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Prologue












T
 am Whitlow blinked
 into the gloom, his head throbbed like a bitch, his mouth redolent with the sour taste of stale cigarettes and the bitter tang of bile. He tried to focus on the here and now but the pain rattling around his skull was too intense
 .

Sweat trickled down his brow, the sting making him squeeze his eyes shut, his head thumping in protest. He tried to wipe it away but his arms wouldn’t obey his misfiring brain. Tam struggled and writhed, finally the realisation hit him. He was tied to a chair
 .

Disjointed memories came flooding back; he’d been heading across the car park of the Bull after having his usual Saturday bevvies with the lads. Car keys in hand, swagger in his stride as he beeped off the alarm on his Jaguar. He remembered flicking the cigarette into the bushes, then-bang-some fucker had clubbed him from behind. Lights out
 .

Tam grunted and strained to break the ties, muscles bulging, eyes screwed shut, but whoever had tied his hands had done a professional job. He felt anger rise through the pain as realisation hit. The thought was preposterous. Didn’t they realise who they were dealing with? He was Tam Whitlow
 not some fucking bag-head loser
 .

‘Awake at last,’ the voice drifted out of the semi-darkness
 .

Tam stopped struggling against the bonds, his teeth clamped, the fury building
 .

Dragging his head up, he blinked into the gloom. The derelict room was about fifteen-feet square, the floor strewn with chunks of plaster and tiles that had fallen from the walls and ceiling of the old office. His captor was perched on the edge of a desk: arms folded, his face hidden in the shadows
 .

Tam blinked several times in an effort to focus on the figure. ‘
 You’re fucking dead!’
 he snarled, the rope continuing to bite into his wrists and chest
 .

The man didn’t move and then Tam heard a heavy sigh of disappointment
 .

‘I don’t know who you are, pal, or who you’re working for but I’m warning you now, if you don’t let me go then I’ll hunt you down and cut your fucking stupid head off!’
 Spittle flew from Tam’s contorted mouth, the rage inside boiling over
 .

He waited for a reaction but all he got was the flare of a match, then a plume of smoke drifted across the room, the red tip of the cigarette glowing as the shadowed man took a long pull
 .

‘You think I’m working for someone?’ he replied easily
 .

Tam’s scowl grew deeper, darker. ‘You think because I’m tied to this chair that I’m going to fucking squeal, well
 …’

‘Oh, you’ll squeal all right
 .’

Tam couldn’t believe what he was hearing, he thrashed in the chair, every fibre of his being hell bent on getting free; then he could tear this dickhead a new arsehole
 .

After thirty seconds, he spat out in anger as his hands remained locked behind his back. When he opened his eyes, he blinked in surprise, the man had moved from the desk and was now standing in front of him; black hair cut close, pale eyes glaring out of a hard, unflinching face, his right hand casually holding the machete, the cigarette clamped between white teeth
 .

For the first time, Tam Whitlow felt the thrum of real fear, it was an emotion new to him and he took a few seconds to acknowledge its existence, sweat continued to ooze from his pores, his eyes kept flitting from the man’s face to the heavy blade in his hand
 .

It took more effort than Tam would ever had admitted to-keeping hold of the anger - as the man looked down at him with disdain
 .

‘If you’re after cash then forget it, I don’t do deals with twats like you,’ Tam snarled
 .

Plucking the cigarette from his mouth, the man smiled. ‘Everything and everyone has a price, 
Tam
 .’


At the use of his name, Tam felt the breath hitch in his throat. ‘Who are you?’ he asked, collapsing against the chair back
 .

‘That’s unimportant
 …’


‘It’s fucking important to me!’
 Tam strained again, though he knew it was hopeless, he wasn’t going anywhere
 .

The man watched him with head tilted. ‘I have a few questions for you – nothing too taxing
 .’

‘Questions, what questions
 ?’

‘I want to know all about Jimmy Rae?’ the man asked easily
 .

Despite the rising fear, Tam tried to act nonchalantly. ‘Never heard of him, I
 …’

Tam didn’t even have time to blink, the man lashed out and cracked a hand across his face
 .

Surprisingly, there was little weight behind the blow. ‘Jesus, you slap like a fucking girl!’ Tam threw his head back and laughed
 .

A second later, his roar of laughter turned to one of agony as the man jabbed out his right hand, the glowing end of the cigarette stabbed into Tam’s closed right eye
 .

He writhed, bellowing out the pain, his eyes screwed shut, the faint whiff of burnt tissue rose into the air as tears coursed down his face
 .

Studying the tip of the cigarette, the man grimaced before walking across the room and tossing it through the broken window
 .

Tam Whitlow was used to pain, after all, he’d been in enough fights over the years -broken ribs and spilled blood had been the norm, he’d even suffered a fractured skull after some bastard had smashed a bottle over his head in a pub brawl – but he had never felt pain like this
 .

It filled his senses until all he knew was pain, sweat poured down, the sting blinding his other eye, his body shook; his right eye swelling grotesquely until he was convinced it would burst from its socket if he so much as opened his eyelid
 .

The man watched from the window as Tam thrashed back and forth, fighting his personal battle with the agony. Pulling out another cigarette, he sparked up before moving back to the desk and leaning against it
 .

Tam roared, the chair rocked from side to side… and then he slumped forward as his mind blanked out
 .

‘Not as tough as you like to think are you, Mr Whitlow?’ the man whispered
 .

The seconds ticked into minutes and still the man waited, as if he had all the time in the world. Eventually, he reached down and lifted the two-litre bottle of water from the rucksack at his feet, unscrewing the lid he took a sip from the bottle, walked across the room and emptied the contents over Tam’s head
 .

Whitlow coughed and spluttered as the freezing water dragged him out of the darkness, the liquid washing away the blood that leaked from his right eye
 .

‘Now, let’s start again,’ the man said, the empty bottle following the spent cigarette through the window
 .

Slowly, Tam dragged his head up, he squinted through his good eye and gasped, the heavy blade was inching closer towards his terrified face
 .


‘Please!’
 Tam begged
 .

When he felt the light touch on his shoulders he jerked in shock and tried to twist around to see who was standing behind him but the ropes anchoring him to the chair wouldn’t allow it
 .

‘Listen to me, Mr Whitlow, you are going to die in this room, the question is how much you want to suffer before the end
 ?’

Tam felt his mind crack as the voice whispered in his right ear, he could feel the breath on his neck bringing his flesh up in a shiver of fear
 .

‘I don’t want to die,’ Tam whispered, stunned at the sound of terror in his voice
 .

The hands on his shoulders moved slightly, the pressure increased, he could feel slender fingers closing like talons. ‘It isn’t about what you
 want, Mr Whitlow, it’s what I
 want that counts
 .’

‘But …’

‘Look on it as a game. A game where I make all the rules, all you
 have to do is tell me everything I want to know. And your reward? My friend here will simply cut off your head, giving you a swift-if somewhat gruesome-end
 .’

Tam started to shiver in the chair, the softly-spoken words smashed through his defences, all the years of strutting around Kirkhead with his shoulders thrown back, confident that his name alone was enough to instil fear into the scrotes he dealt with, now meant nothing. He thought of Jimmy Rae by his side, the two of them ruling the roost with an iron fist, taking what they wanted; building their empire of drugs and prostitution that had taken them from a shitty two up, two down to a life they had only dreamt of
 .

Only now, as he jittered in the chair, he realised that sometimes it was better to live a quiet life, a life devoid of machetes and soft voices that whispered in your ear talking about your death as if it was the most natural thing in the world
 .

The man with the blade smiled down at Tam and then raised his eyebrow. ‘Don’t blame me, Tam, I’m just the hired help,’ he said, shrugging his shoulders
 .

‘Cut off his left foot,’ the voice behind him said
 .

Before Tam even had the chance to scream, the blade swept through the air and he heard the thud as his foot hit the floor. He blinked in confusion and then the pain hit, a huge wave of agony that swept through his body. Tam could feel the blood spewing from the wound and at last he found his voice, his scream echoed around the room before blasting out through the broken windows
 .

‘Now the right one,’ the voice said nonchalantly
 .

‘He won’t survive and then you’ll end up with nothing,’ the man said
 .

When he saw the blue eyes shining at him through the gloom, he felt the thrum of fear ripple along his spine
 .

‘Like you said, Mr Williams, you are the hired help, so please don’t make me repeat myself
 .’

In the chair, Tam writhed, his mouth opening and closing, the agony muting any sound as he simply tried to breathe, his chest rose and fell, his heart trying to compensate for the blood that continued to pour from the wound
 .

Williams shrugged his heavy shoulders and swung the blade; Tam Whitlow screamed once before his head fell forward and his right foot joined the left on the bloodstained floor. Both legs dripped blood out of Tam’s limp body, pooling around his severed feet
 .

‘I can leave you to sort the rest,’ the voice said. ‘Head and hands-but leave the body here, sooner or later someone will find it
 .’

Williams watched the figure blend back into the shadows, he could hear the light footfall and caught a glimpse of the woman making her way to the door
 .

As soon as she vanished into the corridor, Williams hissed out a tension-filled breath
 .

‘Mad bitch,’ he mumbled
 .

‘I heard that, Mr Williams,’ the voice drifted back into the room and he snapped his head up in disbelief
 .

He waited but there was no further sounds to be heard apart from the patter of blood that continued to drip to the floor
 .

With a snarl, Williams raised the blade and lashed out, the sound of laughter coincided with the thud of Tam Whitlow’s head bouncing on the dirt-ground carpet tiles
 .

‘Temper, temper,’ the voice shouted before more laughter drifted back along the corridor
 .

Williams dragged his arm across his sweating brow, his balls tightened with fear as he heard the laugh; then silence descended once more
 .
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T
 he view
 from the car revealed a patchwork of fields stretching out into the distance, golden wheat swaying in the breeze, dark clouds gathering on the horizon promising more rain. Marnie leaned over, opened the glove compartment and pulled out the crumpled pack of cigarettes. It had been several months since she’d escaped from the horrors of the burning house and every night since she had woken with the stench of scorched flesh clogging her nostrils, her heart rearing, the duvet wrapped around her thrashing legs. Her mind replaying the mad dash through the roaring flames and cloying smoke, the terrifying moment with the intense heat at her back when she had been forced to drop the child from the second-floor window into the waiting arms of Luke Croft
 .

Conrad Boland’s screams echoing through her mind as his body was engulfed in flame
 .

