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  For my parents. All of them.




  

    Thank you.


  




  





  A flower cannot blossom without sunshine, and man cannot live without love




  

    Max Muller


  




  

    Love is composed of a single soul inhabiting two bodies


  




  

    Aristotle


  




  

    Even psychopaths have emotions if you dig deep enough. Then again, maybe not . . . I gave up on love and happiness a long time ago


  




  

    Richard Ramirez
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  Chloe and Joe




  She watched him die.




  She did nothing, as the man she supposedly loved took his final breath. Knowing that she would have to live with that inaction for whatever time she had left.




  She told herself there wasn’t much she could have done anyway. She could only watch as the realisation hit him, filmy eyes locking with hers. A single word dropping from his mouth, before

  it dissolved into nothingness and he began to fade away.




  She had simply stared at him, soft tears rolling down her cheeks as she watched him convulse. Saw him fight with a diminishing strength, his muscular, fit body amounting to little in the end. A

  growing horror building inside her as the final gurgles of breath left his body. The effort of keeping her eyes open exhausting her.




  She didn’t try to move, to try to help him. The desire to do so obliterated by his words.




  The knowledge that she had wanted this was driven to the back of her mind. Only the thought of what was going to happen next. Whether she would die or be let go.




  She was glad he went first.




  She was glad he had died looking her in the eye, knowing she had wanted it to happen.




  She was glad that he’d died knowing that she was happy that he was gone.




  It hadn’t started out like that.




  They were famous, away from that room. Celebrities. Everything she’d ever wanted to be. Chloe Morrison. Famous for no reason other than for being famous.




  Chloe was taken second, after Joe, and only because of what she had been shown. Joe, tied to a chair, beaten and bloodied. She hadn’t thought of herself or her family. Only him and the

  danger he was in.




  She knew what people thought of her – that she had an elevated sense of self-worth. She had a reputation for getting what she wanted, when she wanted it. That she believed she deserved the

  attention, based purely on who she was.




  It wasn’t completely true. Not all of it.




  Joe had been central to her life. It didn’t matter if she spent hours making herself look ‘right’, presenting the flawless version of herself to the world. The spray tans and

  endless hair and make-up sessions. The rumours of plastic surgery to explain the way her body looked in tight-fitting clothes. To Chloe, that was all just part of the celebrity game. One she had

  wilfully taken a role in.




  She had sought fame. She had a need to be famous. To be noticed. Without the talent or skill for it to be in music or sports, or even a vile personality. There was only one way.




  Reality TV.




  Chloe had thought the only way to get on one of those programmes was to either turn posh and move to Chelsea, or pretend to be from Newcastle and become more willing to piss the bed in front of

  a camera. That was until she saw the advert on Twitter, asking for girls from Liverpool to audition for a new reality show that was being made. She’d slept in her rollers and turned up along

  with hundreds of others a few weeks later, prepared to be as glam and gorgeous as possible, knowing that she had to be more real to stand out in the crowd.




  The first time they’d met was at the auditions. She’d thought he was good-looking, if a bit full of himself. It was clear the producers on the show had plans, pairing them off a few

  times before filming began. It had made them comfortable together, giving them better on-screen chemistry. She’d found out Joe played for a lower division football team she’d heard of

  in passing. Played on her side of the water, on the Wirral. Not that she was pretending to be anything other than a proper Scouser at that point.




  That had been almost two years ago. Since then, her life had changed in every single way she could have dreamed of. She was known. People stopped her in the street, asking for a selfie

  – the new autograph. She’d become the queen of the fake smile. People would tell her how funny she was, how real she was. How they’d known from day one that she and Joe

  would end up together. How happy they were that Chloe and Joe had fallen in love. How they just knew ChloJoe were going to be together forever.




  On the show, cameras had followed every move they’d made. The ‘first’ meeting in the house they’d all had to share. The first date. The first kiss. The first time

  they’d said the words ‘I love you’ to each other. Granted, that had been in the middle of a nightclub, shouted over music, which wasn’t all that romantic. They’d had

  to go back and dub it over, so it could be heard properly on TV. Saying it over and over in a sound booth into a microphone had kind of stripped away the romance of it, but she’d tried her

  best. Even if it was the weirdest thing she’d ever done.




  The sex was awful, but she had all the time in the world to make that better. The proposal episode of the show had millions of viewers. She’d known beforehand, of course, but had to act as

  if it was all a surprise to her. It wouldn’t matter. She was going to be a bride.




  Then, just like that, she was bound to a chair, on what had, at first, been just a normal Friday. Darkness and the smell of rotting wood. A room in a boarded-up house, somewhere she didn’t

  know. Joe was opposite her, breathing in short bursts as he sobbed quietly. A man almost blending into the black, his voice a whisper in her ear.




  ‘Secrets and lies. That’s why we’re here. They’re wrong. Everyone knows that. So many relationships have these secrets and lies going on within them. And now here you

  both are. The ultimate celebrity couple . . . until another one comes along to replace you. Even the two of you can’t escape what is real. The veneer of celebrity, everyone looking up to you.

  All these impressionable young minds you pollute with your lies. I’m talking real lies. Real secrets. You disgust me.’




  Chloe heard the words through a fog of confusion, aware of the voice speaking directly to her and Joe. She wasn’t able to focus on form or being. Just the words and the puzzling mix of

  them.




  ‘Say we have a relationship as public as yours. One that is in the news all the time, in every glossy magazine, every tabloid, every celebrity blog . . . one would think there could be no

  secrets. No lies. Everything out in the open, for us all to enjoy.’




  The man moved closer to Chloe. ‘But we know that’s not true, don’t we?’




  Chloe shook her head, slowly, the room spinning as she did so. She tried to speak, before remembering the duct tape plastered across her mouth.




  ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be removing it soon,’ the man said. ‘This would be no fun if you couldn’t speak to each other.’




  Chloe looked across at Joe as his head slumped forward onto his chest. Tried to catch his eye, but he wasn’t moving.




  ‘Chloe,’ the man said after a few more seconds of silence. ‘I want you to tell each other everything. All the secrets you have kept from each other. Then we’ll see how I

  feel. Do you understand?’




  She began to feel a little more clear-headed; the mist lifted and her focus returned. She rocked her head side to side, almost losing it again.




  ‘Oh, Chloe. From what little I know about you, I don’t think you could hide a single thought in that thick little brain of yours. No, I’m guessing you’re an open book

  with little old Joe here. I bet he knows everything you’re about to say before you’ve said it. Probably because it’ll be about shopping or exposing yourself in some

  magazine.’




  Chloe could feel herself shaking, the duct tape binding her hands together straining against her wrists.




