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  PROLOGUE




  Trisha Dobbs cowered in the corner. She wrapped her trembling arms around her two small children and kept her gaze on the three men ransacking her immaculate home. “Don’t hurt us any more, please!”




  The man snarled and ordered, “Get the rope and tie them up.”




  Trisha gasped, and he turned to look at her, his eyes narrowed. She quickly averted her eyes, not wishing to annoy the man further. She’d already lashed out at him while trying to protect her son and daughter when the three brutes had forced their way into the house. He had a gash above his right eye where her flailing fist had connected, and she had a gash across her cheek where he’d retaliated without hesitation. She’d sensed, then, that she and her children were in for a rough ride and that the man was used to getting his way with women, one way or another.




  “Mummy, I want to go toilet,” little Rebecca said as tears welled in her bright blue eyes. Trisha comforted the child and kissed her forehead reassuringly.




  “Sssh, hon, try and hold on. Go through your alphabet to take your mind off it, like I told you. A is for apple, B is for—”




  “Shut the fuck up, bitch,” the man snapped, his voice filled with venom.




  “I…‌I’m sorry—” Trisha stopped when the man rushed at her and ripped her daughter from her grasp.




  “Mummy!”




  “No! I’m sorry. Please don’t hurt my baby.” Trisha sobbed and clung tightly to her two-year-old son, Jacob.




  The man picked up Rebecca and roughly dropped her on the large white leather sofa opposite her mother. Trisha soon saw the trickle of yellow liquid drip down the sofa onto the rug below. Sensing danger, she placed a finger to her lips to warn her daughter to keep quiet. Rebecca covered her mouth as her shoulders trembled, and tears cascaded down her flushed cheeks. Too far from her mother’s reach, the four-year-old was petrified.




  The man in charge towered over Trisha, his body blocking the light from the crystal chandelier overhead. “What time will he be home?”




  With the man intimidating her, Trisha found it impossible to think properly. She glanced up at the lion head-shaped gold wall clock hanging above the fireplace. “Dave should be home at any minute,” she told him in a quivering voice.




  The men had come at eight o’clock, and it was now half past ten. Trisha’s husband always arrived home around eleven on match days when he played at home. He generally declined going for a drink with the rest of the team after work. He was the type who preferred to keep out of the limelight, and he hated the notoriety connected with his job. Given the option, he would choose to be home with his family, unlike most of his teammates, who appeared to revel in fighting off the paparazzi at London’s elite nightclubs.




  One of the men tied her arms behind her back before moving on to little Jacob. Her heart went out to her baby, and wanting to protect him, she pleaded, “Stop! He’s only a child. What harm can he do? Please don’t tie him up.”




  Appearing uncertain, the man looked over his shoulder at his boss, who glared and nodded for him to continue.




  Jacob cried out in pain as the man roughly wrapped the rope around his fragile wrists.




  “It’s okay, sweetie. Show Mummy how brave you can be.” Trisha tried to reassure him, hoping to prolong the charade that they were all playing a bizarre game.




  Soon both children were sobbing uncontrollably, and Trisha, numb with helplessness, felt as though she’d been stabbed numerous times in the chest. My God, what can I do to get out of this?




  “Go upstairs and start on the bedroom. Tear it to pieces if you have to,” the man in charge ordered.




  Trisha tried hard not to give anything away with her facial expressions under the man’s intensive stare. She felt confident the gang wouldn’t find the safe tucked under the floorboards in the master bedroom, but considering the mess they’d made of her beautiful home since their arrival, anything was possible.




  The man in charge took a step toward her. “If you don’t tell me where the jewellery is, I’m gonna start hurting the kids.”




  Knowing she couldn’t delay the inevitable any longer, she sighed. “In the back bedroom.”




  “Where?”




  “In the wardrobe. On the shelf, there’s a box.”




  He leaned close and ran his thumb from one side of his throat to the other. “If you’re tricking me…” Jacob was sitting beside her, and the man yanked the boy’s head back. “He gets it, you hear me?”




  “Yes, I understand. My jewellery is in that room. I don’t have much. You think we’re rich, but we’re not. This house is mortgaged to the hilt. All our furniture is on hire purchase. Dave doesn’t make the kind of wages reported in the papers, I swear,” she told him between sobs. Stay strong for the kids’ sakes.