Boland had been a monster, a monster driven by his own twisted desires; he had been responsible for taking at least ten children from across the country over a twenty-year period – taking them and killing them before burying their remains in a stretch of local woodland. The full extent of Boland’s atrocities had been destroyed in the blinding heat and flames that reduced his rambling house to a pile of grey ash. Marnie felt the familiar sense of guilt pushing at her fragile mind, Boland had been stopped yet Marnie still felt as if she had failed in some way, and now she was left in a limbo of anguish that ate away at her every second of the day. Lighting the cigarette, she slid the window down, the scent of cool mist drifted into the vehicle, mingling with the smoke as she lifted the picture of her sister from her coat pocket. Abby had been eight years old when Boland had snatched her from the park, Marnie had given chase in an effort to stop her sister from being taken. She had failed then just as she had failed now. Turning the image over, she felt the pain around her heart tighten, the words, ‘the one that got away’ had been written on the back of the photograph in Boland’s copperplate handwriting
 .

Marnie felt the tears prickle her eyes, the words should have held a flicker of hope. Though the truth was, it had been over fifteen years since her sister had been taken and if, by some miracle, she had managed to escape the clutches of Boland then where was she and what had happened to her in the intervening years
 ?

She tried to find some comfort in the words but there was none. Only Boland had known the answers, but now he was dead and she was back where she started, not knowing if her sister was alive or dead
 .

Flicking ash through the window, she lifted the image and kissed it before sliding the picture back into her pocket
 .

It was her Sunday off and the truth was, she had struggled to find something to kill the hours until she was back on duty. After cleaning the house from top to bottom she had stood in the lounge and looked around the space, her mind anxious, her emotions frayed. To try to stop the swell of guilt, she had grabbed the car keys and headed out of Kirkhead, leaving the sprawl of houses and factories behind in an effort to ease her mind
 .

She watched a pair of swallows darting over the field of swaying wheat, performing daring aerobatics before vanishing from sight
 .

Dropping the half-smoked cigarette through the window, she sighed, afraid to close her eyes in case the image of her sister was there, the scowl in place, the blame shining from her eyes
 .


‘
 Jesus,’
 she muttered, snapping her seat belt back into place; wheels spun on gravel as she tore away down the country lane
 .

Trying to escape the pain was a fruitless exercise but Marnie Hammond still gave it her best shot
 .
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J
 ohnno Redmain picked
 up the chunk of stone and tested the weight in his right hand; face split in a confident grin, he leaned back and launched it into the air. His eyes narrowed in disappointment as the rock missed the window by a mere six inches, hitting the brick wall with a dull thud before falling to the patch of weeds below
 .

At his side, Barry shook his head. ‘Come on, can’t you do better than that
 ?’

‘Go on then, smart arse, let’s see if you can do any better
 .’

The gauntlet had been thrown down, Barry shrugged before bending and picking up a pebble-sized rock
 .

Johnno moved to the side, arms crossed in a sulk as his friend flung the stone into the hot, late-afternoon air
 .

As soon as it left his hand Barry knew it was heading straight for the pane of glass, a couple of seconds later, the stone crashed through and he thrust a fist skyward
 .


‘
 Fucking get in there!’
 he yelled in delight
 .

Johnno frowned, seeing his friend gloat. ‘Lucky shot,’ he protested
 .

‘Skill, pal, not luck
 .’

The frown changed into a fully-fledged scowl as Johnno stormed off across the weed-infested strip of ground, heading for the factory door
 .

Barry exhaled, Johnno had always been a sore loser and not for the first time he wondered why he bothered having him as a mate
 .

He watched as Johnno pushed the door open and vanished inside
 .

A few weeks into the summer holidays and the truth was Barry was bored shitless. The first couple of weeks had been good, there had been half a dozen friends all buzzing at what the holiday might bring. However, it wasn’t long before Johnno had sulked when he failed to score in a three-a-side kickabout. The next day, six had become four, and now the other two lads had had enough of Johnno Redmain’s constant whingeing, ending in a full-blown argument when they couldn’t decide what to watch at the cinema
 .

‘Fuck them two,’ Johnno had spat as the two former friends stormed off into the crowd of cinemagoers
 .

Now, it was just the two of them and Barry Crowl was slowly starting to realise that he couldn’t spend another day, let alone a week, with his so-called mate
 .

He looked around the derelict courtyard, and for a few brief seconds he contemplated simply walking away. He had no doubt his former friends would be having a good time, there would be no dictator trying to rule with an iron fist, options were discussed and a vote taken and that was the end of the matter
 .

‘You coming or not
 ?’

Barry looked up, Redmain had his head poking through the second-storey window that Barry had smashed, his face set in its usual scowl of aggravation
 .

‘Look, I’m thirsty, why don’t we go to the shop and get something to drink?’ Barry shouted up, although he already suspected his request would be denied
 .

‘I wanna check this place, now come on!’ Johnno bellowed
 .

The silence stretched out, Barry moved forward-resigned to his fate
 .


‘
 Get a move on!’
 Johnno shouted, before vanishing from the window
 .

Barry cursed under his breath, it had been a hot day, he felt worn out, his mouth parched
 .

Reaching the shadow of the building, he wiped the sweat from his brow with a grimy hand, leaving rock dust smeared across his forehead before walking through the open door and into what would have been the reception area when the factory was open for business. The wall facing him was covered with crass graffiti and Barry took a moment to read that, Joanne loves sucking cock,
 and a mobile number scrawled underneath
 .

‘Jesus, come on, I’m growing a fucking beard here
 .’

Barry looked left, Johnno stood at the top of a flight of steps, hands on hips, the obligatory scowl in place
 .

‘Look, I’ve been in this place before and there’s nothing here, just empty rooms and shite,’ Barry whined, making his way to the bottom of the steps
 .

‘When? When did you come here
 ?’

Barry scuffed his foot across the dusty floor. ‘About six weeks ago, and
 …’

‘Who with
 ?’

‘What?’ Barry asked in confusion
 .

‘Bet it was with that tosser, Jezzer
 ?’

‘Jezzer’s all right,’ he said defensively
 .

Johnno snorted and shook his head. ‘He’s a soft arse, I know that much
 .’

‘What are you on about now?’ Barry asked as he slid his hands into the pockets of his jeans
 .

‘He always wants his own way and acts like a kid when he don’t get it
 .’

Barry almost laughed aloud but Johnno’s face remained deadly serious
 .

‘Look at that shit at the cinema, as soon as he knew we didn’t wanna watch that crap he threw a wobbly and ran off like a little bloody girl
 .’

Barry searched Johnno’s face, looking for any hint of irony and found none
 .

‘Now come on, let’s check this place out,’ he huffed before vanishing from the top of the steps
 .

Barry decided then and there that as soon as they got home he would go and find his old mates – that’s if they’d still have him
 .

Mind made up, he trudged to the top of the stairs to find Johnno waiting for him, the sour frown still evident on his narrow face
 .

‘Took your time, didn’t you
 ?’

Barry chewed the inside of his cheek trying to keep a tight rein on his burgeoning anger. ‘I told you, there’s nothing here
 .’

Ignoring him, Johnno turned and strode away down the long, grey corridor, the floor was littered with debris, strip lights hung down from the ceiling in a tangle of wires
 .

Barry watched Johnno push open the first door on the right and glance inside before moving on to the next
 .

He remained at the top of the stairs, unable to raise the enthusiasm to follow
 .

Reaching the second door, Johnno went through the same routine, pushing it open and peering inside, his face set in a scowl of disappointment
 .

The further he moved away, the more Barry felt like turning and walking from the derelict building
 .

Three more doors were banged open and Johnno slowly blended with the shadows as he continued to search each room before moving along to the next
 .

Barry Crowl looked down at his feet, he felt thirsty, hungry, and pissed off
 .

He glanced up just as Johnno reached the last door at the end of the corridor, Barry knew it led to a small room that fed into another corridor then a flight of stairs that led to the third floor
 .

‘Waste of time,’ he mumbled
 .

Johnno kicked the door open … and then he was screaming, the sound echoing along the narrow corridor; Barry blinked in confusion, the piercing scream automatically sending a bolt of fear through his system
 .

Johnno lunged back, his arms thrashing at the air; as he turned to run his feet became entangled and he fell heavily to the floor. Barry could see his pale face, mouth stretched wide as another scream tore down the corridor. He hesitated for a moment and then he was running forward, wincing at the sound, his heart hammering
 .

Johnno scrambled forward on hands and knees, his trainers slipping and sliding on the gritty floor
 .

Gaining his feet, he blasted along the corridor, Barry’s eyes widened as his friend shoved him hard against the wall when he shot past, his scream still echoing down the narrow corridor
 .

He watched, astonished, as Johnno clattered from view down the steps
 .

The silence that followed was deafening and Barry hesitated in confusion, turning slowly he looked towards the open door at the end of the corridor
 .

He could see the floor littered with rubbish, and then he sniffed as he caught the strange scent that made his stomach flutter
 .


‘Run,’
 the voice inside screeched
 .

Despite the warning, Barry took a faltering step towards the open door
 .

It felt as if his body were moving independently of his brain, his natural inquisitiveness placing one foot in front of the other
 .

Reaching the door, he squinted against the gloom, he could see a desk pushed into the corner, there was even an old whiteboard on the back wall. Someone had attempted a crude drawing of a naked women, her breasts looked huge, one leg was longer than the other, and she had one eye in the middle of her face
 .

Barry scowled at the image then he stepped over the threshold and glanced right, the scowl on his face deepened as he stared at the huge pool of red on the floor. When he looked up his heart stuttered; the body was tied to a broken office chair, the head missing, white bone poked up from the butchered flesh, the front of the shirt drenched with blood and gore
 .

All at once, Barry knew exactly
 why Redmain had been screaming, half a second later, he was following suit. Feet flying, mouth wide, the scream bouncing off the walls, he ran from the blood-soaked horror
 .
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T
 he wasteland had
 weeds sprouting through the concrete, chunks of half bricks and shattered glass lay strewn over the disused factory car park. Weaving the car around the debris Marnie pulled up alongside DCI Reese’s black saloon; blue lights turned lazily from the squad car parked near the entrance to the building
 .

PC Bev Harvey was standing guard in the derelict reception area, when she heard footsteps she flicked the torch up and Marnie blinked at the glare, raising a hand against the onslaught
 .

‘Sorry, boss,’ Bev apologised and lowered the beam
 .

Marnie dragged up a smile. ‘So, what’s the score
 ?’

Bev grimaced and wiped a hand across her face, her complexion pale in the gloom. Marnie could see a smudge of white dust on the front of her jacket, her eyes held a hint of fear and disgust
 .

‘That bad?’ Marnie asked
 .

‘I’ve seen some things but this is grim,’ Bev admitted with a shake of her head
 .

‘Is Doc Kelly here
 ?’

‘Yeah, he turned up with DCI Reese; apparently, his car was in for service so Reese picked him up en route
 .’