  ‘Chloe, you have to listen now. Do you understand? I think Joe has something he wants to tell you.’




  It wasn’t quick in coming.




  When it did, she had stopped shaking through fear. Forgotten about the man in the room, what he’d done to make Joe tell her the truth. There was only her and Joe.




  And anger. For everything he’d said. Everything he’d done to her.




  A few minutes later, she watched him die. Watched as the man curled a piece of rope around Joe’s neck, and choked him to death.




  Chloe had wanted it to happen.




  She was pleased that it had. That he’d got what he deserved.




  ‘Now, Chloe,’ the man said, coming down to his haunches as he got close to her. She could feel his hot breath on her neck, as he whispered in her ear. ‘It’s time for you

  to go to sleep.’




  





  Part One




  





  

    @scousemum38


    Have you heard about that Chloe and Joe from that shit Liverpool show?


  




  @kezza11990


  Yeah. Just read it. Bet they’ve just gone off on holiday somewhere.




  @EchoNews


  BREAKING – ‘ChloJoe’ missing. More information here – bit.ly/576fb5 #ChloJoe




  @Gizmod87


  *Waits for ‘exclusive’ beach pictures*




  @Insert_Name_Here_22


  Ugh. I hope they are found in ditch somewhere #realitytvisshit




  @ScouseanProud_8


  They give us a bad name anyway. Hope they don’t come back.




  @ScouseanProud_8


  Both wools anyway. Sod ’em.




  @Fayz20


  I reckon they’ve gone off and got married. #fairytale #newshow




  @HELsBELs98


  Shes a slag anyway. Hope hes found someone better. #Joeishot




  





  Chapter One




  He hadn’t seen anything like this for a long time. An authentic confession to murder. No ifs and buts. No I didn’t really mean it, it was all just a terrible

  accident. Simply a total and utter acceptance of the facts and what seemed like genuine remorse.




  Detective Inspector David Murphy let his size thirteen shoes slide off his feet a little and scratched at the closely shorn beard on his face.




  ‘I don’t believe you.’




  The man sitting in front of him didn’t gasp in shock, but moved back in his chair a little.




  ‘Wh . . . what do you mean? I’m telling you I killed her. Stabbed her right in the chest, here,’ the man said, hitting his heart for effect.




  ‘I’m not buying it,’ Murphy said, letting his eyes drift round interview room two. It needed a new paint job. The white walls where now a faded, almost grey colour.




  ‘I’m just trying to be helpful here,’ the man said, almost pleading. ‘I’m doing the right thing, aren’t I? I mean, it must have been me who did it. It has to

  be. I hear her voice sometimes and I have to tell someone what I did so she’ll stop. That’s the right thing to do, isn’t it?’




  ‘Oh, it would be. If a word of it was true,’ Murphy replied. ‘The problem is I don’t think any of what you’ve told us since you sat down in here is the truth. Is

  it, Keith?’




  A long sigh came from beside Murphy. DS Laura Rossi becoming bored of the exchange, he guessed. ‘Tell us again.’




  Keith took a deep breath and began to speak.




  ‘We were seeing each other, me and Amy. We’re like boyfriend and girlfriend. We talk about everything. Spend loads of time with each other. Have been for a few months . .

  .’




  ‘See, that’s the first problem, Keith,’ Murphy said, attempting to keep a smile from his face. ‘Boyfriend and girlfriend?’




  ‘That’s right.’




  Murphy shook his head and tried to hold the laughter in. That this guy could have any chance with Amy was ridiculous. Amy was just about to turn nineteen, a fresh-faced beauty with her pick of

  men. Keith was in his forties, with a pock-marked face scarred by teenage acne that had yet to disappear. The grease from his hair alone was enough to keep the local chippy in business for a good

  few weeks. That was before you considered other ‘issues’.




  ‘Go on,’ Murphy said with a wave of his hand.




  ‘We must have got into an argument, like, and I had hold of a knife. I did it. Stuck it right in her chest. Sometimes people argue with me and they won’t stop. They just go on and

  on, so I have to stop them somehow. I see knives and I put them in their chest and they go away for a bit. Then they come back some time later and start up with me again. So, that’ll be how

  it happened. I can see it, all in here.’ He paused a second, but then pointed to his head.




  ‘Go back a minute,’ Rossi said, writing down notes as Keith spoke. ‘Slower this time. You’ve been seeing Amy for a few months, right?’




  ‘Yeah. I have, honest. I know it sounds weird, right, but she liked me. Always speaking to me nicely, smiling and saying sweet things to me.’




  Murphy made a noise, somewhere between a snort and a laugh. Rossi ignored him and continued talking.




  ‘Why do you think no one close to Amy would mention you, Keith? Because this is the first time we’ve heard your name mentioned.’




  Keith looked off to his left. ‘I . . . I don’t know. Maybe she never told anyone about us.’




  ‘You’ve been together for a few months in your words and she doesn’t tell anyone?’




  ‘Must be.’




  Murphy pictured Amy walking hand in hand round town with this guy, laughing with him, gazing into his eyes . . . it was ridiculous.




  ‘How did you meet her?’




  ‘I went into the shop where she worked. It’s over the road from my flat. It’s on the ground floor, so I’m level with the street. I like that. I used to go in every

  morning for the paper and other stuff. Then, I’d wait until she was definitely on shift. Got to know her pattern and that. We hit it off straight away, honest. She was so nice to me. Always

  smiled as soon as I went in there. Then, I practised at home asking her out. Over and over again and she always said yes. So . . . so, I did it. I asked her. I definitely did. I think I

  did.’




  Murphy shook his head and looked away. Muttered ‘Christ’ under his breath and checked the time.




  ‘What happened after you say you stabbed her?’




  Keith glanced at Rossi before averting his eyes from her stare. Murphy watched him, trying to work out why he thought he had done something like this.




  ‘Well, when you stab someone, they bleed a lot. I’ve seen it on telly and that. In films, they stab people and there’s blood everywhere. So, I wou . . . couldn’t stop the

  bleeding, but she wouldn’t be breathing anyway by then. If you stab someone in the chest, they die really quickly. It happens in loads of films and TV programmes. I have bin bags in my house,

  so I must’ve wrapped her up. I would have done it nicely though. Then I took her home. Carried her there all by myself. From the shop. There must have been a lot of blood there, so can you

  say sorry for me? I don’t remember cleaning it up, so it must have been all over the place. I don’t know. I haven’t been in there since.’




  ‘When was this?’




  ‘About ten in the morning, I think on a Friday. Or a Tuesday. Few weeks ago. Or two. It was quiet, so no one saw me. She didn’t weigh that much, so I could do it on my own all

  right.’




  Murphy motioned with his hand to continue.




