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  PROLOGUE




  August 30, 2007




  The pain intensified from the welts on her naked back. The woman had no concept of time, no idea how long she’d been tied up. Her hands, tightly bound to an old wooden chair, had lost all feeling.




  Was this how her life would end?




  She had finally grown used to the vile stench permeating her temporary cell.




  Time, all she had was time. Time to think, time to ask herself the same questions, over and over. Who was her captor? And why was he holding her captive? What unspeakable thing had she done in her life to make a complete stranger treat her that way? I’m a kind and caring person, aren’t I?




  What type of person keeps a woman locked up in a hellhole like this?




  He tortured her with silence when he brought her food, if she could call week-old bread food. She had tried different ways to get a reaction out of him, shouting, reasoning—even her pitiful attempt at begging had fallen on deaf ears. His sneer, and the way his dark eyes roamed her naked body, made her skin crawl.




  Her own thoughts had started torturing her. Her aching limbs cried out for warm lavender oil-filled baths, if only to wash away the urine stinging her legs and the faeces clinging to her behind. She felt utterly degraded, a far cry from her usual opulent lifestyle.




  Every waking minute dragged into agonisingly long hours. Please, when will this nightmare end? How will this nightmare end? she repeatedly asked her Maker.




  Water dripped constantly in the corner, adding to her torment. She blocked out the noise by reminiscing about happier moments, hoping the memories would help drive away the insanity threatening to seep into her mind. Fearing her life would soon come to an end, she prayed endlessly that her dead husband would be there to greet her when she finally passed over. How wonderful it would be to feel his arms comforting me now.




  Her heart leapt into her throat when the hatch door swung open. The sudden rush of daylight hurt her eyes, causing them to water. She winced and was swiftly reminded that her right eye had doubled in size from the beating received a few days earlier.




  The man gingerly made his way down the precarious ladder, followed by another person.




  Her pulse accelerated, furiously gathering momentum. The man crossed the stone floor and stopped in front of her, while the other person disappeared into the shadows to her side.




  “Please, please let me go,” she pleaded.




  The man stared at her for a moment before the vilest of laughs escaped his lips. “Why? Tell me why I should let you go?”




  “I beg of you, please, tell me what I have done?”




  He smirked and circled her chair. “Ah, ignorance is a blissful thing.”




  Bile rose in her throat, and she swallowed it back down. “Please, I’m begging you. Please tell me what I’ve done wrong?”




  Through clenched teeth, he said, “If only you had done something, helped in some way; but you didn’t, did you? It was far easier to just leave us there, to let us rot in that shithole for years. Well, now you know how it feels.”




  The venom in his voice made her flinch. “I’m sorry, but I have no idea what you mean. Do I know you?”




  “You’re all the same. You avoid helping those who cry for help. Your kind makes me sick.” He jerked his head and spat on her face. “You and your ilk think you’re all so mighty. But you’re no better than the shite you’re sitting on. You’re all full of it!”




  She cried as he ranted at her.




  “You’re a filthy, whimpering bitch! What are you?”




  She bowed her head.




  “Look at me when I’m talking to you.”




  She picked up her head.




  “Now what are you?”




  “I’m a filthy…”




  “Yes? You’re a filthy what?”




  Snot ran into her mouth as she said, “I…‌I’m a filthy…‌whimpering, bitch…” Her throat tightened.




  His laughter filled the room.




  “Please, could I have a drink of water?”




  “Oh, madam would like to quench her thirst?”




  “Please?”




  “And how about something to eat? You must be hungry. No?”




  “Yes.”




  The man pulled a pair of rubber gloves from his jacket pocket and slipped his hands into them. He then moved to the back of the chair.




  She couldn’t figure out what he was doing, but when he came to stand in front of her again, he smiled. She gulped at what he had in his hand. Her heart pounded.




  “Open your mouth.”




  “Please don’t…”




  “But you’re hungry. Right? You said you were hungry. Now open your mouth. Wide.”




  Eyes stinging, she opened her mouth, and the wider she did, the more her already-chapped lips cracked.




  “Yes, your kind are full of it.” He moved closer and shoved a handful of faeces into her mouth. “Now chew and swallow it!”




  Between gagging and sobbing, she consumed her own filth.




  He looked down towards her pubic area. “You really are a filthy bitch.” He removed the gloves and tossed them on the floor.




  Between bouts of hysterical laughter, he continued shouting obscenities, but his words seemed jumbled to her already confused mind.




  Still very much amused, he turned and walked towards the ladder.




  Oh, thank God, they’re leaving. She closed her tired eyes for a second, but when she opened them, he was on his way back. Then she noticed the metal bar in his right hand.




  Oh, God. Is this the end?




  He shuffled closer. “You disgust me!”




  Covered in goose bumps, and teeth chattering, she peered up into the evil black eyes angrily eating through her flesh.




  “Did you hear me?”




  “I—I don’t understand. What have I done to deserve this?” she mumbled.




  “I have had enough, you stuttering, smelly bitch.” He raised the bar.




  The woman’s terrified scream pierced the tiny room, but her terror was lost in his madness. The bar crashed down, and in one blow, he smashed her skull wide open. Her life’s blood ebbed away.




  He continued hitting her as images of his childhood ran through his crazed mind. Strike after strike, he punished her, unaware that her last breath had left her body five minutes before.