Marnie nodded and headed for the stairs, her footsteps echoing as she reluctantly made her way to the top
 .

She could see torchlight in the distance, tension rose inside making her quicken her pace until she was hurrying along the corridor
 .

Ten feet from the room and DCI Reese appeared in the doorway, Marnie watched as he blew out through pursed lips, he scrubbed a hand across the back of his neck, his eyes brittle with shock
 .

Taking a last deep breath, she moved forward and stepped into the room
 .

Doc Kelly was crouched in front of the body, his face pale beneath the shock of thick black hair, a testimony to his Irish roots; when Marnie saw the head was missing she gasped in shock
 .

‘Grim isn’t it,’ Reese said, with a shake of the head
 .

Kelly threw Marnie a bright smile before turning back to the body
 .

Reese sighed. ‘Look at him, the more blood and gore, the more he likes it
 .’

Marnie tried to drag her gaze away from the horrific scene but her eyes remained glued to the body in the chair. Blood had pooled onto the floor, fascinated, her eyes tracked back up to the source. When she saw the hands and feet were missing as well, she felt the bile flood her mouth and clamped her lips together, determined not to give in to the reflex action
 .

‘As far as I can tell head, hands, and feet were removed by single blows,’ Kelly said as he stood up. ‘Could be an axe or maybe a machete,’ he pondered, sliding his hands into his pockets as he continued to look down at the body
 .

Squaring her shoulders, Marnie moved forward, trying her best to ignore the smell of spilled blood that wafted around her head in a dizzying miasma. ‘What about the time frame
 ?’

Kelly see-sawed a hand. ‘Twenty-four hours-maybe less-but I’ll know more when I get him back to the lab
 .’

‘This might sound stupid but do we have any idea how
 he died?’ Marnie asked
 .

Kelly threw her a quizzical look and then smiled. ‘Well, I can say he wasn’t tickled to death
 .’

Marnie managed to drag up a smile. ‘Guess I asked for that
 .’

A moment later, they heard the wail of a siren, blue flashing light flickered through the broken window, throwing light onto the pock-marked ceiling tiles
 .

The doctor checked his watch. ‘That’ll be SOCO, as soon as they’ve finished, I’ll have the body moved and get to work
 .’

Reese nodded in understanding before looking around the shabby room. ‘Well, someone went to the trouble of bringing our man all the way out here, so this wasn’t a spur of the moment attack
 .’

‘Perhaps they were after information,’ Marnie pondered, as the swirling blue on the ceiling vanished
 .

Reese glanced at her and nodded. ‘Makes sense
 .’

‘Gangland?’ Kelly asked with a grimace
 .

Torchlight lanced out along the corridor making Reese wince at the onslaught. ‘Christ, I hope not but it’s too early to say, let’s see what you come up with at the autopsy
 .’

Kelly scratched his nose as two figures dressed in white paper suits walked into the room
 .

‘Right, I want a generator in here ASAP, it’s no use searching by torchlight,’ the DCI said
 .

‘It should be here in the next ten minutes, gov,’ one of the SOCO team replied
 .

‘Good,’ Reese grunted as he headed for the door
 .

Marnie took one last look at the grisly remains before following him out into the corridor
 .

‘Who put the call in?’ she asked
 .

Reese poked his head out of the broken window and took a gulp of fresh air. ‘Two kids were mooching around the place, they said they didn’t know they were trespassing
 .’

‘That’ll teach them to ignore the keep-out signs,’ Marnie said, straight-faced
 .

Reese raised an eyebrow. ‘I would imagine they won’t get a decent night’s sleep for the next couple of years, that’s for sure
 .’

Marnie joined him at the window, the moon looked huge and strangely alien, tinted red as the last of the sun vanished
 .

The fields beyond stretched to a dark mass of woodland on the horizon
 .

‘You’d only tie someone to a chair if you wanted to spend time questioning them,’ she offered
 .

‘Agreed.’

‘And chances are whoever did that
 ,’ giving a nod back at the body, ‘would have got the information they were after
 .’

Reese scuffed his foot over the grit-strewn floor. ‘They took the head, hands and feet to make identification difficult
 .’

‘That’s the part that bothers me the most
 .’

Reese frowned. ‘Explain
 .’

Marnie glanced back towards the room and shivered. ‘I get that the body parts have been removed to make our job harder but it’s also a way of buying more time
 .’

‘More time for what
 ?’

Marnie turned and looked at her boss. ‘To do it again,’ she replied
 .

Reese thrust his hands into his pockets, his face grim
 .

It made sense, if the body had been left intact then they could have found out who the dead man was through fingerprints or dental records, as it stood they were clueless, unless Kelly got lucky during the autopsy. While they were busy discovering the identity of the dead man, the killer could move onto the next victim without the fear of being caught
 .

‘Shit,’ he mumbled
 .

Marnie looked at her boss, she could see the concern etched onto his angular features
 .

Outside, it started to rain
 .
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B
 ig Jimmy Rae
 was steaming mad and that meant trouble for someone, he’d spent the last hour trying to get in touch with Tam Whitlow and Tam wasn’t answering his phone
 .

Kane Acton watched nervously as Rae jabbed a thick finger at the phone. ‘I told that useless bastard to be here by six and now look at the frigging time
 .’

Acton sat on the sofa, lips sealed, arms folded as his boss fumed
 .

Rae paced back and forth in front of the huge, open fireplace, his face ruddy with anger, huge hands opening and closing in mounting fury, his brown hair standing on end from where he had pushed his hands through in aggravation. ‘I bet he’s been shagging that bird from the Bull again when he should be here
 .’

Acton felt the corner of his lips curl in the beginnings of a grin, and then he slapped his poker face back into place. ‘We’ll be all right, Jimmy, we don’t need Tam to sort this
 .’

Rae glanced across the room, his face still locked in a scowl, his dark eyes flaring in anger. ‘I know we can manage
 but that’s not the point, I told him to be here and he’s fucking me about
 .’

‘I …’

‘Get your coat on, we can call at the Bull on our way across town, I want to see his bastard face when I slap him awake
 .’

Acton climbed to his feet and stretched his arms towards the ceiling, his mouth opening wide in a yawn
 .

‘Boring you, am I?’ Rae snarled
 .

Acton lowered his arms slowly. ‘Sorry, Jimmy, bit of a late one last night
 .’

‘Jesus, you’re all as bad as one another, I’m trying to run a business here-I never
 fucking sleep-and all you lot do is take the piss and swan about as if you don’t give a toss
 !’

Acton frowned but kept quiet
 .

‘Arsehole!’ Rae yanked the car keys from his pocket and stormed across the room
 .

With a heavy sigh Acton followed, it was going to be a long night, he knew Jimmy was looking for someone to unload on, he just hoped it would be Tam who bore the brunt of his burning anger and not him
 .

By the time he made it outside, Rae was behind the wheel of the BMW, his eyes glaring as Acton closed the front door and hurried over to the car
 .

‘Come on, man, shift yourself
 !’

Before he could clip the seat belt into place, Rae had planted his foot to the floor, the big car tore down the drive, gravel spitting from spinning rubber
 .
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T
 he man let
 himself into the house, closed the door and looked around the empty room. The small space was devoid of furniture; no television or sofa, the floor bare, black, asphalt
 .

Closing his eyes, he pictured a familiar scene from the past, his mother bustling about, the drone of the hoover battling against the television, his father sighing heavily as he tried to watch the big match. His sister running down the stairs – complaining that she had nothing to wear and her boyfriend would be here any minute to pick her up for a night on the town. When he opened his eyes and saw the blank room he frowned, those days were long gone, all that remained were empty rooms heavy with dust and the obligatory scattering of mouse droppings on the floor
 .

He was halfway up the stairs when the creaking floorboard brought him to a halt, the memories flooding back again, he pictured his younger self avoiding the creaking step as he sneaked out of the house to go early morning fishing with his mates
 .

Shaking his head ruefully, he reached the landing and entered his old bedroom
 .

He remembered a time when he had been happy here, before he grew up and left this town in an effort to make his mark in the world. Back then the bed had been under the window, the walls plastered with teenage posters of planes and tanks. Untying the laces of his boots, he slipped them off and placed them by the rolled-up sleeping bag. Fumbling the tobacco pouch from his pocket, he rolled a cigarette, opened the rucksack and pulled out the letters
 .

He began to read, the smoke trailing into the stale air, his eyes moving left and right, his face hardening as he read the familiar words. Two minutes later, he had finished the cigarette; he stripped naked, unrolled the sleeping bag and climbed in
 .

Within minutes, he was asleep, his face etched deep with anger
 .
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M
 arnie watched the black Transit,
 containing the dismembered body, turn around on the car park of the derelict factory, Doc Kelly in the passenger seat. He smiled and waved at Marnie as the van drove through the open gates and turned left
 .

A moment later, DCI Reese appeared from the factory entrance and walked over towards her car, opening the passenger door he climbed in and rubbed at his tired eyes
 .

‘Kelly’s going to start the autopsy as soon as he gets to the hospital, so I reckon we give him a couple of hours and then head up there-see what he comes up with
 .’

‘No problem
 .’

‘Have you had any more thoughts about this?’ he asked, sliding the window down and letting cool air drift into the vehicle
 .

Marnie paused for a moment before replying, ‘This place is out in the middle of nowhere, so it seems likely that it’s a local involved or someone who knows the area well. There are no road signs to lead anyone here, and this factory has been empty for years,’ she explained
 .

Reese nodded in understanding. ‘Ideal place to hold someone captive, little chance of being disturbed and no one around to hear them scream
 .’

Marnie rested a hand on the wheel, her eyes thoughtful. ‘It could be drug related,’ she offered
 .

‘If it is then it won’t end here
 .’

She grimaced at the thought. ‘So, what do you want to do
 ?’

Reese checked his watch. ‘Pointless heading back to the station, what do you say we make our way to the hospital and I treat you to a meal from the all-night cafeteria
 ?’

Marnie thought of the body tied to the chair, the floor coated with blood and gore, the white bone shining through the red. The smell of raw meat that hung heavy in the stifled air. ‘I could manage a salad, I guess
 .’

Reese smiled knowingly. ‘OK then, I’ll follow you,’ he pushed the door open and climbed out
 .

Thirty seconds later, Marnie drove across the car park, the DCI following closely behind, his headlights blinding in the rear-view mirror. Wincing, Marnie slapped it to one side and grabbed second gear, her own headlights spearing out into the darkness, the familiar uneasy feeling seeping into her brain followed by the faint rumble of thunder
 .

A bad omen
 .
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‘I
 knew it,’
 Rae snarled, as he pulled up behind Tam Whitlow’s red Jaguar. ‘I’m gonna break his nose when I get my hands on him.’ Thrusting open the door, he leapt out, by the time Acton had removed the seat belt Rae had slammed his boot into the driver’s door of Tam’s car
 .