  ‘After that, I reckon I took her out to the front past Speke Airport. Garston way, down by the docks there. Put her in the Mersey and watched her float away. That’s what I probably

  did.’




  ‘You didn’t do anything to her other than wrap bin bags round her and just dump her in the river?’




  Keith looked at Murphy and gave him a shrug of the shoulders.




  Murphy allowed the snort from his nostrils to escape. Bodies didn’t float down the Mersey for very long without being seen, even those at the tail end of the river where there were fewer

  tourists. Further up, near the Albert Dock, it wouldn’t have lasted five minutes before being seen. It . . . she . . . would have been found by now.




  That was just the practical element. There was also the fact that Keith seemed to have mental health issues, which made everything he was saying about what he may have done to Amy questionable

  to say the least.




  Part of Murphy was thinking ‘poor guy’ . . . the other part was complaining about the time that was being wasted.




  ‘Are you ready to give us your surname yet, Keith?’ Murphy said, attempting to be more professional and not the irritable detective he had been for the previous hour. ‘So we

  can check into you, things like that?’




  Keith didn’t respond. Just stared at the table, finding the grooves scratched into its grey surface of unyielding interest.




  Amy Maguire had been missing for over three weeks. Vanished, one Thursday night. Into thin air and everything that went with it. Murphy and Rossi had been helping the short-staffed F Division in

  Liverpool South investigate Amy’s disappearance. Their division in North Liverpool had been almost overstaffed at that point. The newly created Major Crime Unit now in existence, following a

  few years of increasingly high-profile cases. Higher command hadn’t spread resources widely or anything as logical as that. Instead, they had simply bulked up the numbers in Liverpool

  North.




  The Amy Maguire case might have fallen through the cracks if it wasn’t for the fact nothing major had come through their doors in almost a month. Liverpool South had a multitude of other

  cases to deal with, so the investigation had been shifted north and Murphy was about to hand it off to a detective constable to handle, when he’d seen something in the file which piqued his

  interest.




  Amy’s mother, Stacey. A name and an address he remembered well.




  A few days after she had disappeared, Murphy and Rossi had gone down to the shop where she’d worked. Rain had been coming in bursts, threatening to soak the ground and anyone in its way.

  Rossi had struggled to hold an umbrella over them both while Murphy looked towards the shuttered-up shop as they stood in the last place CCTV had caught Amy’s image. The camera only caught

  the area immediately outside the shop entrance. Amy had left the edge of the frame and disappeared into darkness. Police tape strewn almost randomly across the street, as uniformed constables

  struggled to keep order. A small number of angry voices with nothing better to do, snarling at the plain-clothed detectives, screaming for a justice the country didn’t provide.




  Murphy blinked and was back in the interview room.




  ‘Interview terminated at ten fifteen a.m.’




  Amy Maguire was still alive. She had to be.




  Murphy walked ahead of Rossi as they left the quiet of the room and stepped out into the corridor. He pushed through into the stretch of corridor that led towards the main incident room, making

  an effort to keep the door open for Rossi, before letting it swing shut behind him. Calm to cacophony in a single walk.




  ‘How long have we worked together for now? And don’t you dare say “too long”.’




  ‘Must be over three years. Why?’




  ‘Have we ever had someone come in and confess to a murder they haven’t committed?’




  ‘A few times. Usually they don’t get this far though. Uniforms downstairs tend to see them coming. Obviously slipped through the cracks this time.’




  ‘It’s not like I’m averse to people confessing crimes to me – I’ve heard enough of them in the past – but it doesn’t half piss me off when someone

  confesses to something that hasn’t happened.’




  ‘Wait up, will you . . . Mannaggia.’




  Murphy slowed a little to allow Rossi to match his step, then carried on towards the new office near the back of the building. Their old incident room was now used by the Matrix team who focused

  on drugs and gangs, leaving domestic violence, trafficking and the occasional murder for Murphy and his team. He wasn’t sure which was worse.




  He threw open the door and walked to his desk at the back of the room past the array of staff now technically under his supervision. In his peripheral vision he saw his boss through the glass of

  her internal office, but he kept his gaze forward, unwilling to be beckoned within just yet.




  Murphy slammed his fist into the back of his chair, instantly regretting it as it spun away and into the wall.




  ‘I’ve told you not to hit it so hard,’ Rossi said, sitting down at the desk opposite Murphy’s. ‘You’ll end up breaking a bone. We’ll have to get you a

  punchbag in here or something, if you’re going to spit your dummy out every time you don’t get your own way.’




  Murphy made some sort of guttural noise at her and dragged his chair back. He sat down, shaking his right hand to rid himself of the low throb which had already set in.




  ‘Why don’t you start up boxing again,’ Rossi said, leaning across the desk.




  ‘Because I’m too old for all that now. Been almost twenty years since I was in a ring. I’d get flattened in a second. Plus, the pain in my hand says I’ve forgotten how to

  throw a punch properly.’




  Rossi hummed and sat back in her chair. ‘Who does that?’




  ‘Does what?’ Murphy replied, as he began to calm himself. ‘Punch chairs? At least it wasn’t a wall . . .’




  ‘I meant confess to a murder which sounds not only improbable, but of which there is no evidence that it has actually happened.’




  Murphy swept open palms across his cheeks. ‘Attention seeker? Mental health patient . . . God knows. We know it’s not true . . .’




  ‘Possibly . . .’




  Murphy went on as if Rossi hadn’t spoken. ‘We’re still treating this as a missing person, not a murder enquiry. So, we send a report and see if there’s anything anyone

  wants to do with Keith. That’s not our problem.’




  Rossi nodded slowly. ‘Don’t think we should dismiss it entirely though. It’s not like he was confessing to killing JFK or something. It’s possible that he could be

  telling the truth.’




  ‘It was Amy on the video. Walking from the shop at eleven at night, not at nine in the morning like he said. Her mum was still awake at one in the morning and it’s only a ten-minute

  walk from there. Amy would’ve been home well before then.’




  Murphy had spoken a little harsher than he’d meant so wasn’t exactly surprised when Rossi didn’t answer at first, instead giving him a silent moment of contemplation.




  ‘People don’t just disappear . . .’ Rossi replied after allowing the silence to drag on for a few moments longer than was comfortable.




  That was the only problem with trying to dismiss the thought that something had happened to Amy. Almost three weeks with no word. Nothing to say that she had run off of her own accord. Murphy

  scratched the back of his head and pulled himself closer to his desk. ‘Sometimes, you just have a feeling, okay? Remember that girl we pulled out of that basement a few years back?’




  ‘How could I forget? That was the first proper case we worked together on. It’s burned on my memory. It was about that time I started seeing more lines on my face in the

  morning.’