  “You think I’ve got ‘fucking idiot’ tattooed on my forehead, bitch? What do you take me for?”




  “I’m sorry. It’s the truth. You have to believe me.”




  “Oh, do I now? You blondes are all the same—thick as shit! You think you can wrap us men around your fingers, don’t ya?”




  Trisha remained silent.




  The man went into the hallway and shouted up the stairs, “The spare room at the back, in the wardrobe, on the shelf. Let me know when you find something.”




  Trisha squeezed her eyes shut and tried to visualise what jewellery she had put in the specific box. Her heart sank when she remembered she’d placed nothing spectacular there. All her best jewellery, Christmas and birthday presents that Dave had bought her, were safely tucked away under the floorboards. She hoped and prayed the children wouldn’t give her away, for all their sakes.




  “Something wrong?” The man was in her face again, his eyes glinting with pure evil.




  She wanted to be her usual sarcastic self, but the present time wasn’t appropriate. “No. Just hoping Dave returns home soon.”




  “So am I,” he said, before releasing a full belly laugh.




  A few minutes later, the other two men returned to the living room and handed the box to the man in charge. He slammed down the glass of brandy he’d poured himself on the nearby side-table and marched towards her. “Is this it?”




   She gulped. “Yes, I told you, we’re not wealthy. I—”




  “That’s bullshit, lady, and we both fuckin’ know it. Where is it? This is your final chance or the kid gets it.”




  Words stuck in her throat as the three intruders eyed her with contempt. Suddenly, the man in charge reached out and yanked Jacob to his feet. The man pulled out a knife and placed it against her terrified son’s neck. Trisha watched in horror as the blade sank into her child’s skin, and droplets of blood trailed down onto his white T-shirt, followed by his terrified tears.




  “Please! I’ll tell you. Don’t hurt my baby.”




  “I’m waiting.”




  “In the main bedroom—you have to move the bed—there’s a small safe in the floorboards under the rug.”




  He nodded for his men to go back upstairs and check. Seconds later, he received a shout that they’d located it, and seconds after that, little Jacob lay in a heap on the shag carpet, his throat slit from ear to ear.




  CHAPTER ONE




  “Come on, lazy bones. Time to get up.” Tony tapped Lorne on her bare behind as he walked past and disappeared into the bathroom.




  “Why? Why did I agree to start today? And why did you get me drunk last night? I’ve got the mother of all hangovers, now.”




  Tony laughed and started singing his latest annoying song in the shower.




  Lorne, happy at last, smiled and sat up in bed. In a few weeks, she and Tony were going to get married. Just a few more things to organise. Her life was on the up for a change, after all she had encountered over the last few years.




  Tony came back into the bedroom and caught her smiling. “You should do that more often, it suits you.”




  “You cheeky sod, I’m always happy.” She picked up his pillow and threw it at him.




  He caught it, aimed it, and hit her full in the face. Tony cocked an eyebrow at her. “You are?”




  “When I’m with you, yes.” Lorne smiled and fluttered her eyelashes.




  “You’re such a creep, Detective Inspector.”




  She puffed out her chest, proud and pleased that she had decided to return to the Metropolitan Police, despite losing her wonderful partner Pete almost two years ago. However, the job came with a proviso, one that she wasn’t relishing. She was expected to break in a new partner, to train him to think on his feet and ensure he carried out the job in the manner to which she was accustomed. All under the watchful eye of Sean Roberts, her detective chief inspector. Butterflies took flight in the pit of her stomach as she reminded herself what lay ahead of her that day.




  “Hey, what’s up?” Tony asked, his frown matching hers.




  “Nothing. Just thinking.”




  He approached the bed and sat beside her. Picking up her hand, he placed it to his lips and tenderly kissed it. “About Pete?”




  That was what she loved about Tony, his intuitiveness. He knew exactly what she was thinking—most of the time, anyway. He was one of the most sensitive men she’d ever met, and she regarded him, after several failed relationships, as her soul mate.




  She cleared her throat and stroked his cheek with her free hand. “You’re so perceptive.”




  Tony shrugged. “I should be. It goes with the job. Now get a wiggle on; you don’t want to be late your first day back.”