Acton winced as the side panel crumpled and then the big man was storming across the car park of the Bull. Acton set off in pursuit
 .

They reached the door of the pub just as it opened and two lads barrelled out, laughing and joking with one another, oblivious to the man who stood blocking their path
 .

The one on the right bumped into Rae and then grinned, his eyes swimming in booze. ‘Hey, watch where you’re going, old man,’ he quipped
 .

His friend blinked at the man in the doorway and any sign of joviality left his face as he recognised Rae
 .

‘Shut it, Donny!’ he hissed, trying to grab his arm and drag him to one side
 .

Trouble was, Donny had been on the sauce since early morning after a big win on the horses and he was having trouble standing up let alone focusing on the man in front of him
 .

‘What did you say?’ Rae demanded, his face flooding with colour as Donny swayed before him
 .

‘I said, “watch where you’re going”, you old wanker,’ the kid giggled and burped a cloud of beer fumes into the darkness
 .

Rae lunged forward and slammed his forehead into the bridge of Donny’s nose
 .

The kid staggered back into the door, his friend leapt to one side while Acton watched with dispassionate eyes as the lad’s nose crumpled, spewing blood down his chin
 .

As he started to slide down the door, Rae grabbed the front of his jacket and spun him out onto the car park, slamming a fist into the remains of his nose – Donny screamed before slamming heavily to the floor
 .

‘Please, Mr Rae, Donny didn’t mean any harm, he’s just pissed and
 …’

Rae glared at the lad who closed his mouth, backing away with arms raised
 .

Then watched fearfully as a heavy boot slammed his boot into Donny’s ribs
 .

‘I’m thirty fucking eight, not an old man!’ Rae yelled, turning and striding into the pub
 .

Acton looked at the boy on the floor, his face a mangled mess; when Donny coughed, a tooth shot from his mouth, Acton shook his head before following his boss into the pub
 .

Thankfully, the place was devoid of punters, the interior gloomy and heady with the whiff of beer fumes, the gelatinous carpet beneath their feet newly-laid twenty years ago. The woman behind the bar looked up when Rae stalked towards her
 .

‘Where’s Tam?’ he demanded
 .

She looked nervous as Rae loomed towards her, his forehead had a red mark in the centre, dark eyes brittle with fury
 .

‘I haven’t seen Tam since last night, he
 …’

‘Bloody liar!’ Rae barked
 .

Acton hung back, hands clasped in front of him as he gave the empty pub the once over
 .

‘Honest, Jimmy, I haven’t seen
 …’

‘His car is parked outside this shithole and you’re telling me the twat isn’t here
 ?’

Rosa McCloud licked her garish lips, watching Rae fume with anger. ‘He was in last night, but he left about seven, I figured he must have left the car and got a taxi because he’d had a few,’ the words tripped over one another as she hurriedly tried to explain
 .

Rae narrowed his eyes in suspicion, then he moved over to the flap on the bar. Walking through, he barged the woman to one side and headed for a door on the right
 .

Rosa looked at Acton, her eyes wide in shock
 .

‘Don’t worry, Rosa, if you’re telling the truth then you have nothing to worry about
 .’

‘Jesus, I don’t tell lies, I have no interest in Tam bloody Whitlow, and if he says different then he’s full of shit,’ she spat in return
 .

Acton lifted his shoulders in a half-hearted shrug, he could hear his boss thundering up the stairs to the living quarters above
 .

Grabbing a glass Rosa thrust it under the optic, downing the gin in one swallow
 .

Doors banged and then more thuds as Rae came back down the stairs
 .

When he arrived behind the bar he still looked furious, his mouth twisted in a grimace, his eyes hard and unflinching
 .

‘Come on, we’re going,’ he snarled, heading to the right side of the bar
 .

Rosa shook her head and stood, hands on hips, ready to shout some barbed comment as the two men headed for the exit
 .

By the time she thought of one, the door had banged closed
 .

‘Bloody charming,’ she muttered, helping herself to another drink to steady her nerves
 .
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M
 arnie looked
 down at the remains, glad now that she had opted for the salad rather than anything more substantial
 .

Doc Kelly stood at the head of the metal gurney, his bloodied hands, encased in latex, were planted either side of the dead man’s shoulders. ‘I’ve had blood and tissue samples sent off to the lab for analysis but you can see the body is unmarked, though there are minor abrasions to each knee
 .’

‘Meaning?’ Reese asked
 .

Kelly pulled a face in concentration. ‘Well, I assume at some stage the man would have been subdued to make him easier to handle, so perhaps he was clubbed and fell to his knees-that would explain the broken skin. Though of course, with the head missing, it’s impossible to be exact
 .’

Marnie nodded in understanding as she looked down at the pale, naked body; fragments of bone shone at the ankles, the neck had been sliced cleanly leaving a red, raw stump of gore
 .

‘Time of death has been difficult to pin down due to the huge loss of blood, though I still think it was in the last twelve to twenty-four hours
 .’

Reese slipped his hands into his pockets. ‘Anything else
 ?’

‘Well, I’d say the man was aged in his mid- to late thirties and he either had a manual job or he spent time at the gym, muscle tone is good, heart and lungs seem OK. There are a few old scars but nothing major. Of course, if the hands were still attached they could provide further insight but that’s about as much as I can tell you for now
 .’

Marnie sighed, it wasn’t much to go on, and she had a feeling that the clock was already ticking on this one
 .

‘However, our mystery man does have a tattoo although, it’s not what you’d call a work of art,’ moving left, he eased the body onto its side and pointed down at the lightning bolt in the small of the man’s back. It ran for about six inches, an unimpressive zig-zag of faded grey ink
 .

Marnie took hold of her ponytail and gave it a slight tug as she looked down at what passed for body art in Kirkhead
 .

Then Kelly rolled the body onto its back, covered it back up and pushed the trolley into the fridge, closing the door with a clack. Ripping off the latex gloves he dropped them into a flip-top bin with a flourish
 .

‘First thing in the morning, I want you to check the tattoo parlours in town, see if anyone can point us in the right direction,’ Reese said
 .

‘No problem,’ Marnie replied, as Kelly wandered over to the steel sink and began to wash his hands
 .

‘Oh, by the way, our man had eaten chicken burger and chips a few hours before he died,’ he commented over his shoulder, wiping his hands on a roll of blue towelling
 .

‘Burger King or McDonald’s?’ Marnie asked with a slight smile
 .

‘Neither, these weren’t French fries, at a guess I’d say they were chunky oven chips,’ he replied with a wide grin
 .

Marnie shook her head as Kelly slipped out of the lab coat and hung it on a peg
 .

‘Right, thanks, Doc, we appreciate the effort,’ Reese said, as the three of them headed for the door
 .

Swiping a card through the slot, Kelly stood back to let them out before clicking off the lights and pulling the door closed behind them
 .

‘Is the canteen still open?’ the doctor inquired as they moved down the corridor
 .

‘Don’t tell me you’re hungry after that?’ Marnie shivered
 .

The doctor looked at her nonplussed
 .

‘I’m not hungry, sergeant, I’m bloody starving,’ he rubbed his hands together. ‘I could eat a horse between two bread vans
 .’

‘Animal,’ Reese said as they pushed through a set of double doors
 .
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R
 ae slammed
 Marlon hard against the wall, the two drug-thin girls grabbed each other and screamed
 .

Acton closed the door of the pokey flat and looked around the room, the girls appeared to be in their late teens, both had been sitting on the sofa as Rae stormed into the room. Now they were huddled together, their faces twitching with fear, watching as Rae thrust his fist under Marlon’s chin
 .

‘When Stevie Harrow called around for the takings yesterday you handed him three hundred quid-right
 ?’

Marlon tried to nod but the fist at his throat made it impossible. ‘Yeah, yeah, Jimmy, three hundred dabs, he
 …’

‘Are you trying to tell me that in one week these two only pulled three hundred quid’s worth of tricks
 ?’

The girls started to shiver, their young faces ravaged with abuse and addiction, their eyes wide with fear
 .

‘Come on, Jimmy, it’s been quiet, I can’t force
 the punters to come knocking at the door, times are hard and
 …’

‘Listen to me, you little shit, I’ve been having this place watched, and in the last five days thirty punters have entered this flat, and at thirty quid a go that’s nine hundred and yet you hand three over, so how do you explain that?’ Rae snarled
 .

Marlon Carlson felt his stomach plummet as he did the maths
 .

‘Half of them didn’t want to pay thirty, Jimmy, they said there’s a place over in Grafton that only charge a tenner a trick
 .’

Rae slammed Marlon’s head back and he yelped as his head left a dent in the plasterboard wall
 .

‘Fucking Grafton
 !?’

‘I tried telling them your girls are clean but you know what the blokes around here are like, they’re not bothered about getting a dose if it saves them a few quid to blow at the pub or on the horses
 .’

‘So, who’s running this stable?’ Rae demanded
 .

‘I don’t know, Jimmy, honest to God, mate, I don’t know
 .’

Rae stepped back, Marlon breathed a sigh of relief – then Rae lashed out and smashed his fist against Marlon’s cheek
 .

The girls squealed, clinging to one another tighter than ever as Marlon crumpled to the floor
 .

Rae crouched down on his haunches, Marlon’s eyes fluttered trying to ward off the darkness that threatened to swamp him
 .

‘As soon as you got wind of this you should have picked up the fucking phone and called me
 .’

Marlon managed to nod in agreement
 .

Standing back up, Rae turned and studied the girls on the sofa with disdain. ‘Look at the state of you two, go and get some slap on – you look like shit
 .’

The girls nodded in unison and then they were dashing for the door
 .

Rae sighed as Marlon touched a finger to his bruised cheek
 .

‘Fucking slags!’ Rae sneered as he stormed from the flat
 .

Acton turned and followed, Jimmy needed to calm down, at this rate he would end up having a heart attack,
 he thought with a crooked smile
 .

Marlon spat the blood from his mouth. ‘Mad bastard,’ he mumbled as the door slammed shut
 .
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A
 s soon as
 the first crack of daylight crept into the room, Tom Conway opened his eyes. There was no confusion, no yawning or stretching, he was instantly aware of his surroundings; moments later, he was sitting up and shuffling out of the sleeping bag
 .

Dressing quickly, he crossed to the window and looked out over open fields: trees in the distance, gardens to the left and right. Pulling out the tobacco pouch, he rolled a cigarette with his right hand and lit up, watching the sun clamber slowly into the sky
 .