  ‘Well, I bet everyone thought she was dead or on some island somewhere. Turned out to be wrong, didn’t it?’




  ‘I think that was probably a one-off. I’m not sure how many people want to take young girls off the street then keep them alive in a dark basement for a year. Just for some kind of

  experiment. We have to be realistic here.’




  ‘Yeah, well, maybe it’s something else this time.’




  ‘I’m all for positive thinking, Murph, but even I’m struggling with this one. Kick it back to Liverpool South and let them deal with it. Nothing more we can do now. We’ve

  spoken to all her friends, done the press thing, all that. Not a single lead, other than a possible mental health patient, confessing to a murder that we have no evidence for.’




  Murphy didn’t answer. He was remembering Stacey Maguire as she had been years earlier. Seventeen, almost the same age as Amy was now. Mid-nineties haircut and pale skin. He smiled without

  thinking.




  He was broken from his thoughts by DC Michael Hale appearing next to his desk. ‘Boss is calling us in.’




  Murphy raised an eyebrow at Rossi before following her and DC Hale, catching up to them as they entered the boss’s office. The boss being DCI Stephens, head of their not-so-little corner

  of E Division.




  ‘I’ll get straight to the point,’ Stephens said. Murphy closed the door behind him, not for the first time bristling at the fact that there was enough room for four people to

  work comfortably in this room whereas everyone else was tripping over themselves.




  ‘We’ve got a situation developing at the moment near Anfield . . .’




  ‘At the stadium? Someone nicked a footballer’s car or something?’ Hale said. Murphy gave him a withering look, which made Hale stiffen and turn away.




  Stephens deigned to look at him for a second before switching her attention back to Murphy and Rossi. ‘If you’ll allow me to finish my sentence . . . no, not at the stadium. Although

  not far from it. Two bodies found in a house in Anfield.’ She rattled off an address which Murphy was pleased to see both Rossi and Hale noted down.




  ‘Suspicious?’ Murphy said, noting a harried look in Stephens’s eyes and wondering what had caused it.




  ‘Very. And that’s not all. Early reports are that we’ve found our missing celebs. And that it’s bad. Very fuc—’ Stephens stopped herself short.

  ‘Let’s just say if what I’m hearing is right, we’re about to have a lot more company than usual.’




  Murphy nodded and turned round, not waiting for Rossi and Hale to follow.




  It always begins with a body. Or bodies, in this instance. Murphy thought of the cases over the years – the bodies he had seen in their last moments – and carried on walking.




  That was what he was paid to do. To keep walking towards the bodies.




  





  Chapter Two




  They had arrived to a scrum of uniformed officers, all trying to look like they were being useful. Murphy guessed most were just hanging around in the hope of getting a glimpse

  of the scene. The opportunity to tell their friends and family later, that they had been involved in what was shaping up to be a much-discussed case over dinner – or ‘tea’ if

  you’re from the north and correct – in the coming days.




  Murphy had parked between a forensics van and a marked vehicle, squeezing the pool car into the tight space.




  ‘Looks a bit different around here,’ Rossi said, once out of the car. ‘Thought they’d have got more done by now, though.’




  ‘Yeah, sprucing it up isn’t going to do much if the residents are still the same,’ Murphy replied, looking down the street at Anfield Stadium in the distance. Regeneration

  projects and the expansion of the football stadium were transforming the area of Anfield, albeit slowly, and arguably not in the way most people had envisioned. ‘Disenfranchised youth and a

  battle-hardened older generation aren’t the best of mixes. Nice to see those boarded-up houses around the stadium finally go though. About bloody time. Might even move up the season ticket

  waiting list with the ground expansion. Just hope ticket prices don’t keep increasing.’




  ‘Like you’d go that much anyway.’




  ‘You never know, Laura,’ Murphy said with a grin. ‘I could become a regular for all you know. Probably better than just Sky Plussing Match of the Day once a week and

  fast forwarding through that big-eared ex-bluenose. Bet it’s murder round here on match days.’




  Rossi didn’t reply, just gave a slow nod of her head as she looked towards the row of houses that had been marked for demolition and rebuilding a number of months ago, all post-war brick

  and years of disregard.




  Murphy knew the front facades only told part of the story. The steel coverings on the windows would have been broken into. Never at the front, always at the back – even squatters and

  robbers had sense. Armed with a crowbar or some other tool, they’d have easily pulled back the coverings and taken their fill of the leftovers or settled in and set up home. The security

  company in charge of keeping the houses empty would have made some attempts to clear squatters out, but Murphy knew that most of the time it was more trouble than it was worth.




  Murphy brushed past the uniform standing outside the derelict house where all the attention was gathered. The PC acknowledged him with a nod.




  ‘Have you noticed they never ask me for ID?’




  ‘Let’s see,’ Rossi said, keeping in step with him. ‘The two highest-profile murder cases we’ve had in the past decade, and you’ve managed to be involved with

  both investigations. On top of that, you’ve also successfully closed cases against a number of other people, and had your face in the Liverpool Echo more times than Ricky Tomlinson.

  And you wonder why you might be recognisable?’




  ‘It’s not like I was doing those things on my own. You were with me, remember?’




  ‘I know when to hide from the cameras.’




  ‘I wish I did.’




  Forensic teams were already in place. Murphy was about to step inside the house when a voice shouted from within.




  ‘Suit up.’




  ‘Sorry,’ Murphy called back, turning round to see a smirking Rossi behind him.




  ‘How long have you been doing this again?’




  ‘Obviously not long enough,’ Murphy replied.




  A few minutes later, looking like extras from a film about pandemics, they entered the final resting place of Chloe Morrison and Joe Hooper.




  The smell attacked them as soon as they crossed the threshold. Decay and blood. Rotting meat and something Murphy could never put his finger on.




  The house was long abandoned; gutted and ready to be pulled down and replaced by whatever the building group who now owned this part of Anfield decided. More houses, Murphy guessed. Only

  smaller, and using worse building materials, but with a nice modern finish to the kitchen and bathroom to con those buying or renting the properties. Walls as thin as paper, small rooms dressed up

  to look big enough for growing families. Similar developments were everywhere, popping up on disused parcels of land across Merseyside, making money for invisible directors on multiple boards.




  ‘Together until the end. Kinda nice if you don’t think about it too hard.’




  Murphy didn’t respond to Rossi, who was peering past people into the room in which the couple had been found.




  The house may have felt abandoned, but Murphy walked through on the off-chance the person responsible had left behind something obvious. A three-bedroomed terrace, with nothing but damp in the

  walls and mould growing over old wallpaper. He walked upstairs, the smell above almost as wretched as the one below. The main bedroom which overlooked the road outside was bare, its wooden

  floorboards broken in places, newspaper pushing its way through cracks to the surface. The second bedroom was no different apart from an airing cupboard in the corner which had once housed the

  boiler, now taken apart and capped off.