  Satisfaction overwhelmed him.




  A large saw lay in the cellar corner, and as though about to reach an orgasm, he grabbed it and positioned it on the woman’s lifeless neck. Back and forth, back and forth, he pushed it—faster, faster—and as he cut through the tendons and bones, he clenched his teeth until her head fell onto the floor.




  The other person stepped out from the shadows from whence she’d silently observed the proceedings.




  He turned to face her. He could tell, by the way her face lit up, she was pleased with the precision and the eagerness of his actions.




  “The first part of the puzzle is now in place,” said the man.




  “Yes, and we both know there’s no turning back, now.”




  “Yes. This is just the beginning…”




  CHAPTER ONE




  September 30, 2007




  Lorne pulled the large scatter cushions off the sofa and onto the floor while Tom threw another log on the open fire. They both sighed with satisfaction as they sank into the cushions.




  So far, the evening had gone according to plan. It had been months since they’d shared a meal together, and even longer since they’d shared any form of intimacy. She poured two glasses of the wine on the side table next to the sofa and felt excitement build inside.




  Tom pulled her back and hooked an arm around her shoulders.




  “We miss not having you around,” he whispered in her ear.




  Sighing contentedly, Lorne swung her legs over his lap and nestled her head into his shoulder. “I know. I miss Charlie and you, too. I also miss sharing romantic evenings with the man of my dreams. It feels like years since we’ve done anything like this.” She touched the cold wine glass against her cheek to cool it. Was she really blushing, or was that heat from the crackling fire? “I kinda feel like a naughty teenager.”




  “Do you remember what we used to get up to as naughty teenagers?” Tom asked seductively, his hand playfully stroking its way up her slim thigh.




  His long-awaited touch sent thrills shooting through her usually tense body. “We didn’t know each other when we were teenagers, you idiot. You mean before Charlie came along?”




  “Point taken. Do you regret having her?”




  Shocked by his unexpected question, she sat up and frowned. “Of course not. Do you?”




  Tom had been in a funny mood with her for months—she had put it down to her working more overtime than usual. But maybe she was wrong, and their problems ran deeper than that.




  In thirteen years of marriage, they had never really discussed how their lives had panned out since having their daughter, who was away for the night on a sleepover at a friend’s house. Now Lorne couldn’t help wondering where the conversation was leading.




  He reached up and gently repositioned her head on his chest before saying, “No, I don’t, but…”




  And that one simple word appeared to linger dangerously between them like high-voltage electricity.




  Again Lorne tried to sit up, but Tom’s hand clamped her head like a vice. “Tom, let go of me.”




  She exhaled a frustrated sigh and tried to suppress the uncertainty bubbling inside. With one forceful kick, she sat upright and glared down at him, shifting position slightly to prevent him from pulling her back into a cuddle. “What the hell does that mean? ‘But…‌’?”




  His arms formed a blockade across his broad chest, his lips pressed firmly together as he refused to answer her.




  Sucking in a deep breath, she bolstered herself to demand, “Tom, if you have something you want to get off your chest, let’s have it.”




  Oh God, please don’t spoil things and fly off the handle. At the moment, I can’t cope with a week of your sulking.




  “Come on, sweetheart. You obviously have something on your mind,” she coaxed, smiling.




  “Okay, I’ll tell you what’s going on with me. But remember, you asked,” he replied, reaching for his drink. He downed the contents of his glass in one noisy swallow and looked as if he was trying to summon up the courage to continue.




  She nodded. She’d never seen Tom like this. His chocolate brown eyes showed signs of worry that unsettled her stomach.




  Clinging onto the now empty glass, he stood up and paced round the room. “It’s not easy to say this.”




  His hesitation annoyed her. “Just spit it out, Tom.”




  He ran a shaking hand through his thick black hair. She could see how painful it was for him to find the right words. He’s going to confess to having an affair. She braced herself as his lips opened and the words tumbled out.




  “I’m fed up with being taken for granted. Your job means more to you than we do. I’m fed up making excuses when Charlie asks what’s keeping you at work. Which you have to admit, happens frequently, lately.”




  Tears sprang to her eyes as relief overwhelmed her; he wasn’t having an affair after all. “Oh, Tom. Honey, we knew how much our lives would change when I accepted this promotion. We discussed it—”




  “I seem to remember it being a one-sided discussion that began with, ‘I’ve been offered promotion,’ and ended with ‘I’ve accepted it.’ What choice did I have in the matter? None, zilch, nothing, fuck all. Some discussion that turned out to be.”




  “That’s not fair. What was I supposed to do? Turn down the promotion? Do you realise how the force would have reacted to that? I would’ve remained a sergeant for the rest of my career,” Lorne said, scrambling to her feet, ready for further confrontation.




  “At least Charlie would know who her mother was,” he childishly snapped back.




  “I don’t see you complaining when you’re spending my hard-earned money,” she mumbled.




  “Oh, it’s your money, is it?” he retaliated, his eyes wide with anger.




  “You know I didn’t mean that,” she said, frustrated, beating a clenched hand against her thigh. “I appreciate what you’ve given up to look after Charlie, but that was a decision we made together years ago. Or are you going to throw that one at me next?”




  The long drawn-out silence was deafening.




  “Perhaps I didn’t bank on Charlie being so difficult to bring up,” he stated quietly.