His parents had been married for over forty years, his father had spent a life on the road driving trucks to bring in the money. Returning at the weekend, father and son would go fishing on the local river, “bonding time” his father used to call it as he smiled around the ever-present cigarette
 .

He’d been killed twelve months before he was due to retire, a pile-up on the motorway in thick fog, his mother had never recovered; six months later, she had died of a heart attack
 .

The man blinked as a shaft of sun bounced off the window, forcing him to turn away
 .

It was easy to get lost in the memories, to give yourself over to the past, but he had a job to do, a truth to discover, and he knew that reliving old memories wouldn’t help in the slightest
 .

Once downstairs he flicked the kettle on and spooned coffee into a mug, adding a splash of milk from a carton on the worktop
 .

Leaning against the cupboard, he took a sip from the hot drink and thought about the letters he had received from John Hall. The two of them had been friends for as long as he could remember, they’d grown up together and even joined the army on the same day, but after twelve years, John had decided he’d had enough and moved back to Kirkhead. Now John and his daughter were missing. Closing his eyes, Tom pictured meeting Rowan Hall for the first time. She had been a toddler smiling up at him as he lifted her from the ground. He’d been dressed in his uniform; John had clapped him on the back
 .

‘Rowan, say hello to your uncle Tom,’ John had said, as the girl looked closely at the man who held her
 .

Tom had smiled, the girl laced her arms around his neck and kissed his bristly cheek
 .

Over the next few years he had come back to the town a handful of times and on each occasion, he had been amazed by how much Rowan had grown and yet she had always been thrilled to see him, always wanted to spend time with him. And now, along with her father, she was missing
 .

Tipping the drink down the sink, he grabbed the car keys from his pocket and headed through the house, outside, the sky was clear and bright; the breeze cool for now, though he knew once the sun was fully up the day would be another hot one
 .

Twenty seconds later, he slid behind the wheel, slipped the key into the ignition and checked the mirrors before pulling away from the kerb
 .
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I
 nky Jones glanced
 up as the shop bell tinkled, when he saw the brown-haired woman standing in the doorway he smiled his best guy-on-the-prowl smile, which, to be honest, wasn’t much to look at
 .

Marnie stepped into the studio and closed the door behind her, the walls were smothered with photos, the usual suspects were all present, naked women wrapped in the coils of a variety of hissing snakes, flaming skulls stood alongside ship’s anchors and a dizzying array of tribal tattoos
 .

‘Now then, sweetheart, are you after something big and brassy or do you prefer the delicate touch?’ Jones asked, his voice heavy with innuendo
 .

Marnie raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you saying I look “big and brassy
 ”?’

Inky grinned as he looked her up and down. ‘Nah, a woman like you will want something classy, I can tell
 .’

Marnie sighed, Inky continued to leer; however, the smile fell from his face when she pulled out her warrant card
 .

‘You’re a copper?’ he asked nervously
 .

‘Don’t looked so shocked, I’m just here to pick your brains,’ she paused, ‘unless you have something to hide behind that big, brassy,
 exterior
 ?’

Inky shuffled his feet and glanced towards the door as if contemplating making a run for it. ‘Hey, lass, I have nowt to hide
 .’

‘So, why do you look as if you do
 ?’

Inky frowned. ‘Coppers always make me jittery but I’ve no record – not even a parking fine
 .’

Marnie slipped the warrant card back into the pocket. ‘Glad to hear it,’ she glanced at the photo gallery on the walls. ‘How long have you been doing the tattoos, Mr Jones
 ?’

‘Call me Inky,’ Jones tried a tentative smile
 .

Marnie remained straight-faced while she studied the man in front of her, as expected his arms were smothered in ink. He wore a white T-shirt and black jeans and looked to be in his mid-forties, hair shaved closed to the skull, a golden earring sparkled in his right ear
 .

‘Answer the question, Mr Jones?’ she said easily
 .

‘Oh right, I’ve been here for the best part of twenty years
 .’

‘And what’s popular at the moment
 ?’

Inky sniffed as he looked around the walls at his handiwork. ‘Depends what you want, the ladies still like the mermaids and the love birds – you know, girly stuff
 .’

‘What about the men
 ?’

‘Well, you can see there’s a lot of tribal tats but that was popular about three to five years ago – every bugger wanted one – but they’ve gone off the boil a bit
 .’

Marnie stepped closer to the wall, her eyes roaming over each column of tattoos; when she spotted the lightning bolt she pointed a finger at the photo.‘What about that
 ?’

Inky squinted at the wall and smiled. ‘Ah, not done one of those in a few years
 .’

‘Why not
 ?’

Inky shrugged. ‘People like the more elaborate stuff, besides the bolt is a bit iffy
 .’

Marnie turned to face him. ‘What do you mean
 ?’

She watched as a flush of colour rose in the tattooist’s cheeks. ‘It used to be popular with the skinheads, Nazi symbolism kind of thing but to be honest that was all a load of bollocks, still, you know what some idiots are like for jumping on the bandwagon
 .’

‘And you say you haven’t done one in a few years
 ?’

‘Well look at it, it’s not what you’d call classy is it?’ Inky said with a frown. ‘In fact, I keep meaning to take it down but I never seem to get the time
 .’

‘I don’t suppose you can remember who last had the tattoo
 ?’

‘God, it was years ago, I’ve done hundreds of tats since then
 .’

‘That’s not what I asked
 ?’

He flicked his eyes towards her, and then looked away quickly when he saw the suspicion in her eyes
 .

‘It’s just a tat to me, I rarely take notice of names or faces
 .’

Marnie slipped her hands into her pockets. ‘So, you know you haven’t done that tattoo in years but you have no idea who the last person was who had one
 ?’

‘Aye, that’s right
 .’

‘Warm in here, isn’t it, Mr Jones
 ?’

Inky could feel the sweat break out on his forehead. ‘I guess so
 .’

Marnie turned back to the wall, studying the pictures
 .

The tattooist’s cheeks inflated in relief
 .

‘Take your time,’ Marnie said, without taking her eyes from the wall
 .

Any relief Inky felt was replaced with anxiety as he glanced at her profile; she was a good-looking woman, no doubt about that, but there was a hardness in her eyes, a look that said “I know you are lying and I’m going to stay here until you tell me the truth
 ”.

‘Like I said, I can’t remember, I
 …’

‘In that case, why do you look so uncomfortable?’ she asked, turning back towards him. ‘Why do you look as if you want to run for the door
 ?’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ he mumbled, his face burning red
 .

Marnie watched as a trickle of sweat found its way into his right eye, he winced and screwed it shut against the sting
 .

‘If you tell me the truth now, I’ll leave you in peace but if you don’t, then I may have to take you to the station until you do,’ she calmly explained
 .

Inky looked over his shoulder as if checking for spies hiding in the room. ‘Look, I was just going to make a brew, do you fancy a cuppa
 ?’

‘Sounds good, tea, no sugar please
 .’

Inky strode towards the door and flicked the sign to closed before sliding the bolt into place, turning he headed to a beaded curtain at the back of the shop
 .

Marnie hesitated for a moment then followed
 .
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R
 owan Hall had
 no idea if it was morning or night; time was meaningless as she sat on the lumpy mattress, head bowed, long hair dangling, nerves shredded. She crinkled her nose at the smell that wafted from the chemical toilet. The room was huge, the corners lost to the darkness, the sixty-watt bulb merely dropped a yellow cone of light onto the dusty floor
 .

Closing her eyes, she felt the tears slide onto her cheeks. She thought of her father, in her mind’s eye he was smiling as he swung the hammer – driving the final nail into the wood – he stopped to look down at her before wiping his forearm across his sweating brow
 .

‘Come on, Rowan, it’s all done now,’ he said
 .

She pictured her younger self climbing the ladder to the tree house, she had been nine years old and they had sat perched in the doorway looking out over the large garden. Summertime and the bees had been busy in the rose bushes collecting pollen, the sun shining in a clear blue sky, the view of the fields beyond had looked lovely bathed in the warm summer light
 .

Six months earlier, her mum had died of the big C, that was what her dad had called it, with tears shining in his eyes
 .

Not long after the funeral he had set about making the tree house and Rowan had helped – passing him the hammer and nails and anything else that he asked for. They had worked as a team, her dad stripped to the waist, Rowan in jeans, a T-shirt and her ever-present wellingtons. Over the next couple of months, the tree house had taken shape until the day arrived when it was complete
 .

‘What do you say we sleep up here tonight?’ he’d asked
 .

Rowan had smiled in excitement. ‘That would be cool
 .’

The summer had continued long and hot, the weeks passed as they looked out at the world from their elevated position. They fell into an easy routine; her father would cook a meal in the house or buy in a pizza and they would eat it amongst the branches of the old oak tree
 .

Occasionally, she would watch her father when he wasn’t looking, and she would see the pain in his eyes, a pain she recognised only too well when she looked in the mirror
 .

At the end of the summer she had gone back to school, however, as soon as Friday night came her father would gather the sleeping bags and torches and they would head out to the tree house
 .

It became a ritual that lasted through the winter, Dad had brought a small heater into the tree house and they had snuggled into their sleeping bags, noses cold as they talked about Mum, sharing memories that sometimes left them both in tears. Other times they would laugh about the things she had done and said, the time she had been bouncing on the trampoline until she lost her balance and shot off into the laurel bushes that bordered the garden, or the time she made Rowan a birthday cake that had been so bad that even the dog had refused to try it
 .

Her father had smiled as Rowan recalled the memories, his eyes shining with emotion
 .

Time passed and life moved on, gradually the tree house was forgotten about and Rowan started to go to her friends for sleepovers
 .

Sitting on the dirty mattress, she wiped the tears from her eyes as she remembered coming home early, she had meant to be sleeping at her friend’s house but Suzi had become ill so Rowan had been taken home by Suzi’s mother
 .

When she let herself in, the house had been in darkness, she could remember the tremulous feeling that her father had vanished into thin air, the emotion had almost stopped her young heart as she moved through the empty rooms looking for her dad. Finally, she had entered the kitchen and seen the light shining from the window of the tree house. Her smooth brow had crinkled in confusion, grabbing the torch from the cupboard she had walked out into a garden smothered in shadows. Climbing the ladder, she had eased the door open – to find her dad asleep in the bag, his shoulders hunched, tears on his cheeks
 .

Now, Rowan Hall looked around the dusty room and prayed that her father would come and find her but with every passing minute she felt the distance between them grow
 .

On the day she had been snatched, she had been sitting in her bedroom listening to music and surfing the web, looking for a new pair of shoes when she had been grabbed from behind and whisked away
 .

Now, she lived in this strange limbo of torment, twice a day the door would open and a tray containing food would be pushed into the room. At first, she had been too terrified to eat but as time wore on she had found herself picking at the food, trying to stay alive for when her father, or maybe even the police, came to save her
 .