  The box bedroom was different.




  At first, Murphy was surprised that only one officer was taking pictures of the walls carefully, methodically. Then he realised the space within the room was really only big enough for one

  person. There was no natural light due to the boarded-up window so a small beam from a stand-up light had to suffice.




  Magazine covers, articles and newspaper clippings covered most of one wall inside the room. From his position by the doorway, Murphy could just about see the other walls were bare. The forensic

  tech took photographs from all angles to capture the entire spectrum of pictures.




  Murphy spied the headlines nearest to the room entrance, taking note of the names displayed in black capitals.




  

    CHLOE AND JOE’S TICKET TO PARADISE




    CHLOE AND JOE REVEAL ALL




    CHLOJOE – WE WANT A FAMILY


  




  ‘Looks like a stalker’s collage,’ Rossi said, looking over his shoulder. ‘Some of these are from when they first started going out. They go back a long time. Must have

  been collecting them.’




  ‘I didn’t keep up, to be honest,’ Murphy replied. ‘Not my sort of thing.’




  ‘You didn’t watch the show?’ Rossi said, a sceptical look plastered across her Mediterranean features. ‘Everyone did.’




  Murphy shook his head. ‘Couldn’t bring myself to. You know I can’t stand hearing Scouse accents on TV. Not even my own.’




  ‘You missed out then. You wouldn’t believe some of the things these people got up to. Made my uni days look like I was in a nunnery. Not those two though. They were a bit different.

  Found each other quite early on and that changed them I suppose . . .’




  Murphy held up a gloved hand to stop Rossi talking. ‘There’ll be plenty of time to catch me up. Right now, I think we should concentrate on the scene at hand, yeah?’




  Rossi grunted and stepped back as Murphy asked the forensics officer if he could come into the room.




  The wall came into view, giving him the chance to see the message scrawled across the pictures. Red ink, bleeding into the walls.




  

    NOTHING STAYS SECRET


  




  Murphy blinked and the message was different. A different house, a different time. He blinked again and was back in the box room.




  He was aware of Rossi on the edge of his vision. He looked at the words again, realising they weren’t red, but black.




  It wasn’t that place. Not the same. Different house, different time.




  ‘Christ, thought I was somewhere else then for a second,’ Murphy said, turning away from the wall.




  ‘Merda, your mum and dad’s house after . . . after they were, you know.’




  Murphy didn’t answer. He looked out towards the hall and shrugged off the memory. ‘Let’s get back downstairs.’




  Murphy passed by her as she let him go. Rossi took in the wall once more before following. At the bottom of the stairs, he took a proffered mask from a tech and kept walking.




  That’s just what you do.




  ‘In the back of the room, not the front. That’s interesting,’ Murphy said, standing in the doorway as Rossi joined him. A through lounge and dining room, the entrance in the

  middle. The bodies were to Murphy’s right. ‘Hidden away from the street just in case, I suppose. Not that it matters with those covers over the windows. Weird.’




  ‘The whole thing is a bit weird,’ Rossi said, looking towards the front of the house as she went past Murphy and into the room. ‘You all right, Mike?’




  DC Hale held up a hand towards them, standing near the front window. As far away as he could possibly get without drawing attention to himself, Murphy thought.




  ‘How long do you reckon?’




  Rossi shook her head. ‘Smelled worse. Can’t be that long. Couple of days maybe?’




  The smell of ammonia and decomposition was overpowering, sticking in the air so it felt thick and tangible, but Rossi was right. They had experienced much worse.




  Two bodies sitting upright on the chairs. Bound and gagged, their faces dropped into their chests. What was once life, now something indefinable, imperceptible. Empty. Murphy could just about

  make out the duct tape which had been used to keep them fastened to the chairs, frayed in places, pulled tight in others.




  ‘How long have they been missing now?’




  Murphy turned towards the voice of Dr Stuart Houghton, the pathologist who delighted Murphy ever so much.




  ‘Two, three days?’ Murphy replied, moving towards where Houghton was crouched. ‘I forget which. How can you tell it’s them?’




  ‘If it’s not, someone has gone to a lot of trouble to make us believe it is. Wallet found next to him with his ID in. The tattoos covering him are pretty much exactly what I’ve

  seen every time I visit a newsagent and peruse the magazine shelf. He’s wearing ripped jeans and I believe that’s a black T-shirt on the floor next to him. That’ll match what he

  was last seen in. She’s wearing black joggers and a red vest-top, which is yet another thing I’ve read in the paper the last couple of days more than once.’




  ‘Still . . . could be anyone.’




  Houghton sighed and raised himself from his haunches. ‘Yes, of course. I know that, you know that, even those idiots outside know that. But, I’m just trying to save you a bit of

  time. Look at his body. Look at the things he’s etched across himself. Do you think anyone else would be stupid enough to do that to themselves, David?’




  Murphy shuddered at the use of his first name. Very few people used it outside of his own home and it still rattled.




  ‘Okay, okay,’ Murphy said, raising his hands in defeat. ‘I understand. Hard to look past . . . well, this scene, to start recognising faces.’




  Houghton shrugged and went back to whatever he was doing, leaving Murphy to move closer to the chairs.




  ‘At least a couple of days . . .’ Murphy said, under his breath.




  The bodies had taken on the pale pallor of death, the victims showing signs of discolouring as the process of breaking down began. The male victim was more marked than the female, but there was

  no doubt that both were decaying into obscurity.




  Murphy couldn’t see any obvious signs of violence on the female, but imagined it lurking beneath the surface of decomposition. The male was different. Bloodspots, illuminated by the beams

  of lights set up in the corners of the room, had dried dark brown in places.




  ‘Who called it in?’ Murphy asked, not turning round to face anyone in particular.




  ‘Their agent,’ came the response from DC Hale who had come closer to the edge of the back room.




  ‘Agent?’ Murphy replied.




  ‘Yeah,’ Hale said, hovering in the space where living room became dining room once upon a long time ago. ‘Looks after these celebrities and that. He got an anonymous phone call

  earlier this morning with this address. He came down but when he couldn’t get in, he rang the local station. They gained access through the back.’




  ‘They broke in?’ Murphy said, raising himself up now and backing away towards the doorway.




  ‘No, the panel on this window was only hanging by a thread. They saw the bodies through the window.’




  Murphy looked towards the window at the back of the room. Easy enough to see directly into the room and see what was inside once the steel covering was removed. ‘Uniforms must have shit

  themselves. Where’s the agent now?’




  Hale shouted over towards the front entrance to the constable in uniform still standing guard there. ‘Where’s our man?’