  Guilt wrapped her like a tight bandage. She kicked herself for not appreciating his loneliness sooner. “Baby, I’m so sorry…” she walked towards him.




  He turned his back and stood by the window. Shocked, she placed a gentle hand on his shoulder, but he shrugged it off.




  “I don’t want or need your sympathy, Lorne,” he said, pulling back the curtain. He placed his hands on the windowsill and gazed out.




  “What do you want, then?”




  After a few minutes’ silence, he mumbled pitifully, “I want my fucking life back.”




  She closed her eyes and sighed. “I’m sorry, Tom; I just don’t understand what you mean by that. You have a life. We have a life. We have a very good life, in fact—”




  “No, you’re the one with a life. I’m merely existing. You leave the house at eight and get back around seven thirty—when you don’t bother doing any overtime, that is. While ‘good old Tom’ looks after our child’s needs and cleans the house. Christ, do you have any idea how bloody mundane that is, five days a week?” he said, his voice rising along with the colour in his cheeks.




  Lorne could imagine the same conversation going on in thousands of households all over the country, except it was probably the wives complaining to the husbands after they came home from a long day at work.




  She blew out an exasperated breath and asked, “How long have you felt like this?”




  “Months. Only you’ve been too busy to notice.”




  Henry, their border collie, sat by the kitchen door, whimpering at their raised voices, and Lorne couldn’t help being distracted for a moment.




  “Come here, boy. It’s okay.” He approached her, and she patted his head reassuringly. “Go lie in your bed.”




  The dog trotted back to the kitchen, his head hung low. Lorne had bought him as a pup, five years before, as a present for her husband. Tom had named him after his favourite footballer, Thierry Henry. But the dog seemed to regard Lorne as his master, not Tom, which in itself had caused problems between them.




  “Huh, even the dog gets more attention than I do.”




  “Grow up, Tom.” As soon as the words left her lips, she regretted saying them.




  Tom turned to face her and grabbed her by the shoulders, “So that’s what you really think of me? That I’ve failed to grow up along the way? Right, you can bloody well put your resignation in at work tomorrow, because this time next week, lady, I’m going back to work. Do you hear me, Lorne? Then we’ll see how long it takes you to crack looking after our angelic daughter day in, day out. Just remember one thing: It’s taken twelve years for my sanity to diminish. We’ll see how long you last, shall we?”




  His grip on her shoulders had intensified during his speech, and he hadn’t noticed her wincing in pain. “Tom, you’re hurting me.”




  “Hurt? You don’t know the meaning of the word,” he said through gritted teeth, refusing to loosen his grip.




  Oh God, he’s lost it.




  Lorne tried to shrug his hands off, but his grip tightened. Despite her crying out for him to stop, he refused to let go. He was like a crazed man, and she knew only one way to stop him. Her knee made contact with his groin, a slight nudge—or so she’d thought, just enough force to make him let go. To her amazement, he dropped to the floor and writhed in agony.




  “Tom, I didn’t mean to do it so hard. Please, let me help you up.” She bent down to try to comfort him.




  “Get away from me you, crazy bitch.” He flung out an arm, and his clenched fist caught her just above the eye.




  She flew across the room and landed in a heap on the cushions. Henry ran to her and licked the blood trickling from her brow.




  “It’s okay, boy. Go back to your bed,” she told him, stroking his head, but the dog seemed to sense more trouble ahead and refused to leave her side. He sat down beside her and eyed Tom warily. Lorne feared what would happen if Tom laid another hand on her.




  She noticed her mobile vibrating on the coffee table by the sofa.




  Here we go. Lorne struggled against the softness of the cushions to retrieve her phone. She felt bone tired, weary beyond words, and it showed in her voice when she answered the phone. “Hello. DI Simpkins.”




  The girl on the switchboard said, “Um, sorry to disturb you, ma’am. A body’s been discovered on your patch, and we wondered if—”




  “Give me the details,” Lorne said, as Tom staggered to his feet and headed towards the kitchen. Henry growled as Tom passed, but Lorne tugged his collar to chastise him.




  “The details are a bit sketchy at the moment, ma’am. The body was found in Chelling Forest. It appears to be a few weeks old.”




  “Great. Protective masks at the ready when I get there, then,” she muttered drolly.




  “I’ll take that as an affirmative then, ma’am?”




  “Yes, I’ll attend. Have you contacted Detective Sergeant Childs yet?”




  “My colleague’s on the other line with him now. She’s giving me the thumbs up, ma’am. He’s en route.”




  “Bang goes yet another romantic evening,” Lorne complained half-heartedly, pretending everything was as it should’ve been at home.




  “Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am,” the controller sympathised.




  Lorne wasn’t sorry, though; anything but. “I’ll be there ASAP.” She flipped her phone shut, sighed heavily, and ruffled Henry’s head. Then she told him to stay while she went in search of her pissed off and pissed up husband.




  Tom was sitting at the kitchen table, his hands wrapped around a glass and a half-empty bottle of whisky.




  Leaning against the doorframe, anger making her blood boil, she tucked her hair behind her ears. “Tom, I’ve got to go to work. We’ll have to finish our discussion later.”




  He ignored her and continued to stare at his glass.




  At that moment, she hated him for the damage he was causing their marriage. After a quick change of clothes, she gathered her phone, coat, and handbag and left the house, her heart heavy.