So, she sat and waited, trying to keep the flame of hope alive, trying to ward off the demons that skulked in the darkened corners of her mind
 .

In desperation, her voice hoarse with screaming, she had hammered on the hardwood door with her fists, demanding to be let out – but no one ever came to answer her call
 .

Looking down at the half-eaten burger, she started to cry, tears rolled down her cheeks and dropped to the mattress, the despair closed around her ever tighter until she gasped for breath
 .

‘Come on, Dad, where are you?’ she whispered in a trembling voice
 .

Silence.












13












M
 arnie grimaced
 as she took a sip from the cup, the tea was weak and tasteless
 .

‘Look, I know you’ll probably tell me “no comment” but why do you want to know about the tattoo?’ Inky asked
 .

Placing the cup on the worktop, Marnie looked at him. ‘We’re looking to identify a body and he has a lightning tattoo just like the one on your wall
 .’

The tattooist sighed heavily before taking a glug from the chipped mug
 .

‘I’ve called at the other two tattooists in town and neither of them had the same photo on the wall,’ she explained
 .

‘That proves nothing,’ Inky replied defensively
 .

‘You’re right, but they’ve only been open for a couple of years, whereas you have been here for almost twenty
 .’

Inky pursed his lips and grunted noncommittally
 .

‘I can’t make you tell me, Mr Jones, but this is a very serious situation and if you can help in any way then it would be appreciated
 .’

Inky flicked her a quick glance and sucked in a lungful of air. ‘I did two identical tattoos, it must be about, oh, best part of twenty years ago, I know I hadn’t been open long
 .’

‘Two?’ Marnie asked in surprise
 .

Inky nodded slowly, the sweat was back on his brow, a nervous look in his eyes. ‘It’s not that unusual, sometimes kids come in together and get the same tats
 .’

‘You have to be eighteen to have a tattoo, correct
 ?’

‘That’s right
 .’

‘So, they were hardly kids, were they
 ?’

A blush of colour reappeared in his cheeks. ‘I
 …’

‘Did they look at any other tattoos when they got here
 ?’

Inky frowned. ‘What do you mean
 ?’

Marnie sighed. ‘Did they take a look around trying to decide what they wanted, or go straight for the lightning bolt
 ?’

‘To be honest I can’t remember
 .’

‘What about names?’ she asked
 .

The blush on Inky’s face bloomed and Marnie folded her arms and waited for a reply. Silence stretched out, the tattooist looked around the tiny kitchen with tortured eyes. Marnie watched the man squirm, knowing that eventually he would blurt out a name
 .

‘Jimmy Rae!’ Inky eventually gasped
 .

Marnie managed to keep the passive look on her face though she had no doubt the surprise was evident in her eyes
 .

Inky turned and emptied the dregs down the sink, hands shaking he swilled the cup under the hot water tap. ‘Jimmy was a rough nut – even back then – and I can see him now with his cronies, I had a shop full of people waiting to have tats done but that bugger emptied the place in seconds
 .’

Marnie pictured Rae’s face, the permanent scowl, his eyes blazing out in perpetual anger, it was no wonder the other customers had scarpered
 .

‘Did you recognise the second man
 ?’

This time when Inky shook his head Marnie believed him
 .

‘To be honest there were about four of them but only Jimmy and one of the others had the lightning bolt
 .’

Marnie nodded. ‘Can you tell me where they had the tattoos
 ?’

Inky looked at her in confusion for a moment. ‘They had them here in the shop
 .’

Marnie smiled and then Inky slapped a hand to his forehead as the penny dropped. ‘Jesus, I can be thick at times,’ he groaned. ‘They had them in the small of their backs
 .’

The smile slipped from Marnie’s face and she pushed herself away from the worktop. ‘Thanks for your help, I
 …’

‘Look, I don’t know what this is all about but I don’t want Rae kicking my door down and going ape shit
 .’

‘Don’t worry, we’re only making enquiries
 .’

‘That won’t matter to him, if he thinks I’ve grassed him up he won’t be happy,’ Inky said, his face deadly serious
 .

‘You need to calm down
 …’

‘Look, sweetheart, for a copper you seem OK, but I know what that mad bastard’s like, he breaks limbs first and then he asks the questions; and if he don’t like the answer he breaks a few more
 .’

‘You know his reputation then
 ?’

Inky ran a hand over his shaved head. ‘Come on, everyone
 in Kirkhead knows his reputation, I mean, I’m amazed he wasn’t locked up or bloody killed years ago
 .’

‘Well, according to records he’s a businessman
 …’

‘Yeah, and I’m an Elvis impersonator,’ Inky said with a frown
 .

Marnie smiled, as she turned and headed back through the beaded curtain a face peered in at her through the front window, a face covered in ink
 .

‘Bloody hell, I forgot about that bugger,’ Inky said as he brushed past her
 .

Unbolting the door, he swung it open letting the man in
 .

‘Aye, aye what were you two up to back there?’ the man asked, his grin contorting the grey ink
 .

Marnie walked past, ignoring the walking tattoo she winked at Inky who smiled in return
 .

As soon as she had left, Inky turned back to the customer. ‘Let’s just call it executive stress relief,’ he said as he swaggered across the room
 .

‘Lucky bugger,’ the customer replied
 .

Inky started to whistle
 .
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H
 alf an hour later,
 Marnie was in the station canteen telling Reese about her visit to the tattooists, the frown on his face deepening as he heard the name Jimmy Rae
 .

The canteen was deserted, Reese slowly working his way through a plate of pie and chips while Marnie sipped at a coffee from the machine in the corner
 .

When she’d finished talking, he eased forward, planting his elbows on the table. ‘Did this Inky character give you any other names
 ?’

Marnie shook her head. ‘No, he said he knew they were Rae’s cronies but that’s all, and considering it was almost two decades ago I’m amazed he remembered anything
 .’

‘Right, so it looks as if the body could be one of Rae’s men or an acquaintance
 ?’

‘Seems likely,’ Marnie agreed
 .

‘The question is, did the victim cross
 Rae in some way or is someone else responsible for the death
 ?’

‘Either way it won’t matter, Rae won’t cooperate
 .’

Reese knew Marnie was right, there was no way a character like Rae would ever consider helping the police
 .

‘Though, if Rae was responsible then I am surprised he left the body to be found, it would have made more sense to dispose of it properly,’ Marnie suggested, as she drained the plastic cup
 .

‘Which points to someone else killing our mystery man
 .’

‘What do you want to do?’ Marnie asked
 .

Reese wiped his hands on a paper napkin before dropping it onto the plate. ‘Why don’t we go and have a word with the man, see if we can rattle his cage
 ?’

Marnie waited while Reese pulled his jacket from the back of the chair before following him across the canteen and out into the corridor
 .

Five minutes later, they were pulling off the car park, Reese behind the wheel while Marnie fought the urge to light a cigarette
 .

‘You never know, if the dead man does turn out to be a friend then Rae might decide to cooperate,’ the DCI said hopefully as he went through the gears
 .

Marnie folded her hands in her lap. ‘The last time I spoke to Rae he told me to eff off so I can’t see him opening up unless it suits him
 .’

Reese smiled grimly as they swept past a line of grotty-looking terraced houses
 .

At the lights, he slowed to a stop and glanced sideways at Marnie. ‘You were born and raised in this town, you probably know Rae better than most, what makes him tick
 ?’

Marnie watched a man and his German shepherd walk across in front of the car. ‘Rae has a short fuse but he’s not stupid, we’ve looked into his dealings on at least three occasions and every time he’s walked without anything sticking
 .’

The lights changed and Reese drove forward
 .

‘So, he’s a slippery bugger
 ?’

‘According to his file, he served time when he was younger for a bit of dealing and assault but then he fell off the radar for a few years
 .’

‘Building his empire?’ Reese asked with a heavy sigh
 .

Marnie nodded. ‘He hides behind the front of being a property developer but most of the houses are no more than slums and not fit for human habitation. Rae doesn’t care though, he rents them out and gets the council to foot the bill
 .’

‘Are we sure
 he’s still into the drugs?’ Reese asked, turning right at the junction and getting his foot down
 .

‘Well, there are plenty of rumours but, as I said, nothing sticks and getting anyone to talk is nigh on impossible,’ Marnie replied as she watched the world pass by through the side window
 .

‘People are scared of the man
 ?’

‘Terrified.’

‘So, if someone has killed one of his mates then he won’t take it lying down
 ?’

Marnie glanced at her boss with eyebrow raised. ‘He’ll flip and then he’ll go looking for those responsible
 .’

Reese’s face clouded over. ‘OK, so who would be in the firing line
 ?’

‘No idea. I mean, there are plenty of dealers in this town but I would imagine most of them work for Rae, no one springs to mind who would be stupid or daft enough to try and take him on
 .’

‘No one trying to muscle in on his patch
 ?’

‘Well, if there is then they’ll more than likely be from out of town
 .’

The road widened and Reese flicked his eyes round the mirrors before slotting into fourth gear. ‘I don’t like any of this,’ he said, his face turning sour. ‘Whichever way you look at it a man has been slaughtered and if Rae was responsible then chances are he’ll get away with it, and if someone else did the killing then Rae will go ballistic and start a bloodbath
 .’

Marnie clicked the heater up a notch. ‘Well, knowing Rae we’ll soon find out one way or the other
 .’

Reese glanced at her in confusion. ‘Meaning
 ?’

Marnie leaned forward and adjusted the vents until the cool air was blowing on her feet. ‘If Rae was involved then the shutters will come down but if someone else killed the man then he’ll have plenty to say
 .’

Reese smiled and nodded. ‘Right, let’s see what happens when we break the news to our local Mr Big
 .’

Marnie nodded but kept her mouth closed
 .
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R
 ae emptied the whisky glass,
 grimacing as the liquid burned its way down his throat, stoking the flames of anger that burned deep inside
 .

Acton waited for his boss to explode, they were sitting in the conservatory of the large, detached house, the garden stretched out towards open fields, the lawn immaculate, dotted here and there with mature bushes, a twisted elm tree stood in the centre of the garden, the branches stretching up towards the mottled sky
 .

Rae filled the glass again and glared out at the view. ‘I want to know who the fuck has been running a stable and I want to know sharpish
 .’

‘I’ve sent a few of the lads over to Grafton to put the word out so we should know soon, Jimmy,’ Acton said
 .

‘It’s your job,’ Rae jabbed out a finger, ‘to keep your eyes and ears open, that’s what I pay you for and yet you knew nothing
 about this
 .’

Acton shifted in his chair as Rae drained the glass before turning his scornful stare back on him
 .