  Murphy didn’t hear the response, but followed as Hale left the open doorway. Rossi lingered a moment longer before following.




  ‘You ever get the feeling this sort of thing follows you round, Murphy?’ Rossi said as she caught up with him in the hallway.




  Murphy suppressed a laugh and smiled thinly down at her.




  ‘All the time,’ he replied looking towards where DC Hale was heading. ‘But then . . . I chose this bloody job, didn’t I? Let’s see what Mr Agent has to say and go

  from there. For all we know we’ll be done by the end of the day.’




  ‘Murder and then suicide?’




  Murphy shook off his coveralls as they left the house and didn’t reply at first. ‘They were both bound to those chairs, Laura.’




  ‘I know, but I’ve seen that kind of thing before. Guy doesn’t want to be known as a murderer – even after he’s gone – so he makes it look like someone else

  was there. It’s definitely happened in the past.’




  Murphy stared down at her, giving her the look he had to every now and again.




  ‘I know, I know,’ Rossi said, holding her palms up. ‘I’m just saying we shouldn’t rule anything out, that’s all I’m saying.’




  ‘We won’t,’ Murphy said, making his way to the end of the path which led onto the street. ‘Let’s cross our fingers and hope that’s the case, shall

  we?’




  





  Chapter Three




  DC Hale was leaning on the side of the van, one dark shoe raised against it. Marked and unmarked cars were scattered across the road, some still blinking blue lights across the

  street. It was becoming busier. Hastily strung-up crime-scene tape was marshalled by constables in heavy uniform, their only job to keep a growing number of onlookers away from the scene as they

  held on to smartphones, updating Facebook and Twitter. Embellishing the nothingness of what they could actually see into something more tangible and interesting.




  Murphy was becoming used to the latest way news spread. Didn’t like it, but he assumed not many on his side of the tape did. He looked both ways as he crossed the road, before realising

  such an action was redundant.




  ‘How is he?’ Murphy said as he reached Hale. ‘Sounds quiet.’




  ‘Not sure,’ Hale replied, looking past Murphy towards the house. ‘I haven’t spoken to him.’




  Rossi shaped as if to say something, then stopped as Murphy gave her a look.




  ‘Don’t just stand there,’ Murphy said, drawing himself into Hale’s line of vision. ‘Find out what you can. See if anything else has been found out. If anyone saw

  anything. That kind of thing, yeah?’




  Hale stood up to his full height but failed to reach Murphy’s towering figure by a good few inches. ‘Yes, boss.’




  Murphy allowed Rossi to enter the van first, then let the uniform who had been sitting inside slip past him and leave. He stepped up into the van and sat next to the man.




  ‘I’m Detective Inspector David Murphy, this is Detective Sergeant Laura Rossi . . .’ Murphy realised he hadn’t even asked the man’s name. ‘And you are . .

  .?’




  ‘Thomas Parker,’ came the muted response. Parker’s head hung low, almost touching his knees in the cramped seats of the van. An almost perfectly round bald patch winked back at

  them as Parker slightly turned his back to the window. His shoulders looked bulky on his slight frame, solid as if he worked out, Murphy thought.




  ‘Is it them?’




  Murphy cleared his throat and let the pause grow a little longer. ‘We’re not sure yet,’ he said after a few moments more. ‘We’re still making enquiries . .

  .’




  ‘I think it is. I don’t want it to be but Joe’s tattoos . . .’ Parker raised a hand to caress his own upper body, before letting it drop down to be clasped by the

  other.




  ‘We’ll know for certain soon enough, Mr Parker,’ Rossi said, leaning forward towards him from across the small aisle which separated them. ‘For now, we’re just

  going to ask you some questions, okay?’




  A slight nod but still no raised head.




  ‘Can you tell us what happened this morning?’




  ‘I got a phone call around six, maybe just after.’ Parker’s voice was monotone, no life to it. ‘It was from Chloe’s phone, so I answered. A man on the other end

  said I could find Chloe and Joe at this house, that they were waiting for me. I thought it was a wind-up at first, but he was . . . he wouldn’t let me talk.’




  ‘What else was he saying?’ Murphy cut in.




  ‘I don’t know really, it was all a bit strange. He said I had to go and see what their love had created, what lies had been told, that they needed me to be there. Just a stream of

  stuff that I didn’t really understand. He was insistent that it was no joke, that I had no time to mess about.’




  ‘Then what?’




  ‘I didn’t go straight away. Took me about five or ten minutes of lying there deciding what to do before I moved. I was waiting for Chloe to ring me back and say it was all a joke.

  When she didn’t, I came straight down. I got here around seven and tried knocking on the front door.’ Parker paused, lifted his head for a second before letting it drop to his chest

  again. ‘I got a feeling something was bad, you know. Nothing looked right, not in the whole street. I was worried . . .’




  Murphy glanced out of the window of the van, wondering how quiet it would have been there at that time of morning. ‘You were alone at this point?’




  Parker nodded slowly. ‘I walked round to the back of the house, to see if I could look through a window or something. I realised the houses were all empty here, so I wasn’t expecting

  there to be any problems. The back gate looked locked, so I just rang you lot . . . the police.’




  ‘And they just came down? Like, straight away?’ Rossi asked, a hint of incredulity in her tone, causing Murphy to give her a glance before looking back at the top of Parker’s

  head.




  ‘Well . . . I know a few people, if you know what I mean. Only had to mention a couple of names and I didn’t have to wait long.’




  Murphy shook his head slightly. The wonders of knowing the right people, moving in the right circles. ‘So, you waited until uniformed officers arrived. Did you see anything out of the

  ordinary at that point?’




  Parker shook his head. ‘I felt something though. Like . . . I was being watched or whatever. Couldn’t see anyone and there were only the empty houses around anyway.’




  Murphy looked towards Rossi who gave a nod in return, which he hoped meant that the other houses in the street were being searched.




  ‘They turned up and took over really. I hung back a little, but my curiosity got the better of me. When they got into the back garden, I followed them and saw what they . . .

  found.’




  Murphy looked for tissues as Parker finally dissolved into the sobs that had been threatening to appear since they had entered the van. He found nothing.




  ‘Take your time,’ Rossi said, shrugging her shoulders at Murphy as he came up empty-handed.




  ‘I’m . . . I’m sorry. She was just such a sweet girl. She didn’t deserve this.’




  ‘Of course she didn’t,’ Murphy said, thankful the crying had subsided a little. ‘That’s why we need to know as much as possible at this point, so we can find out

  who did this.’




  ‘Yeah . . . yes,’ Parker replied, wiping a sleeve across his eyes, drying them for a split second before they became wet again. ‘I’ll do anything.’