  CHAPTER TWO




  Chelling Forest was around half an hour’s drive from Lorne’s home. The vile weather meant that thankfully, the roads were quiet.




  The storm had dispersed, but the rain was less considerate and still came down in torrents. Lorne tutted, fearing the elements would hamper their investigation. Any possible footprints would be washed away long before she got there.




  Arriving at the location at ten twenty PM, Lorne saw several emergency vehicles already at the scene. A Sky News cameraman and reporter were set up, broadcasting a live report. Experience told Lorne that before long the area would be flooded with other reporters, both print and TV, hungrier for the grisly story than a pack of starving wolves would have been for road kill. Mercifully, the area had been cordoned off with blue and white crime tape.




  She opened the glove compartment and hunted for a plaster. After wetting her finger with spittle, she wiped the trickle of blood from her brow, then applied the plaster. She moved to the trunk and swapped her low-heeled court shoes for Wellies. Pulling on her light waterproof jacket to protect her navy pinstriped suit, she set off in search of her team.




  “Inspector Simpson, can you tell us what you’ve found?” the reporter shouted.




  “Evening, Bill. See you’re first on the scene, as usual. When I’m less pressed for time, perhaps we can have a chat about how you manage to get your information so quickly. And, just so you get your facts straight this time, the name is DI Simpkins, okay?”




  The reporter had the decency to look embarrassed, if only for a few seconds “Oops, sorry. Didn’t mean to cause offence. Are we looking at a murder enquiry?”




  “Give me a break, Bill. I’ve only just arrived. As soon as we have any information, you’ll be the first to know. You and the other gathering news teams, that is,” she added with a wry smile.




  The small rivers of mud squelched underfoot as she plodded through the forest. She’d already spotted her partner’s car amongst the parked vehicles, which made her feel a little easier. Pete Childs would be asking all the right questions.




  “Evening, ma’am. Foul evening in more ways than one.” A uniformed officer, halfway up the track, acknowledged her.




  She nodded in agreement and continued along the muddy pathway.




  Her head pounded with every step she took. How has my marriage got in such a state? She knew Tom hadn’t meant to strike her, but there was no getting away from the fury she’d seen in his eyes. Is that my fault too?




  As Lorne dodged another puddle, her thoughts turned to a few years before, when she would bring Charlie and Henry to that very wood. The pair ran innocently, playing hide-and-seek among the huge oak trees.




  After the night’s discovery, she’d think twice before coming anywhere near that place again, even in broad daylight. Christ, what if Henry had dug up the body, and Charlie had been the first to discover it? She shuddered at the thought; it didn’t bear thinking about.




  After a few more minutes of trudging through mud and sopping wet leaves, she finally reached the scene.




  The Scene of Crime Officers had erected a marquee, protecting the body from the rain seeping through the gaps in the branches overhead.




  Pete Childs approached her. “What the hell happened to you?”




  “I don’t suppose you’d believe me if I told you I walked into a door, would you?”




  “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” he said incredulously.




  “It was an accident. Your concern is duly noted, but leave it alone, Pete.”




  “You’re kidding me? Some bloody accident when a man’s fist connects with his wife’s face. When we’ve finished here, I’m going round to sort out your old man.”




  Lorne stepped forwards and rubbed her hand up his arm. “That’s sweet of you, Pete, but I’m afraid I provoked him. I can handle Tom. In fact, if it hadn’t been for my police combat training, it wouldn’t have happened in the first place.




  “Right, what have we got here?” She swiftly changed the subject as she pulled on a pair of white throwaway overalls and put plastic shoes over her feet.




  With a defeated shake of the head, Pete apprised her of the situation and informed her that the two teenagers, who’d literally stumbled across the headless corpse, were being questioned down at the station.




  The only significant conclusion the team had managed to gather so far was that the corpse was that of a woman.




  The putrid smell of rotting flesh hit them as soon as they entered the tent. Pete coughed and gagged. It still amazed Lorne how, after seventeen years on the force, her partner hadn’t grown accustomed to the fetid odour emitted from dead bodies.




  Lorne groaned when she saw who the attending pathologist was. They’d had more than a few unsavoury contretemps in the past. Jacques Arnaud had a bigger ego than Mont Blanc. Lorne and Pete stood alongside the Home Office Pathologist, who appeared to be transfixed by the body lying on the ground at his feet. His thumb and forefinger were placed studiously on either side of his chin.




  “What’ve we got, Doc?” Lorne asked the greying forty-year-old, who was rumoured to be a descendant of the French aristocracy. His sexy French accent and good looks had most of her colleagues drooling over him. Lorne, however, remained unimpressed, as she’d been on the receiving end of his sharp tongue and French arrogance far too often.




  She waited patiently for his reply.




  After a while, the doctor needlessly informed her, “I’m thinking, if you don’t mind, Inspector.”




  “About what, exactly, Doctor?” Lorne persisted sardonically, her blood boiling at his tone.




  “The case, of course. It’s a strange one,” he said.




  “In what way?” Lorne asked, fighting to keep the tedium from her voice. He’s such a bloody wind-up merchant, not at all like his predecessor, Dr Thomas, who always bent over backwards to help out the officer in charge. Word had it that no one at the station liked working with Arnaud. But his results more than made up for his crap attitude. Arnaud was considered the best in his field, with ground-breaking developments in DNA to his name.