‘I’ll sort it, Jimmy
 .’

‘You’d fucking better,’ Rae warned
 .

‘I …’

‘Whoever it is they’re already up and running, and they’ve done it right under your frigging nose!’ Acton held up an apologetic hand. Rae rolled the glass between his hands as he waited for a reply. ‘Nothing to say?’ he asked, his face still riven with anger
 .

‘I promise I’ll sort it,’ Acton repeated hopefully
 .

‘On your head be it if you don’t
 .’

Acton nodded in understanding. ‘What about Tam?’ he asked in a desperate attempt to change the subject
 .

Rae’s eyes narrowed, the fury sparking. ‘Forget him, you concentrate on finding these fuckers, now get out of my bloody sight
 .’

Acton didn’t need telling twice, he shot up from the chair and made his way through the house, his cheeks inflated with relief as he exited through the front door. Crossing the gravel, he climbed behind the wheel of the Range Rover. Within seconds he had the air-con on full blast, the cold air blowing into his sweating face. Reaching for his phone, he slotted the car into gear and drove down the long drive, the droning phone clamped between chin and shoulder
 .
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T
 he woman
 behind the reception desk smiled at the man leaning towards her
 .

‘I wonder if it’s possible to talk to the person in charge?’ he asked
 .

‘I’m in charge at the moment; can I help you with anything
 ?’

‘It’s about John Hall
 .’

At the mention of the name, the woman’s face fell. ‘John
 ?’

The tall man nodded. ‘I’m an old friend, we served together in the army
 .’

‘You’re Tom Conway,’ she said, her eyes widening
 .

Conway raised an eyebrow in surprise, the woman looked to be in her mid-fifties, her dark hair flecked with thin strands of silver, her slender face devoid of makeup. She was dressed in black jeans and a cream-coloured top, red-glitter earrings matching the chain with the red stone around her neck. Despite her age, she looked gym-fit, as if she was used to hitting the treadmill on a regular basis
 .

The woman stood up and held out her hand. ‘My name’s Polly Hardy, John often spoke about you
 .’

Taking her hand, he shook it, his face impassive, ‘I’ve been away for a while but John and I go back a long way, we’ve always kept in touch but now it’s as if he’s fallen off the radar
 .’

‘Look, I don’t know how much you know, but the truth is, no one has seen John, or Rowan, for nearly five weeks
 .’

‘But he does work here, right
 ?’

Polly nodded. ‘John was in charge of the unit, we’re a charity that provides shelter for abused women and he was dedicated to his job. That’s what’s so hard to understand, John would never simply vanish without saying something
 .’

Conway frowned, he’d been in regular contact with John and then all of a sudden, the emails had stopped, he had tried ringing his oldest friend but got no reply
 .

‘So, what happened?’ he asked
 .

Polly sat down behind her desk, her fingers devoid of rings, her face etched with concern. ‘John has been in charge of this place for the past five years and in all that time I’ve never known him to have a day off let alone vanish without a word
 .’

‘What about the police?’ Conway asked
 .

Polly sighed. ‘After a couple of days, we contacted them and they came to take down the details. I spoke to the officer in charge about three weeks ago, he said that John’s house had been checked but there was no sign of a break-in. I tried to find out exactly what they had done, he just said that enquiries were being made, but considering Rowan was with her father then there was little they could do until “further information came to light
 ”.’

Conway nodded in understanding before folding his arms. ‘What do you
 think happened to them
 ?’

She seemed thrown by the question and then her face hardened. ‘All I know is that John was dedicated not only to Rowan but also to the women in this place and he would never leave without letting the staff know about it
 .’

‘He said this place kept him busy but I know he enjoyed working here,’ Conway admitted
 .

Polly’s eyes filled with tears. ‘I just can’t help feeling that something dreadful has happened to them both
 .’

Conway thought for a moment before asking the next question. ‘Tell me, do you ever get any aggro working here
 ?’

‘Aggro?’ she frowned as if unsure what the word meant
 .

‘You come across people who are in trouble
 ?’

‘Well yes, but
 …’

‘And I would imagine that the majority of women in here are running from something in their past, otherwise they wouldn’t be seeking shelter in the first place
 ?’

Polly slid her hands from the desk and into her lap. ‘That’s right but for some it’s just that their home life is unbearable and
 …’

‘Did John have to deal with anyone turning up and kicking off?’ Conway interrupted
 .

Polly nodded slowly. ‘Occasionally you’d get ex-boyfriends or husbands turning up trying to get to the girls but John always put them straight
 .’

‘When did it last happen
 ?’

Polly thought for a moment before replying. ‘The last one must be about six or seven weeks ago; I was here and a man turned up demanding to see one of the girls. At first, he seemed quite rational but when I told him that wasn’t possible he became angry, so I pressed the panic button and John arrived and asked him to leave
 .’

‘And did he go quietly
 ?’

She gave the ghost of a sad smile. ‘Believe me, they never go quietly but John knew how to handle the situation
 .’

Conway nodded in understanding, John had always been able to take care of himself and some idiot shouting the odds wouldn’t have bothered him in the slightest
 .’

‘Did you get the man’s name
 ?’

‘I’m afraid not, things got heated pretty quickly and then he was out the door
 .’

‘And he hasn’t been back
 ?’

‘Not that I’m aware of but to be honest we sometimes have men hanging around outside. Once they discover their ex-girlfriend or wife is here then they try to get their claws back in
 .’

‘What about the girl
 ?’

Polly frowned. ‘What girl
 ?’

‘The one the man came to see
 ?’

‘Oh right, well Emma’s still here but as I said, I don’t think the man’s been back since John threw him out
 .’

‘Could I have a word with her?’ Conway asked, arms still folded, his face blank
 .

Polly frowned and for the first time Conway saw the lines of age on her forehead. ‘May I ask why
 ?’

‘You’re right when you say John wouldn’t just leave without saying something and there’s no way he would just up sticks and take Rowan with him. He worked here, and you’ve already said that it could be a volatile environment so I’d like to find out the name of the guy who was shouting the odds
 .’

‘But what good will it do
 ?’

Conway almost snapped in frustration. ‘Because if something has happened then I want to find out what, and you said this mystery man was angry
 .’

‘My God, you think he’s done something to John and Rowan, don’t you?’ her hands fluttered to her mouth, her eyes wide in shock
 .

‘I have no idea but if the police aren’t interested then I’ll make some enquiries
 .’

Polly Hardy held her breath for a moment before letting it out in a thin stream of anguish. ‘I’ll see if Emma would be willing to talk to you, but I warn you now she’s been through a lot and I won’t have her upset
 .’

Conway nodded. ‘I’m not here to give anyone a hard time
 .’

She looked up at the tall man with the brown, watchful eyes, trying to see beyond the nonchalant façade but he looked back at her without a flicker of emotion
 .

‘Give me five minutes,’ she stood up and headed for the door
 .

As she left the room she glanced back, Tom Conway remained standing, his hands by his side, unmoving, like some automaton who had been unplugged from the system, a machine in standby mode waiting to reanimate and
 …

Polly frowned, feeling uneasy as she closed the door and headed down the corridor
 .
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R
 eese kept
 his finger pressed on the bell, Marnie by his side, waiting for someone to answer the door. Lifting his finger off the button for a couple of seconds, Reese paused before jabbing at it again. Suddenly, the door sprang open and Jimmy Rae glared out at them
 .

‘Whatever it is you’re selling I don’t want any and if you’re Jehovah’s witnesses then you can sod off right now
 .’

Reese had his warrant out in a flash. ‘We’d like a word,’ he said, thrusting his hand forward
 .

Rae didn’t even bother looking at the image, instead he sniffed the air as if he could detect a bad smell. ‘I’m busy
 .’

‘Doing what
 ?’

‘Washing my bloody hair,’ the big man sneered
 .

Reese sighed as he slid the wallet back into his pocket. ‘This is a serious matter, Mr Rae, we
 …’

‘I don’t give a toss, I have nothing to say to the likes of 
you

 .’

Marnie had heard enough, she stepped forward, shoulders drawn back. ‘Last night we found the body of a man and we have reason to believe that he may have been known to you
 .’

Rae frowned, one hand on the door as if ready to slam it in their faces. ‘What are you talking about
 ?’

‘I strongly suggest you let us in then we can sort this,’ Marnie said
 .

Rae’s expression darkened and Marnie was convinced that more abuse was on the way but then surprisingly he shrugged and stepped back
 .

They followed him into the hall. By the time Marnie had closed the door, Rae had vanished into a room on the right
 .

Walking through into the huge lounge, they found him standing with his back to an unlit fire, a stack of dried logs in the grate. ‘Now, what makes you think I know anything about some random stiff
 ?’

Reese glanced through a set of large French doors, the huge garden beyond leading to open fields. ‘Last night we were called out to an incident in an old derelict factory on the outskirts of town, we found a body tied to a chair or I should say, a body missing its hands, feet, … and head
 .’

Marnie watched the man, Rae remained impassive as if they were discussing something as mundane as the weather
 .

‘What’s that got to do with me?’ he asked
 .

Reese tilted his head as he looked at Rae. ‘When we examined the body, we found a tattoo in the small of the dead man’s back
 .’

This time Rae’s eyes widened slightly in surprise. ‘A tattoo
 ?’

Marnie moved to the left and Rae followed her with his steely gaze as if he expected her to make a dash for the silver
 .

‘A lightning bolt tattoo,’ she explained, and this time there was no doubting the shock on Rae’s face
 .

‘We’ve made some enquiries and it appears that you and one of your friends have the same tattoo. Is that correct?’ Reese asked
 .

Rae’s head snapped back and forth from one to the other, his eyes suddenly blazing. ‘Get out
 !’

Marnie ignored him. ‘You both had the same lightning bolt on your lower back, now we have no way of knowing if the dead man is known to you but you have to agree it’s possible
 .’

‘I said get out, we’re done here
 .’

‘Do you have the tattoo, Mr Rae?’ Marnie persisted
 .

‘No comment
 .’

‘That’s a yes then,’ she said
 .

Rae glared at her and then she saw the sly control seep back into his eyes. ‘I have a tattoo, yes,’ he said as he thrust his hands into his pockets
 .

‘And what about the other man?’ Marnie asked
 .

‘What do you mean
 ?’

Marnie sighed, she knew Rae was playing the idiot, no doubt buying time while he worked through the news
 .

‘If our suspicions are correct then your friend could very well be dead
 .’

Rae shrugged. ‘It’s years since I had the tat and the truth is I was pissed out of my brains when I had it done
 .’

‘So, you can’t remember the other man, is that what you expect us to believe?’ Reese asked
 .

‘That’s about the size of it
 .’

