  Lorne walked down the grey hallway, which hadn’t felt the tickle of paintbrushes for years, and opened the outer office door to be greeted by Sean Robert’s secretary. “DCI Roberts is busy at present. Can you come back later, Lorne?”




  She was just about to acknowledge the secretary when Sean’s office door opened. Standing in the doorway was the new superintendent, Ann White. Lorne recognised the woman immediately, and her stomach churned unexpectedly.




  “Ah, the new recruit.” The woman in her late forties, dressed as smart as any businesswoman Lorne had clapped eyes on, extended her hand.




  “Superintendent White. Congratulations on your new job. When Sean…‌er, sorry, DCI Roberts mentioned you’d taken up the post, I couldn’t put a face to the name.”




  She laughed, a short, sharp laugh. “I’ve steadily risen through the ranks without the need of drawing attention to myself, Lorne, unlike others in the Met.”




  Lorne couldn’t help thinking the woman was having a dig—not at her surely? She’d always worked her way up through hard work and being knowledgeable about the force. She suspected that the woman’s barbed remark was aimed at Katy, who’d been fast-tracked through the system, some assumed because of her links to certain people high up in the force. Lorne decided to let the comment pass. “Congratulations all the same.”




  “Thank you.” The superintendent marched across the office but halted at the door. “My door is always open, should you need it, DS Warner.”




  The comment surprised Lorne. “Thank you, ma’am. I appreciate that.”




  The woman left, leaving Lorne and Sean eyeing each other in bemusement. “Come in, Lorne.”




  Once the door was closed and they were both seated, Lorne said, “Well, that was a surprise. How are you two getting along?”




  “Fine, so far, I think,” Sean replied, sounding anything but positive.




  “I get the impression she’s got a sharp tongue and isn’t afraid to use it.”




  “We’ll see. She seemed pretty keen to have you on the team, asked a lot of questions about your past, both workwise and personal.”




  “Did she now? Let’s hope there’s no underlying reason for that. I’ve come to sign the paperwork.”




  “I’ll be keeping a watchful eye on her, and you, in the coming weeks.”




  “Cheeky sod,” she mumbled under her breath.




  Roberts went over to the wooden filing cabinet and withdrew Lorne’s personnel file.




  When she saw the cover, she pointed at the red writing scrawled across the front. “I think you need a new file.”




  Roberts smiled. “Yep, there are only so many times you can write RETIRED FROM THE FORCE on someone’s file. This time you’re going to stay, yes?”




  “Providing you or someone else doesn’t piss me off, there’s every chance I will. I think Tony’s going to be glad of the peace and quiet at home.”




  “He’s all right about running the sanctuary? What’s happening about the PI-business side of things?”




  “Yeah, he and Charlie keep telling me that they think they’ll do a better job than me ‘back at the ranch’—that’ll be the day, poor deluded creatures.” They both laughed. “As far as the PI side of things, that’s going to have to be knocked on the head now. Shame really, we were starting to make some money for a change.”




  “Tony and Sam used to complain that you found it hard to charge people for your services.”




  That was news to Lorne. Tony and her father had always given her one-hundred-percent support in her decision to take on the pro bono cases she’d managed to solve over the years.




  “Oops, they never voiced their concerns to me. Not sure how a copper goes from being salaried to charging people for investigating crimes. That part was like an anomaly to me. I found it hard to hold my hand out for payment when the results revealed most of the people we helped had lost a relative. I suppose I didn’t want to impose on their grief.”




  Roberts shook his head. “You’re too soft, that’s your trouble. Those who don’t know you think you’re a hard-nosed cow, but the truth is a long way off that, isn’t it?”




  She winked at him. “It’ll be our little secret, eh? Anyone with any brains should know it takes someone with a soft heart to start up an animal sanctuary.”




  “Well, not everyone has your superb detective skills. Now, where were we?”




  One by one, he handed her several sheets of A4 paper for her to sign, explaining each document as he did so. Then he opened the drawer to his desk and withdrew a black wallet. He tucked her warrant card inside and passed it across the table, leaving his outstretched arm where it was for her to shake his hand. “I mean this sincerely, Lorne Warner. Welcome back.”




  Tears moistened her eyes. “Thanks, Sean…‌DCI Roberts. It’s great to be home.”




  CHAPTER THREE




  Lorne found it hard to fathom, but for some reason, she skipped her way back to the incident room, feeling more alive than she’d felt in ages. Maybe what she had said to Roberts was true, she’d returned “home.” Her first task when she entered the incident room was to ring the parents of the boys and arrange to call around to see them just after four o’clock at regular intervals. Once that task was completed, Lorne walked over to AJ to see if there was any progress on the CCTV front.
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