  “I suspect the victim has been dead for approximately one month,” he stated thoughtfully, circling the corpse.




  “And?” Lorne prompted.




  “The crime was not committed here. At some point, the body was moved.”




  “Didn’t you say that the girl kicked the body as she stumbled over it?” Lorne asked Pete.




  “Yeah, that’s right, she—”




  Arnaud, his nostrils flaring, interrupted her partner. “I mean physically moved, not disturbed by a mere kick. The killer probably thought the body would likely be discovered at another site, therefore he or she decided to move it. It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve seen that happen. A mistake that, in the end, will prove to be his or her downfall.”




  “How can you tell?” Lorne asked, mystified by his assumption.




  “I believe I’ve said too much already. It’s pure conjecture at this moment in time. I’ll let you know after the post-mortem,” Arnaud informed her offhandedly.




  “Do you mind if I’m present at the post-mortem, Doctor?”




  “It’s your prerogative as leading investigator on the case, is it not? Now, if you don’t mind, I still have quite a lot of work to do here.”




  Lorne and Pete stepped outside the tent.




  “God, he can be such a prick at times,” Pete complained.




  “Yeah, a giant one, but he’s the best around. Unfortunately, the arrogant git is aware of that. I suspect that’s why he thinks he can treat everybody else at the scene as imbeciles. Come on. Let’s get back, see what the kids have to say?”




  “We’ve just got to make a slight detour,” Pete reminded her.




  “Oh no, you don’t, Pete. I can sort Tom out without any outside influences. Thanks all the same. What were you doing when you got the call?”




  “Nothing much. Having a couple of beers and enjoying an episode of CSI on the box.”




  “You’re pathetic, you know that? You watch CSI and all the blood and guts that entails, but when you’re faced with a real corpse you nearly pass out. You’re such an idiot,” she said, playfully punching his arm as they made their way back to their cars.




  Pete had been blessed with a face only a mother could love, and a body most women shied away from, so girlfriends had been low down on his agenda for years. He’d recently confided in Lorne that his last date had been fifteen years before. The relationship had turned sour quickly, and he swore blind that he’d never be taken for a fool again. He had stopped short of telling her why his relationship had come to an abrupt end.




  “Telly’s different to real life though, ain’t it?”




  “You mean you can watch TV through your fingers!” She laughed at the image she’d conjured up. “You do know the cases portrayed in those programmes are all based on actual events, don’t you?”




  “You’re pulling my wotsit. How do ya know that?”




  “It’s at the end in the credits. It states that Michael Baden is an advisor on the show.” She didn’t have a clue if that was true on every episode, but the ones she’d managed to catch had shown his name.




  “And who the hell might this ‘Michael Balden’ be?”




  “Baden. That’s B A D E N. Doctor Michael Baden. He’s only one of the world’s leading forensic pathologists. But I wouldn’t expect you to know that. You just watch the damn programmes and don’t think about all the work and research that goes in to them.”




  “All right, Mrs. Know-It-All. Sometimes you’re just too smart for words.”




  “And that, my dear Pete, is why I’m DI, and you’re still a sergeant,” she joked, knowing that if he wanted to pursue promotion, he could achieve it standing on his head. He was the type of person who couldn’t be bothered to go for promotion; the force was full of them. That, plus the facts that he enjoyed being her partner and they were regarded as one of the best teams in the Met.




  They left in their respective vehicles. Lorne, in her Vauxhall Vectra family car, watched and shook her head as Pete drove away in his beat-up old Lada that looked and sounded more like a Sherman tank. His pride and joy, the Lada was the best five hundred quid he’d ever spent, he told her daily. Lorne usually retaliated by saying the salesman must have laughed like a crazed man, the day Pete Childs drove that monstrosity off his forecourt.




  As Lorne pulled away from the scene, her mobile rang. She glanced at the caller ID before answering it. Not Tom—if it had been him, she would have ignored it and thought up an excuse for not answering it by the time she got home. “Hi, Sis. What’s up?” she asked jovially.




  “We’ve had Tom on the phone for the past fifteen minutes. What the hell have you done to him? The poor man’s distraught—”




  “Take a breath, for Christ’s sake, Jade.”




  She heard her sister take some heavy breaths before continuing. “Why did you do it, Lorne? How could you do such a thing, and to your husband of all people?” Her tone suggested she was straining to keep calm. Jade thought the world of Tom and tended to side with him whenever Lorne and Jade argued.




  Exhaling a deep breath, Lorne indicated and flashed Pete’s car, letting him know she was pulling over. Pete slowed and pulled in a couple of hundred yards ahead.




  “Jade, calm down. Look, I can’t deal with this right now. I’m on a case. We’ve just discovered a body in the woods.”




  “Jesus, woman. Is that all that matters to you, your bloody work? What about your marriage? It’s falling apart at the seams. Can’t you see that?”




  “Hardly, Jade. One argument, and you think we’re heading for the divorce courts. Tom and I are having a few problems at the moment, granted, but we’ll sort them out without any well-meaning interference from others.”




  “So, now you’re telling me to keep my nose out. That it’s none of my business you physically attacked your child’s father.”




  “Umm…‌Slight exaggeration. Is that on your part or Tom’s, I wonder?” Anger made Lorne’s pulse quicken. What the hell is Tom playing at? Involving Jade in our domestic dispute. What a truly selfish bastard he is.