  Rossi cut in, changing tack. ‘When did you know they had gone missing?’




  ‘Two . . . well, three days ago now. They were supposed to be at an event for the opening of some local film on Friday. They didn’t show up and the PR in charge of the event called

  me. I tried getting in touch with Chloe, but didn’t get an answer. I gave her a few hours, but started to get a little worried.’




  ‘So you called us?’




  ‘Well . . . not you specifically, but yes, the police. Not straight away, though. I called the cleaning firm who looks after the apartment.’




  Murphy asked for the name of the firm and wrote down the answer before allowing Parker to continue.




  ‘They went over there and found an empty apartment. The doorman there hadn’t seen them since Friday morning . . . I’m sure you already know all this.’




  Rossi held up a hand before realising the futility of the motion as Parker still sat with his head bowed. ‘For now we just want to hear what happened before this morning. Gives us more of

  a complete picture from your side of it.’




  ‘Fine . . . fine. That’s it though. Police came over, found nothing to suggest anything untoward had happened and left. Said they’d probably gone away for a holiday or

  something without telling anyone.’




  ‘You didn’t think that was possible?’ Murphy said, wondering exactly how close this agent was to his client.




  ‘Not at all. Chloe knew not to do anything like that. She had to be ready at a moment’s notice to attend events, openings, things like that. She has . . . had . . . to be on call at

  all times. If Michelle Keegan, or Charlotte Crosby, or any of those reality TV celeb types backs out of some PR, Chloe has to be straight in there to get her face seen. If she wanted to go on

  holiday, she knew to tell me. She trusted me.’




  ‘So,’ Murphy said, attempting to bring a close to the conversation. ‘Chloe and Joe go missing at some point on Friday. No signs of a struggle at their home, then a phone call

  this morning, telling you to come to this house where they’re . . . found.’




  Parker’s voice grew almost inaudible. ‘Yes . . . that’s about it.’




  ‘What did the voice on the phone sound like? Familiar, someone you recognised maybe?’




  ‘I’ve never heard that voice in my life. It was gruff, like someone was trying to sound older than they were. A weird, put-on accent as well. A Welshman trying to do a Geordie kind

  of thing.’




  Murphy sat back a little, crossing his arms. ‘Tell us more about them. They had been together for almost two years? Since that TV show?’




  Murphy watched Parker shift in his seat. The first time he had noticed a distinct change in his demeanour. ‘It would have been two years this coming July. All starting with that show.

  Didn’t think it would last this long, but it seems they knew what was best.’




  ‘You didn’t like him, did you?’ Murphy said, happy to finally be able to make eye contact with Parker as he fixed them with a watery gaze.




  ‘Not really, no. He wasn’t right for Chloe. I didn’t like the way he was with her.’




  ‘What way?’




  Parker exhaled, his breath a long, drawn-out sigh. ‘I think she was more invested in that relationship than he ever was. He . . . There were rumours. That’s all.’




  ‘What kind of rumours?’ Rossi said, her pen flying across her notebook as she made the notes Murphy never did.




  ‘That he enjoyed himself a little too much when she wasn’t around. In my line of work, that’s usual though. No one seems to have any kind of loyalty in this

  game.’




  Murphy listened as Parker went into a little more detail, thinking about the reasons murder usually occurred. Domestic issues was still number one. Although the last couple of years had shown

  him that there were always more reasons to kill.




  ‘Did they have any enemies?’ Murphy heard Rossi ask as he paid more attention to what was being said.




  A short laugh from Parker. ‘Tons of them. There are thousands . . . maybe millions of people who hate reality stars. Just go on the internet and search for their names . . . Hell, just

  read any newspaper. There’s always someone saying nasty things about them. Social media is the worst, of course. Some of the tweets Chloe used to receive . . . Christ.’




  ‘Anyone specific,’ Murphy said, mentally crossing his fingers for an easy ride.




  ‘Not that I can think of. I will of course pass on the hate mail.’




  ‘Hate mail?’ Murphy replied, surprised that sort of thing still happened. ‘Didn’t think anyone sent letters these days . . .’




  ‘Oh, it’s all emails. We’ve really moved on as a society.’ Parker shook his head and looked on the verge of tears again. ‘Is that it for now? Only I’m going

  to be quite busy today. There’ll be a lot of interest in this.’




  Murphy looked at Rossi who narrowed her eyes at him.




  Always suspicious.




  

    *     *     *


  




  ‘There wasn’t anything we could keep him on for now, you know that.’




  Murphy and Rossi were standing in the cordoned-off street, keeping their voices low as more onlookers crowded round the crime-scene tape a hundred yards or so further up the road.




  ‘Yeah . . . just seemed shifty to me. All that crying . . .’




  ‘He was upset.’




  ‘Okay, maybe I wasn’t expecting that. I thought he’d be more of a loudmouth. Like those ones you see on telly. What was that bloke called?’




  ‘Which one?’ Murphy said, staring across towards the crowd of faces, all trying to get a better look at what was going on.




  ‘You know, the one who was always on Sky News and that. Turned out to be a paedo rapist or whatever . . .’




  ‘Max Clifford?’




  Rossi clapped her hands together. ‘That’s the one. Would have annoyed me all day that.’




  ‘What about him?’ Murphy said, after waiting a few seconds for her to speak first.




  ‘That’s what I was expecting. Bit more gregarious, you know what I mean?’




  ‘Not really,’ Murphy replied, looking back towards the house. ‘Anyway, I think we’ve got work to do. We start now. Suggestions?’




  ‘Two things. The house and the victims.’




  ‘Good.’ Murphy nodded, wondering how infamous the house was about to become. ‘But that’s actually three things. Plus, you’ve forgotten about witnesses.’




  Rossi tutted then shook her head. ‘There’s no one here really. All these houses are being pulled down.’




  ‘Maybe,’ Murphy replied. ‘But I guarantee there’ll be at least someone who hasn’t left yet. Always is. And it’s usually the one person who takes notice most

  of what happens around them.’




  ‘Fiver says you’re wrong,’ Rossi said, extending her hand. ‘Bet you there’s no one here.’




  ‘You’re on,’ Murphy said, gripping Rossi’s hand in his and shaking once. ‘A fiver on someone being here, who saw something suspicious.’




  He lost the bet.




  





  Chapter Four




  Murphy and Rossi left DC Hale at the scene, along with a number of other officers, to finish up as much as was possible at that point. The scene would be cordoned off for a

  while yet, but most of the work would be down to forensics – the detectives’ work now focused on a multitude of different lines of enquiry. Most turning out to be dead ends, but

  requiring investigation all the same.