  Lorne took a leisurely shower, her mind full of anxious thoughts, the most prominent of which was her father’s warning that, ‘Going back doesn’t always work.’ Only time would tell on that one, but in the meantime, she’d do everything in her power to prove him wrong.




  After leaving the Met, she hadn’t stepped foot back in the station where she’d worked the previous eight years. She had settled into a new life of renovating houses. After she finished refitting the kitchens and bathrooms and doing a general tidy-up, she would be looking for good tenants who wouldn’t trash the properties, but she was prepared to sell to recoup costs if she couldn’t find suitable tenants.




  Approximately two weeks before, Lorne had been having a lazy Monday morning, going through the necessary paperwork that accompanied her new career, when the persistent ringing of the doorbell had interrupted her.




  “All right, all right. Keep your knickers on.”




  Her mouth had dropped open when she saw Detective Chief Inspector Sean Roberts standing on the doorstep, looking kind of sheepish.




  “Sir—I mean, Sean. What the hell are you doing here?” He hadn’t contacted her since she’d resigned and left the force, so her surprise was genuine.




  He gave her an embarrassed smile and looked over his shoulder at the road behind him. “Umm…‌Getting wet at the moment. Any chance I can come in for a chat?”




  “Of course. Sorry.”




  Her former boss followed her through to the kitchen where Henry, her eight-year-old border collie, rushed up to greet him.




  “In your bed, boy,” Lorne told her four-legged companion. Wagging his tail, he trotted back to his squidgy bed, sulked and moaned when he threw himself down. “Typical man. He likes to have the last word.”




  “He remembered me.” Sean smiled nervously.




  Something didn’t fit right. Sean appeared uncomfortable, awkward to be there. Lorne had never seen him like that, not even during their relationship years before.




  “A coffee would be nice?” he asked hopefully as she sized him up.




  “Gosh, where are my manners? I’m so shocked to see you.” She filled the kettle and motioned for Sean to sit at the kitchen table. “Milk and sugar?”




  “You mean you can’t remember?”




  She blushed at his teasing. “Why are you here, Sean?” She picked up the milk carton and poured a few drops in both mugs.




  He responded as she eased into the chair opposite him. “I want you to reconsider and come back to the Met.”




  “You’re kidding me?” She almost dropped her mug on the table.




  “Nope. It took a lot for me to come here and ask you, Lorne, especially after the way you handed in your resignation.”




  Dumbfounded, she said, “My views haven’t altered.”




  “I can understand that. Just like I understood where you were coming from when you handed your letter to me. It was tough, losing Pete like that.”




  She dropped her gaze to the table, determined not to show him how affected she still was by her partner’s death. You can’t work with someone for almost eight years and watch them die in your arms and dismiss the residual pain and guilt with a mere click of your fingers.




  Clearing her throat, she looked him in the eye. “I don’t understand why you’re asking me to return, then.”




  “To be honest, I’m a man down…‌Yes, I know, you’re a woman, but you know what I mean.”




  With her interest piqued, she leaned across the table and asked, “So what happened to DI Paul Marsden then?”




  “Umm…‌He wasn’t up to the job, and that’s all I’m prepared to say about him. So?”




  “What about Superintendent Greenfall?”




  “Let’s just say he realised what a good copper you were when it was too late.”




  She laughed at the irony behind his words. He studied her while she got her laughter under control. “I’m not sure, Sean. I have a whole new career now. And…‌er, Tony and I are due to get married in a few weeks.”




  He seemed stunned by the news, if only for a second. He recovered quickly. “Wow, congrats. You don’t waste much time, do you?”




  It was her turn to be shocked. “What do you mean by that?”




  Looking shamefaced, Sean chewed his bottom lip for a second or two. “Nothing.” He quickly turned the conversation back to the reason for his visit. “So how about it? The thing is, I need a quick answer; otherwise, I’ll have to advertise internally.”




  Silence filled the kitchen for a while, and Lorne thoughtfully sipped at her mug of coffee. She took in the worry lines she’d never noticed before around her ex-boss’ grey eyes.




  “Lorne?”




  “Good God, Sean, you can’t turn up here after having no contact with me for almost two years and expect me to answer a life-changing question within a few minutes. I have Tony to consider, nowadays. All our decisions are made jointly.”