  “What do you mean by that? God, if that man only knew what you did behind his back last year—”




  “That’s enough, Jade. You promised me you’d never bring that up again. No need to ask where your loyalties lie, is there? Oh, and by the way, I don’t suppose Tom happened to admit, when he was busy running me down, that he hit me and split my eyebrow open?”




  Jade gasped. Then she was silent.




  Lorne spoke softly. The last thing she wanted was to fall out with her sister, whom she’d always been really close to. “Listen, sweetie, I know you mean well, but this is something Tom and I have to sort out by ourselves. Oh, I’m fine, by the way. Thanks for asking. It was an accident,” she added and laughed gently.




  “Oh, Lorne, can you ever forgive me?”




  “What’s to forgive? It’s forgotten already. Just promise me that you’ll get both sides of the story next time, before having a go at me. And…‌don’t refer to that little misdemeanour again. Look, I’ve gotta go. I’ll call you tomorrow, okay?”




  “I promise. I’m sorry. Be careful out there.” Her family had picked up that saying from watching Hill Street Blues years ago. They’d said it every day their father left the house when they were kids. He had reached DCI during his time in the Met.




  After her sister had hung up, Lorne was tempted to ring Tom and give him a piece of her mind, but she knew that would only do more damage. She’d deal with him in her own time. His selfishness was really starting to annoy her. At the moment, she got the impression she had more support from her five year old bra than the husband who had promised to love, honour, and cherish her.




  She flashed her lights at Pete and pulled out.




  • • •




  Back at the station, the desk sergeant informed them that the kids who had discovered the body were in interview rooms one and two.




  “The girl’s quite distraught, and she’s been seen by the police doctor. He’s given you the green light to question her for a few minutes,” the sergeant said. Lorne wondered if the doctor realised they were dealing with a murder enquiry.




  Outside room one, she told Pete, “I’ll take the boy. You can have the girl.”




  “Cheers, boss. That’s the thanks I bloody get for giving up my evening off?” he moaned under his breath.




  “Stop whinging, and get on with it. Be gentle with her. And listen to what she has to say, don’t make any snap judgements.”




  “That’s like telling my grandma how to suck eggs. I ain’t new to this game, ya know.”




  “I know that. But your interviewing techniques lately haven’t exactly been by the book, have they, Pete?” She raised an eyebrow.




  “Point taken. But I’m not likely to give a distraught female a clout round the ear, now am I?”




  As Lorne stepped into the interview room, Todd Altman looked up. She pulled out the chair opposite him. “Hi, Todd. I’m DI Lorne Simpkins. Look, I know how difficult this must be, and I’d like to thank you for helping us with our enquiries. I’ve just got a few questions, and then you’ll be free to go.”




  “I’ve told your mates everything I know. When can Zoe and me go home?” he asked, firmly gripping his cup of coffee. His hand was shaking so much that the coffee splashed out of his cup.




  Lorne felt sorry for the nineteen-year-old, who appeared to be traumatised but trying hard to disguise it. His red eyes showed how much he had cried in the last hour or so.




  “Soon, I promise,” she said. “Now, what were you doing in the forest at that time of night?”




  He glanced over at the male officer standing in the far corner for help.




  Lorne followed his gaze and saw the officer shrug. “Todd?”




  The teenager shuffled his feet nervously, and Lorne got the impression he was too embarrassed to confide in her. She smiled reassuringly to put him at ease.




  He cleared his throat before replying, “Zoe and me go there ev’ry Thursday. It’s the only place we can be alone, if you know what I mean?”




  “I think I get the picture. I can think of more comfortable places to have sex though, especially in the middle of a storm. Do you still live at home, Todd?”




  “Yeah, I do. So? What’s that gotta do with anythin’?” he asked defensively.




  “Do your parents know that you go down the woods to play? Furthermore, do you know that it’s an offence to have sexual intercourse in a public place?” she stated, slapping the teenager down.




  “I know, I’m sorry. You’re not gonna arrest me for that, are ya?”




  Lorne fought hard to suppress a smile. “No, we won’t be arresting you this time, Todd. But in future, watch where you sow your oats, okay?”




  “Yes, miss. No fear of that, miss. After finding that body, my oat-sowing days in open places are well and truly over.” His relief was evident, and for the first time, Lorne noticed a sparkle in his baby blue eyes.




  “How was the body when you found it?” The lad smirked, and she sensed he was going to give her a wise-arse response, so she promptly rephrased her question. “I mean, was the body buried or exposed?”




  “It was covered with leaves when Zoe stumbled over it. Something spooked her. She took flight and kicked it while she was running. She said the forest had an eerie feel tonight. She doesn’t usually complain.” He took a sip of his coffee.




  Lorne’s notebook lay open in front of her but remained empty. She had a sinking feeling this interview was going to be a complete waste of time. “When was the last time you and Zoe visited the woods?”




  “Last week, I think.”




  “I need honest answers, Todd. Was it last week or not?”




  “Yeah, it was last Thursday. The weather was better then. I wish we hadn’t gone down there tonight, that’s for sure.”




  “Did you see anyone else in the woods?”




  “I don’t think so.”




  “Think, Todd. It’s important. It could be vital to the case,” Lorne urged the youngster and watched pain show in his expression.