  The familiar building on St Anne Street loomed into view as Murphy drove towards the station, wiper blades swishing across the windscreen as rain battered down on the car. Rossi was silent

  beside him, fingers flying across her phone screen.




  ‘Do you ever stop texting him?’




  ‘Of course I do,’ Rossi replied, turning a shade of embarrassed red, despite her angry tone. ‘I’ve got to sleep some time.’




  ‘This could be The One . . .’




  ‘Do you want there to be three murders for the team to deal with today?’




  ‘All right, all right, I’ll let you get back to the modern version of whispering sweet nothings to each other.’




  ‘Anyway, I had to put up with it when you got back with Sarah and she’s your wife. Surely once you’re married that sort of thing stops.’




  ‘Don’t worry,’ Murphy said, slowing down as they approached the entrance to the car park. ‘I won’t tell you any of the text messages she sends me now . . . far too

  racy for such a young woman to hear.’




  Rossi made a sound like she was going to throw up. Murphy snorted and slowed the wipers down as the heavy rain subsided a little. He went back to letting his mind wander. In his head, he began

  delegating jobs to the team, hoping the restructure was going to work as well as had been intended.




  The team. Murphy was still trying to get used to the new set-up. The Murder Squad as they were known colloquially – although their official title was the Major Crime Unit – had been

  established in the wake of a busy couple of years in the city of Liverpool. A serial killer, then a mass murderer months later, had finally had an effect on those with their hands on the purse

  strings. A specialised section had been created to meet a seemingly growing demand – with a public outcry helping it along. It allowed the Matrix team to concentrate on what they were good

  at, leaving the detectives in the Liverpool North division to focus on what seemed to be a never-ending parade of serious crimes.




  ‘You know, for a team nicknamed the Murder Squad, we’ve had very little murder. It’s been all domestics, assaults, robberies . . . that sort of thing lately.’




  ‘It was only a matter of time,’ Rossi replied, not looking up from her phone screen. ‘You’re a bloody death magnet usually.’




  ‘Shut it, you,’ Murphy said, hiding a smile. ‘I could still throw you over the water to work with our mate Tony Brannon.’




  ‘I’ll shut up,’ Rossi said, miming a zip going across her mouth.




  Murphy smirked, thinking of Brannon briefly. The misogynistic, opinionated ball-ache, who had made his life a misery on a daily basis. Right up until Murphy had him transferred to Wirral

  CID.




  Murphy indicated right and waited for a van to pass before pulling into the car park. St Anne Street station looked like a retro office building from the eighties at first glance. It

  didn’t get much better on the second either. It wasn’t one of the glass-fronted modern structures which were seemingly being built every week in the city, but distinctly

  old-fashioned-looking.




  Murphy liked it that way.




  Leaving Rossi talking to a new DC outside, Murphy was in the office within a few minutes. Might have been sooner if he hadn’t paused at the top of the stairs to catch his breath. He could

  have used the lift, but he was forcing himself to do a little more exercise. Anything to slow his march towards the dreaded age of forty and the increasing threat of a middle-age spread. He drank

  occasionally, but it wasn’t alcohol he was worried about. It was the takeaways and bacon sarnies that were going to catch up with him. His rapidly thinning hair was made palatable only by the

  fact he’d never known what to do with it anyway – but its loss compounded the feeling of getting on. Sarah said it was his beard that made him look older, but he thought it was

  life which was doing a fine job of things.




  The office, with its bank of desks, would look indistinguishable from any call centre in town, if it wasn’t for the murder boards which headed the room. Pictures of victims and lists of

  places, people, things – information they hoped would bring a close to the cases. Not that it mattered of course. Justice was supposed to be the most important part of getting past a death.

  You got that and moved on. It didn’t happen that way, of course. Not with the thankfully rare cases of serial killing and mass murder. Nor the domestic cases that happened almost constantly.

  Over one hundred deaths per year; people murdered by partners or exes. People gone in an instant, but for those left behind, the deaths would linger for an interminable amount of time.




  He knew that only too well.




  Murphy shook his jacket off, placed it on the back of his chair and sat down, switching his computer on as he did so. He looked round for someone he knew the name of to ask them to make him a

  cup of coffee, but saw only strangers in smart clothes. The few detective constables left behind to deal with the other cases the team had on consisted of an interchangeable cast of faces. Rotating

  in and out of the squad, leaving Murphy with no one he could remember the name of.




  He settled for the warm, half-empty bottle of water left from the previous day, swigging back most of what was left before instantly regretting it.




  The house would be easy. All records for those on the street would be held by the council, along with a list of previous occupiers, he hoped.




  ‘What are you betting then?’




  Murphy tore his eyes away from the screen on his computer and looked towards an approaching Rossi. ‘At the moment, I’m betting there was someone else in the room.’




  ‘Well, if it’s not murder–suicide, I reckon a spurned ex. Of his, I mean.’




  ‘Really? Something that simple?’




  ‘Yeah,’ Rossi replied, retying her hair back up into a ponytail. ‘If this Joe was playing away from home, it wouldn’t take long until he was found out. Or, to meet some

  bunny-boiler type. Imagine having to see pictures of them both out there all the time. They’re in the papers constantly. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’s had a bit on the side and

  it’s come back to haunt him.’




  ‘And her?’ Murphy said, not buying the theory.




  ‘Chloe? That’s just simple jealousy. Whoever it was couldn’t handle the fact that Chloe was the one who got all the attention.’




  Murphy pursed his lips, then scratched at his beard. ‘It’s a leap. It just doesn’t feel right. Could be a murder–suicide as you said. She kills him or vice

  versa.’




  ‘I’m not so sure of that now. How do they end up in that house?’




  ‘I think we need to actually spend a bit of time on this before trying to solve it. We’re quite obviously not frigging Sherlock Holmes.’




  ‘You’d be Watson anyway . . .’ Rossi said, under her breath.




  ‘I heard that.’




  The start of every case was much the same. Called to a scene, have a look at a dead body or two. Interview whoever found them and then start to build a picture. Murphy liked to see the whole

  thing laid out before him and then he could view it as a complete story. To be able to look at what fit and discard what didn’t. He enjoyed talking to people – or rather it wasn’t

  so much the people he liked but the actual talking, teasing out details and information. Rossi was different. They had been working together a few years, but the differences were still stark to

  Murphy. He saw her as more analytical, looking for reasons and meanings behind everything.




  They worked well together, he thought. The two most high-profile cases the city had seen in the past few years had shown him that.




  The Sherlock Holmes jibe had been correct though. The resolution of a case never seemed to happen like magic, as it did in those stories. It was solved by relentless investigation and hopefully

  a mistake made by a perpetrator. Asking questions until you found an answer that made sense. Or a killer who left behind clues to their identity.
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