  Reluctantly, Sean stood up and looked down at her. “Fair enough. Can you give me an answer by the end of my shift tomorrow?”




  “Still working nine-to-five, are you?” She laughed, trying to break through the chill that had materialised between them. He’d never been the type to do less than a sixty-hour week.




  “Hah! That’d be nice. Maybe if you came back to work for me, it would ease my workload a little.” He held up his hands. “Not that I’m putting any pressure on you, of course.”




  They walked up the Minton-tiled hallway to the front door. “Of course not. I promise to get back to you tomorrow, Sean, either way. Thanks for asking. Oh, and it was good to see you again after all this time,” she added, hoping to make him feel guilty for avoiding her over the past few years.




  She and Tony had spoken at length, weighing up the pros and cons of going back to work with Sean and her old team. Her fiancé’s final words on the matter were, “Give it a go. If things don’t work out, you can always leave and pick up where you left off with the renovations.”




  So, there she was, her first day back in paid employment with the Met. After quickly bolting down a piece of buttered toast, Lorne left the house and set off to her new-old job.




  CHAPTER TWO




  Lorne parked her Nova in the station car park at five minutes to nine and stood, glancing up at the station for a few minutes, trepidation tingling along the hairs on her neck.




  Come on, girl. As Ty Pennington would say, ‘Let’s do it!’




  Not much had changed in the drab reception area. A few of the uniformed coppers nodded their heads in acknowledgement and recognition. Walking up to the desk, she was saddened to see Sergeant Harry Watson standing erect behind it.




  “Everything all right, ma’am?” he asked, looking perplexed.




  “What? Oh sorry, Harry. I was expecting Sergeant Harris.”




  “Ahh…‌Bert retired at the end of last year, ma’am. Can I just say it’s good to have you back?”




  Lorne smiled and nodded. “Of course he did. I’ll have to drop by and see him when I get five minutes—and thanks, Harry. That’s kind of you.” She shrugged and pulled a face. “I’ll tell you at the end of the week if it’s good to be back.”




  The sergeant buzzed her through the secure door, and she walked up the concrete stairs, through the grey dingy hallway to the incident room. When she opened the door, Sean stopped addressing the group of officers in the Serious Crime Squad, and everyone turned to look at her. A moment’s silence filled the room before AJ started clapping. Before long, the room had erupted into applause, and Lorne battled to control the flush turning her cheeks beet red.




  Sean approached her, took her by the elbow, and guided her into the room. They came to a standstill in front of the whiteboard that she assumed the DCI had been writing fresh notes upon. Sean raised his hand, and the room fell silent again.




  He cleared his throat and announced, “Lorne, on behalf of the gang, welcome back. You’ve been missed.”




  Glancing around the room, she saw her old team nod their heads in approval at the DCI’s words. But one person, a young woman at the back, was giving her a hard, cold stare.




  “Thanks, Detective Chief Inspector Roberts. It’s good to be back, I think. I’ve missed all you guys, too. Now, let’s get to work, shall we?” She’d never been one for idle chitchat during working hours, and her team knew that. She just hoped they remembered it and hadn’t let their standards slip in her absence.




  Sean took over. “I guess the first thing I should do is introduce you to a new member of the team. Katy, step forward please.” The woman joined them, apparently grudgingly. Lorne stretched out her hand to greet Katy as Sean introduced them. “Sergeant Katy Foster, this is Superwoman herself—otherwise known as Detective Inspector Lorne Simpkins, your new partner.”




  The pair shook hands. Lorne smiled, while the other woman’s mouth remained set in a straight line. Lorne made a mental note to find out the officer’s background from Roberts after the meeting was over.




  Roberts seemed to ignore the sergeant’s strange behaviour. “Okay, Lorne. Do you want to take a seat over here? I’ll fill everyone in on a new case that cropped up overnight. Feel free to butt in any time to ask questions.”




  Both women sat down as Roberts ran through the case.




  “At some time just after eleven last night, Dave Dobbs returned to his house in Chelsea to find his two small children murdered and his wife fighting for her life.”




  Chelsea? Lorne asked, “That’s a pretty well-to-do area, sir. Are we talking a wealthy family, here?”