  “Nope, don’t remember seeing anyone. Can we go now? You won’t tell our parents, will you?”




  Lorne let out a dissatisfied sigh. “You can go, but if you think of anything, anything at all, ring me. Okay?” She pushed back her chair and handed him one of her cards.




  There was no point hanging onto the kids. She tapped on the door to the other interview room and asked Pete to join her in the corridor. He came out a few seconds later.




  “Did you get anything out of the girl?”




  “Not even a tadpole of a clue. She cried, then bawled, then cried some more. Total waste. How about you?” her frustrated partner asked, pulling his trousers up by the waistband.




  “About the same. Let’s get shot of them and grab a coffee before Doctor Arnaud summons us. You losing weight, Pete?” she asked with a teasing smile.




  “Fat chance,” he replied before returning to the interview room. Lorne watched from the door as he gave the girl one of his cards. Zoe burst into tears again, and Lorne sent Todd in to calm her down.




  • • •




  “How you feeling?” Pete tentatively asked Lorne when they reached the canteen.




  “Thanks for asking, Pete, but I’m fine.” She intentionally avoided his eyes. They had a good working relationship. They’d been together for four years and knew each other well. Too well, at times.




  “Why did he do it?” he asked, concern showing in his voice.




  She knew what Pete thought of men who lashed out at their wives and suspected Tom, a close friend of his, had ultimately gone down in his estimation. “I’d rather not talk about it, if you don’t mind.” She kept her head down as she absently played with her cup.




  Pete held up his hands in surrender—he knew how stubborn she could be. “Okay, boss. But you know where I am if you want to unburden yourself.”




  “Thanks, partner.” Lorne smiled. She reached across the table and patted his hand.




  Lorne regarded Pete as a brother, teasing him one minute, then shouting at him the next. It also meant they had a strong relationship, one built on trust and understanding. Pete was the type to jump in feet first, whereas Lorne took two steps back and analysed cases logically. Over the years their balanced partnership had served both them and the Met well.




  A couple of uniformed officers joined them, and not long after that, Lorne’s mobile received the message they’d been waiting for. “Arnaud awaits, Pete. You ready for this?”




  “Far from it,” he mumbled, pushing back his chair.




  “Come on. Let’s get it over with.” She shuddered at the thought of spending the next three or four hours with Doctor Arnaud.




  CHAPTER THREE




  “Nice of you to come so promptly,” Arnaud said, when the two detectives arrived at the spotlessly clean St Patrick’s hospital mortuary.




  Knowing how Pete felt about sarcasm, Lorne shot him a warning glance to not retaliate.




  “Well! What are you waiting for? A number seven bus? For God’s sake, go get suited and booted. Bones, show them the way.”




  His pathologist assistant, Bones, grudgingly showed them to the locker room. He rummaged through the tall plastic container in the corner marked “CLEAN” and withdrew two sterilised green operating gowns that had been discarded by surgeons.




  The hospital deemed it a waste of funding to supply new greens for use in the pathology department, especially when, at the end of a post-mortem, the blood-soaked uniforms were disposed of in the hospital’s incinerator, anyway. Booties slipped over their shoes completed their fetching ensemble; they were ready to go.




  On the return journey up the long hallway to the doctor’s theatre, Pete gave a small cough and said, “Well, then…”




  Lorne cringed and braced herself. Her partner was about to ask one of his dumb questions.




  “What’s with the nickname?” Pete asked his unsuspecting victim.




  The small geeky-looking assistant snapped back, “Bones isn’t my nickname; it’s my surname.”




  Pete smiled.




  “You got a problem with that? And yeah, I’ve heard all the wisecracks in this universe and the next, so don’t waste your time even trying to come up with a new one.”




  “Hey, mate, no insult intended, just trying to make conversation,” Pete replied, his smile slipping.




  Lorne suppressed a chuckle at how Pete seemed put out by the young man’s abruptness.




  Out of the corner of his mouth, Pete said to her, “Touchy, ain’t he? Guess his sense of humour died a long time ago, working in a dead-end job like this.”




  “Give it a rest, Pete.” She elbowed him in the ribs and added, “Shut that overworked mouth of yours for a change, will you?” His mistimed humour was all bravado, a sign of how uncomfortable he was in his surroundings.




  Inside the post-mortem suite, Lorne approached the stainless steel table in the centre of the room. Standing approximately eighteen inches from the corpse’s feet guaranteed her a bird’s-eye view of the proceedings. Pete however, positioned himself alongside a chair that’d been handily placed next to the exit, ideal for a quick getaway. His pusillanimity in their environment was laughable.




  Arnaud stood next to the table and snapped on his latex gloves. His tools were laid out on the waist-high trolley beside him. Eyeing the tools, Lorne thought some of them looked as though they had been purchased at the local DIY store, rather than a medical supplier. Alongside the pruning clippers and the vibrating bone saw was a knife that resembled a bread knife she used at home. There were also various-sized scalpels, probably painstakingly sharpened by his assistant, Bones, after every examination.




  Bones unzipped the bag, and both men, one on either side of the table, slid the bag from under the body.




  Lorne glanced over at Pete as the corpse, which had been wrapped in a white sheet at the scene, lay like a midget-mummy on the table.




  After Bones and Arnaud carefully removed the sheet, Lorne hoped Pete wouldn’t faint—or throw up—at the sight of the headless, rotting trunk.