  Sean smiled, obviously pleased to see her police brain kicking into gear within minutes of being back on duty. “Yes, Inspector. When I tell you that Dave Dobbs is a premiership footballer, you’ll get an idea of the kind of money we’re talking about. Here’s where it gets interesting: the proprietor can’t understand how an intruder could get into the house. The place has state-of-the-art security. Okay, there are no dogs on guard, because they had young kids, but they have CCTV, and no one could get in the gates without knowing the code,” Roberts said, pointing to the notes he’d written on the board.




  “Are there any nearby neighbours? Did they see or hear anything?” Lorne asked.




  “Not sure, as yet. I want you to go out there first thing, Inspector, to walk the scene. I’m not sure what the neighbourhood is like, whether it’s close-knit or not—I suspect the latter, since Dobbs had all that security. None of the neighbours have been questioned yet. I’d like you to organise your team to go house to house. It’s all we’ve got to go on at the moment. SOCO are at the house now; Joe Wallis is in charge over there. He’s relatively new, so you won’t know him. Any other questions? Bear in mind, this is all we have to go on at this time.”




  “How bad is the wife? What’s her condition? And what happened to the kids, sir?” Lorne asked quietly.




  “The wife, Trisha, is on a ventilator. She was stabbed repeatedly. I’m waiting on a doctor’s report as to how bad she really is. And the kids—Rebecca, aged four, and Jacob, aged two—had their throats cut.”




  “Jesus, have you had any other incidents like this in recent months?” Lorne asked, her professionalism uppermost despite her eyes misting up with tears at the thought of the pain and suffering the little mites must have been subjected to. In all her time in the force, she’d never come across such a crime. She’d encountered heinous crimes of murder and rape—her own teenage daughter had been a victim of the latter—but she’d never actually come across a burglary where the criminal had killed two innocent toddlers.




  Sean Roberts shook his head. “Not that I know of. I’ve instructed Molly to check the database to see if anything else flags up in another area.”




  Lorne looked around to find Molly in the room and gave her a quick smile. Molly, a brunette in her mid-thirties with whom Lorne had had severe problems in the past, smiled back and gave a thumbs-up.




  “Right, any other questions?” Roberts asked, scanning the room.




  The room remained silent.




  “Very well then. Lorne, I’d like to see you in your office for five minutes, and then you can instruct your team on what you want them to do next.” Roberts was already walking in the direction of Lorne’s office.




  Her stomach clenched as she stood on the threshold of the room she’d once shared with her dead partner, Pete. Roberts watched, expression concerned. Lorne sucked in a deep breath and could’ve sworn she smelt Pete’s Cool Water aftershave lingering in the doorway with her. Was it possible he was there to lend a helping hand?




  “Everything all right, Lorne?”




  She took a hesitant step into the room. “Yeah, just a few memories I have to contend with.”




  Roberts grimaced. “If I could sort you out another office, I would, but these renovations seemed to have ground to a halt with all the cutbacks going on at the moment.”




  She laughed. “Hey, maybe my builders could lend a hand.”




  “That’s right. I forgot you’re into that sort of thing now. What’s happening with that side of things? Is Tony taking over the reins?”




  “No. We’re seeing how things progress here first—”




  “Whoa! You mean you don’t think this is going to work out?” Roberts said, shocked.




  “I don’t have a crystal ball, sir. There’s no telling what might happen. My builders will continue to work on the properties under the guidance of the foreman. I bunged him an extra £50 a week. I can catch up with things on the weekend, provided I’m not expected to do overtime. And before you make promises you can’t keep, I know that whether I get time off or not depends on how a case is going. I’m not that green.”




  “It’s good to have you back, Lorne. I’ve missed your feistiness and ‘tell it how it is’ attitude. Your predecessor was so far up his own backside…‌Well, you know what I mean. I think he had a sense of humour bypass in his dim and not-so-distant past.”




  She laughed. Feeling less tense, she walked around the desk and sat in her old chair. Yes, she was back. Now what?




  She remembered Katy’s cool greeting. “This new sergeant, what’s her background?”




  He sat in the chair opposite her and steepled his fingers, as he usually did when he was contemplating something.




  “She was transferred from the Manchester force, just passed her sergeant’s exam. This will be the first case in her new role.”




  “So, as well as returning to work after a two-year absence, it’s up to me to babysit a new recruit, too?”




  Sean chuckled. “She’s hardly young, Lorne.”