  Bones cautiously placed the sheet to one side, making sure any trace of evidence, no matter how small, would stay in the sheet, to be studied in depth later.




  The perforated table the body now lay on would allow any excess fluids to run through it and settle in the drip tray below, and those samples would also be analysed.




  Bones walked over to the recorder and switched it on.




  As Arnaud made his first cut into the torso, Lorne quickly donned her surgical mask. It didn’t take long for the smell of decomposing flesh to waft over to where Pete was standing. He gagged, his knees buckled, and he dropped into the chair beside him.




  Darn it. Just as I thought. The post-mortem suite was where the men were sorted from the boys. For some reason, the women seemed to cope far better in the environment than their male counterparts. Lorne always thought that having to go through the ordeal of childbirth worked in a female officer’s favour.




  “While I dissect the body, please feel free to ask any questions,” Arnaud said brusquely.




  The doctor was one of the few pathologists she knew who performed a post-mortem without wearing a mask. She’d once asked him why, only for him to snap that ‘a mask disguises crucial smells,’ like the smell of almonds, when cyanide had been used in a homicide. Lorne had a suspicion that Arnaud got a kick out of the vile stench of rotting flesh and was too ashamed to admit he had a fetish.




  “At the scene, you suspected the body had been moved. Can you tell us why, Doctor?” Lorne asked, her fascination piquing with every cut he made.




  “Ah, yes. Although the body had been discovered beneath a pile of leaves, it was caked in mud. As far as I know, when a pile of leaves breaks down, it does not mysteriously change its natural composition. I suspect that somebody returned to the body, to remove its limbs. You see here.” He pointed to the gaping hole in the right shoulder. “The arm has been pulled from its socket, not detached with a sharp implement. This can only be carried out with ease once the body has begun to decompose.”




  “Oh Jesus,” Pete cried as he bolted through the heavy plastic door.




  “I see your colleague appears to have lost his stomach for the job,” the Frenchman said, smirking, a glint in his smouldering dark brown eyes.




  A smile touched her taut lips. So this arrogant man did have a sense of humour after all.




  CHAPTER FOUR




  Lorne’s autopilot kicked in to get her home without much effort. Before long, she had her front door open and was easing her way along her narrow Minton-tiled hallway. Leaning against the decorative dado rail, she removed the shoes that had imprisoned her aching feet for the previous five hours. Standing over a corpse in a sanitised cold environment certainly took its toll.




  The post-mortem had turned out to be disappointingly inconclusive. Doctor Arnaud suspected the cause of death would only be determined once the missing limbs had been recovered. He’d been positive about only one thing—a homicide had been committed.




  Exhausted both mentally and physically, Lorne couldn’t summon up enough energy to climb the stairs to take a shower, despite the putrid smell of rotting flesh lingering uninvitingly on her clothes. Instead she wandered through to the kitchen. The newness of the wood was a welcome relief to her nostrils. Tom had recently refurbished it in a contemporary style of beech and stainless steel.




  Henry approached her sleepily. “Hello, boy. How’s it going?” she asked, petting his silky head. She took a crystal tumbler from the cupboard above the granite breakfast bar and filled it with the remains of the whisky.




  The sharp aroma of the amber-coloured liquid transported her to pastures far away. To the sumptuous heather-clad hillsides of Scotland. To a little holiday cottage Tom and she used to visit regularly before Charlie came along. Life had been so different back then. They’d been free spirits, without a care in the world. Now they were just an ordinary married couple, trapped in the midst of time, waiting for their child to fly the nest.




  With Henry close to her heels, she crept back into the lounge, switching on the lamp on the small table beside the sofa. She groaned as she settled her weary body on the cushions her husband had left strewn across the floor. The burning embers of the fire still radiated enough heat for the room to feel comfortable. Henry sidled up to her. She stroked him, and he licked her face in return.




  The whisky warmed her insides as it slid gracefully down her throat. She sighed with contentment and removed the band that had kept her shoulder-length hair in place throughout the post-mortem. She ran her fingers through her locks as she reflected on her day. Eventually her coil-sprung mind cleared, and she drifted off to sleep, wrapped around her devoted four-legged friend.




  Four hours later, she woke to find Tom standing over her, glaring.




  She stretched and yawned noisily. Henry ran to the back door and whimpered to be let out.




  “What time did you get in?” Tom asked.




  “I don’t know exactly. About three. Are you still in a mood?”




  He turned and headed into the kitchen. Lorne shook her head in dismay. After a few minutes, she followed him. He had his back to her. She tiptoed across the room and wrapped her arms around him, her head resting on his back, she asked again, “Are you still in a mood with me?”




  Untying himself from her grasp, he stepped away. “Don’t you ever stop interrogating people?”




  His angry words sent a chill running up her spine. He looked handsome in his burgundy silk robe that was draped open, revealing a muscular, thickly thatched chest she usually adored running her fingers through. Her heart skipped a beat as her eyes lingered on the stunning Mediterranean dark looks he’d fortunately inherited from his father. The problem was he’d also inherited other traits that weren’t so charming, such as his temper and unwillingness to compromise.




  “Once a policewoman, always a policewoman, I guess.” She shrugged an apology.




  “You stink. The least you could have done was had a shower.”




  Lorne shook her head. “Tom, I was buggered when I got home. Give me a break, will you?”
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