  “Are you kidding me? She’s barely out of nappies. She must be what, twenty-three?”




  “Very good. She’s twenty-two.”




  Lorne whistled and shook her head. “I’ve never known a sergeant that young, sir. What’s the story?”




  The DCI winced and said quietly, “She’s a friend of Superintendent Greenfall. Well, she’s not, but her father is. She’s got a bit of a chip on her shoulder. I thought you could knock her into shape in your own inimitable way.”




  Stunned, she stared at him open-mouthed before she recovered. “Christ, welcome back to the lion’s den, Lorne, and don’t forget to suck up to your new novice partner. She’s your nemesis’ protégée. If you don’t tippy-toe around her, you know what will happen.”




  She could tell Roberts was struggling not to laugh.




  “Sums it up nicely, I’d say,” he said jovially, as he departed the room.




  Why did she have the feeling she’d been duped?




  CHAPTER THREE




  Lorne issued her team its tasks and set off for the crime scene with new recruit Katy Foster alongside her.




  At the reception desk, DCI Roberts had left the keys to a Vauxhall Vectra that was parked alongside her small Nova in the car park. It was late September. The trees were beginning to turn rich golden and bronze. The autumn rain and high winds were bringing hundreds of leaves to the ground, making the roads and pavements hazardous.




  As they headed out to Chelsea, Katy hadn’t said a word after fifteen minutes in the car. Lorne decided to speak first. “So, Katy, how long have you been down here? DCI Roberts told me you were based in Manchester.”




  Staring at the road ahead of her, Katy replied, “A month.”




  Her tone held an edge that didn’t sit well with Lorne, but she continued the conversation nevertheless. “You’re very young to be a sergeant. You must have impressed your superiors.”




  “Yep,” came the younger woman’s abrupt retort.




  Lorne navigated the heaving London traffic before trying again. “Do you have a boyfriend?”




  “Yep.”




  Lorne bit the inside of her lip, forcing back the anger she feared would escape the next time she opened her mouth. Although she herself was known for her feistiness, she’d never been rude with it. Katy was striking her as rude. Glancing out the corner of her eye, she saw that Katy held her back rigid and her arms folded tightly across her chest. One final attempt, and then if she doesn’t answer, well…‌




  “So has your boyfriend stayed up in Manchester, or has he come down here with you?” Lorne made certain that the question required more than a one-word answer.




  “Yep, he’s back there.”




  Ah ha! So that might be her problem; maybe she was missing him.




  “Is he going to join you down here?”




  “Maybe.”




  Anger bubbled near the surface, but they arrived at the Dobbses’ house. Annoyed, Lorne ordered tersely, “When we get inside, I want you to stay by my side, okay?”




  She heard Katy expel her breath and tut noisily. Lorne wanted to grab her by the shoulders and give her a good shake. She hated insubordination. She’d always run a tight ship with a supporting crew—except for Molly, but Lorne had even turned her around, come the end. The trouble was that she’d have to tread carefully where Katy was concerned, due to the Greenfall factor.




  This situation sucks!




  Pulling up to the gates a uniformed officer approached the car. She showed him her warrant card and introduced Katy.




  “Very well, ma’am. If you pull over to the left there, it’ll ensure the SOCO team can leave the scene without obstruction once they’re finished.”




  “I’ll do that. Thanks.”




  The house was huge. Lorne guessed that the large red-bricked mansion house dated back to the Victorian era. The front garden was mostly laid to lawn and bordered with mature shrubs that ranged in colour from golden yellow to deep plum. Her father, once an avid gardener, would be in awe of this beautifully tended garden.




  The two women stepped out of the vehicle. Lorne opened the boot to look for plastic shoes for them to use. She could’ve kicked herself for not coming prepared; her old car would’ve been kitted out properly. Yet another job to add to her to-do list.




  “Damn it. Nothing,” she told Katy, who only shrugged in response, making Lorne’s annoyance and anger intensify.




  When they approached the front door, one of the Scene of Crime officers was at his vehicle. Lorne asked him for some plastic shoes, which he retrieved from the back of his van and handed to her.




  “I’m looking for Joe Wallis. Is he still here?” Lorne asked the officer, a man in his early-mid thirties, as she slipped on the blue plastic shoes.




  “In the bedroom upstairs, ma’am. We’re almost finished here,” the officer told her.




  “Dare I ask if you’ve found much?”




  “I’d rather you ask Wallis that, ma’am,” he replied, giving her an awkward smile.




  “I understand. Thanks for the shoes. Come on, Sergeant.”




  Stepping through the front door, Lorne looked up at the magnificent vaulted hallway and galleried landing, decorated in a stark white that had splashes of red in the form of vases, picture frames, and curtains. The modern look was totally different to what she’d been expecting from the exterior of the property.




  With her warrant card in hand and Katy behind her, she made her way up the grand sweeping staircase towards the master bedroom at the end of the hallway, passing by several open doors en route. Lorne glanced in the rooms as she passed and marvelled at how beautifully decorated they all were, even the two children’s bedrooms. One room was bubble gum pink and had a canopied princess bed along one wall, while the other had a mural of a castle painted on the wall. The bed had chains on either end, as though it were a drawbridge that lowered and rose when required by its keeper, who sadly was no longer with them.




  Several of the SOCO team, dressed in white paper suits, were still hard at work in the main bedroom when they entered.




  “Joe Wallis?” Lorne asked the suited man nearest the door.




  “Over here. And you are?” The goatee-bearded man was in his mid-forties, his hair on the cusp of turning grey. His brown eyes glistened in the artificially lit room.




  Lorne proffered her hand, but he held his gloved hands uppermost and shrugged.




  “I’m Detective Inspector Lorne Simpkins, SIO of the case. Can you tell me what you’ve found?”




  “Sure, I’m almost done here. Give me a couple of minutes, and I’ll walk you through the house.”




  “Thanks.” Lorne stepped back into the hallway and stood against the wall. Katy stayed in the doorway, watching the SOCO officers carry out their work.




  “Have you worked on a murder case before, Sergeant?”




  “Once or twice.”




  Lorne eyed the younger woman, trying to figure her out. Katy was fairly pretty, didn’t wear much makeup, and had olive skin with what Lorne thought were acne scars. She was slim, about the same size as Lorne in height and build, but Lorne noticed that her mahogany brown hair had the look of being pampered and cut by an expert hairdresser.




  “You want to be more specific about your experience?”




  Katy shrugged and kept her eyes trained on the room in front of her, another thing Lorne hated and considered rude. Finally, Katy replied, “We have murders up there, too, you know.”




  “Did I say you didn’t? Look, Katy. If we’re going to wor—” Lorne stopped when Wallis came marching out of the room and down the hallway.




  “Come along, Inspector. I haven’t got all day,” he called over his shoulder as he disappeared downstairs.




  “Never mind. Come on.” Lorne trotted after Wallis.




  The two women walked through the double glass doors into the lounge. Wallis stood by the French doors that led out onto the terrace and pool area. At his feet, the cream carpet had a bloodstain the size of a large beach ball.




  “This is where the boy child died, Jacob Dobbs. His hands were tied behind his back, as were his mother’s.”




  Wallis walked to another area and indicated another blood spot on the carpet half the size of the last one. “Trisha Dobbs was stabbed here, at least ten times—how she survived, I’ll never know, but she did. And over there—” Wallis pointed to the white couch approximately ten feet away. “That is where the little girl, Rebecca Dobbs, was found. Like her brother, the poor mite’s throat had been cut.”




  “Don’t you think that’s odd? That both children were killed like that, and yet the mother only had stab wounds. I say only, but you know what I mean.”




  “I agree, most odd. Maybe the intruder wanted to make the mother suffer before and after,” Wallis said frankly, as if he’d already thought deeply about the circumstances and possible motives of the criminals.




  Lorne looked at all three spots again, her mind racing with probabilities. “You mean, you think the mother was intentionally left alive?”




  Wallis’ mouth turned down, and he nodded. “That’s how it looks to me. Otherwise, why didn’t she suffer the same fate as her children?”




  Lorne’s brow furrowed. “Do you think the intruder knew the family? Was it some kind of punishment, perhaps?”




  “Now that, Inspector, is something you need to find out. The place was torn apart, both in here and upstairs in the bedrooms. I’d say they were after jewellery, but it’s possible they could’ve been after something else. The best person in a position to answer that would be Mr. Dobbs.”
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