Marnie knew Rae was lying, it was written all over his sour face. ‘You do realise that by keeping your mouth closed you could be endangering your own life?’ she asked
 .

Rae threw his head back and laughed. ‘Piss off, you standing there acting all dramatic won’t make a blind bit of difference
 .’

The sound of tyres spinning on gravel filled the air and Marnie glanced towards the large picture window just as a black BMW slewed sideways in front of the house. Seconds later, the driver’s door opened and a man dressed entirely in black leapt out, a ski mask covering his face, a black bag hanging from his right hand
 .


‘What the fuck!’
 Rae snarled as the man sprinted forward and hurled the bag at the window
 .

Before it hit, Marnie was racing across the room and down the hallway, the sound of breaking glass and Rae’s bellow following her
 .

By the time she had yanked the front door open, the car was hurtling away down the driveway, gravel spitting from the spinning tyres, vanishing behind the bank of bushes before she could make a note of the registration
 .

When she glanced across it was to see Rae’s face appear at the broken window, his complexion livid with rage
 .

Turning, she headed back into the house; when she reached the lounge, Rae was still at the window, his hands bunched into fists, Reese was on his haunches, the bag at his feet amongst the shards of broken glass
 .


‘I’ll kill the fucker!’
 Rae roared as he spun around. ‘Did you see what that cunt did? He broke my window, my fucking window
 !’


Ignoring him, Marnie walked over to her boss, he glanced up at her and raised a questioning eyebrow
 .

‘Sorry, by the time I got outside they were gone,’ she explained
 .

The DCI nodded and turned back to the rucksack
 .

Reaching into his pocket he pulled out a pair of thin latex gloves and slipped them on. Easing the zip open slowly, he grimaced as the fetid stink bloomed into the air
 .

Marnie felt her skin crawl and then Reese ripped the zip down. The sightless and bloodied eyes stared up at them from the sawn-off head, cocooned in a nest of severed hands and feet
 .
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E
 mma Winstanley looked
 up nervously as Polly walked into her room, the tall man hovered in the doorway as if waiting to be given permission to enter
 .

She sat perched on a neatly-made single bed, her fingers plucking at the duvet, her eyes downcast
 .

‘Emma, this is the man I was telling you about, he’d like to ask you a few questions if that’s OK
 ?’

The girl glanced up and nodded, her young face engraved with fear, before looking back down at fingernails that were chewed to the quick
 .

Conway walked into the room, closing the door behind him as he sat down in a chair facing the bed, Polly eased down by Emma’s side like a protective mother waiting to put a stop to proceedings if they got out of hand
 .

‘Hello, Emma, my name is Tom,’ he paused waiting for her look up at him, after a few seconds she raised her eyes
 .

‘I don’t know what happened to Mr Hall or Rowan,’ she whispered
 .

‘I realise that but I need to know the name of the man who came here looking for you, the one that John threw out
 ?’

Emma’s hands twisted in her lap, her eyes darting around the room, anxiously chewing on her bottom lip
 .

‘Are you the police?’ she whispered nervously
 .

Conway smiled. ‘No, Emma, I’m a friend of John’s, in fact I’m Rowan’s godfather, I’m just trying to find out what’s happened to them both
 .’

Emma looked pained. ‘Rowan mentioned you, she said you were in the army
 .’

‘Did you and Rowan talk a lot?’ he asked
 .

This time Emma nodded. ‘Rowan was like a kid sister to me
 .’

Conway resisted the urge to lean forward in the seat. ‘Before she disappeared, how did she seem to you
 ?’

Emma licked her lips, her hands still pulling at one another like squabbling siblings. ‘She was fine
 .’

‘She wasn’t worrying about anything
 ?’

‘No, she was her usual self, I mean, Rowan never moaned like some kids do at that age. She was always happy, you know
 ?’

‘And what about her father, did Rowan ever mention any problems between them
 ?’

Polly frowned but Conway ignored her as Emma shook her head
 .

‘No, Rowan loved her dad
 .’

Conway glanced around the small room before looking back at Emma. ‘Can I ask about the man who came here looking for you
 ?’

The scowl on Polly’s face deepened, the colour drained from Emma’s as she screwed her eyes closed for a moment
 .

‘He’s not a nice man,’ she replied quietly
 .

‘Was he your boyfriend
 ?’

The silence stretched out, Conway watched as the teenager seemed to shrink in on herself, her shoulders rounded, her head bowed again
 .

Polly pulled her closer as the tension in the room increased. ‘You don’t have to answer, Emma
 .’

Conway folded his arms and waited
 .

‘But this could
 help us find out what happened to John and Rowan,’ Polly added
 .

Emma looked sideways, her eyes brimming with tears. ‘I thought he was my boyfriend,’ she paused, ‘but all he ever did was use me
 .’

Polly gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze, her eyes full of empathy
 .

Conway felt the anger sparking in his head yet he remained unmoving in the chair, his face impassive
 .

‘Can you tell me his name?’ he asked
 .

Emma shook her head. ‘You don’t understand, he’d kill me if he knew I’d grassed him up
 .’

Conway thought for a moment before replying. ‘When you needed somewhere safe John Hall provided it for you, he did it because he believes in helping people no matter what the cost – now it’s your turn to return the favour
 .’

The tears spilled over and ran down her pale cheeks, Polly glowered at Conway, he could feel her eyes boring into him, her lips set in a stern pout of disapproval
 .

Emma shivered a sigh as she looked at the tall man sitting easily in the chair. ‘His name’s Dave Hamer, I thought he loved me but he never did, it was just a way to get me where he wanted me
 .’

‘I take it this Hamer is older than you?’ Conway asked
 .

Emma ran a hand under her dripping nose. ‘I hated being at home, my dad died three years ago and mum started seeing this creepy guy. I didn’t like him, I tried telling her what he was like but she wouldn’t listen,’ she looked at Conway with despair in her eyes. ‘Then I met Dave, he was about twenty-seven and
 …’

‘How old are you?’ Conway interrupted
 .

‘Sixteen,’ she mumbled
 .

Conway sighed. ‘Do you have an address for Hamer
 ?’

Emma shook her head. ‘Not really, he moves around a lot, he told me he worked on the doors at a couple of clubs in town but it turned out he had at least five other girls like me
 .’

‘He provided the house or flat
 ?’

Emma’s tear-filled eyes widened slightly. ‘It was a flat across town, I thought he lived there and I was moving in with him but, like I said, he lied about everything
 .’

‘What about drugs
 ?’

Emma nodded. ‘At first, we’d just chill with a bit of weed, you know? Then he got me to try coke and then the men started to call at the flat and I didn’t know what was happening until it was too late. Every time I tried to get away he would drug me and the men just kept turning up one after another and …’ she burst into floods of tears
 .

Polly held the girl as she cried, part of her was angry at Conway for pushing Emma, though another part admired the fact that he had got the girl to talk. Whenever Polly had tried to get her to open up, Emma had walked away and locked herself in her room, refusing to speak about her past or what had led her to the doors of the hostel
 .

‘Just one more thing, Emma,’ Conway leaned forward in the chair. ‘I take it Hamer has a local, somewhere he drinks with his mates
 ?’

Emma sniffed and wiped her teary eyes on the sleeve of her sweatshirt. ‘I met him in the Bull in town and I know he went there a lot
 .’

Conway reached out a hand and Polly watched in amazement as he wiped the tears from Emma’s cheeks with his fingertips. ‘You want to lead a normal life but you’re scared to leave in case Hamer catches up with you
 ?’

Emma looked at the brown-eyed man as if hypnotised. ‘Yes,’ she whispered
 .

Conway got to his feet. ‘Don’t worry, Hamer won’t be bothering you again
 .’

‘But …’

Both women watched, amazed, as Conway turned away and walked from the room, closing the door quietly as he left
 .

Polly frowned at the parting words, Emma continued to sniff, the tears sliding down her pale cheeks
 .

‘Do you believe him?’ Emma asked
 .

Polly found herself nodding. ‘Yes, Emma, I believe him,’ she replied and then shivered as if caught in an icy blast
 .

‘Good,’ Emma hissed, with more than a hint of venom
 .












19












R
 ae stood
 in the middle of the back garden, iPhone clasped to his right ear
 .

Stevie Harrow’s voice drilled into his head. ‘What do you mean, someone threw a bag through the window
 ?’

Rae’s fury boiled over. ‘What part of that do you fail to understand, you thick cunt, I had the filth here and
 …’


“
 The filth?”
 Harrow interrupted
 .

Rae walked forward across the grass, his mind still full of the images of the dark BMW pulling up and then the masked man leaping out and smashing the window
 .

‘What was in the bag?’ Harrow asked
 .

His words brought Rae to a halt. ‘Body parts,’ he spat
 .

‘Fuck me
 !’

‘Where’s Acton
 ?’

‘He’s driving, that’s why I answered the phone, we’re just heading over to Grafton,’ Harrow replied
 .

Rae sighed. ‘Right, change of plan, I want everyone at The Crown, ASAP, and that means every
 fucker, no excuses. You wait until I get there, is that simple enough for you
 ?’

‘No worries, boss,’ Harrow said
 .

Rae grunted
 .

‘What I don’t get is what the plod were doing at the house?’ Harrow asked
 .

Rae thought about answering and then the bitch copper appeared at the back door and started to walk towards him over the close-cropped grass
 .

‘Just make sure everyone is there,’ he growled into the phone before stabbing at the screen
 .

Marnie came to a halt, her eyes watchful. ‘Who were you ringing?’ she asked
 .

‘None of your business,’ Rae snarled as he slid the phone into his pocket. ‘Now, what are you going to do about all this?’ he asked, waving a hand at the house
 .

‘We need you to look at the remains
 .’

‘Why me?’ Rae asked in surprise
 .

Marnie tilted her head. ‘Look, I know you hate the police and the last thing you would ever consider doing is helping us do our job
 …’

‘You got that right,’ Rae interrupted with a heavy scowl
 .

‘But this is different and you know it,’ Marnie carried on without pause
 .

He looked at her with his hard, unflinching eyes, Marnie held his gaze and then Rae shrugged his heavy shoulders
 .

‘OK, let’s get this over with,’ he said as he strode past her
 .

Marnie followed, her stomach still twisted in knots from having seen the grisly contents of the bag. Rae strode through the French doors with Marnie on his heels, Reese still standing in the centre of the room, the bag on the floor. Rae glared at him as he walked over. Reese was blocking his path, Rae came to a halt, his face dark with anger. Through the broken window Marnie saw Doc Kelly pull up at the front of the house, before climbing out
 .

‘If you want me to look then you’d better move out of my bloody way,’ Rae demanded
 .

Reese didn’t budge. ‘If you recognise the remains, then we would like to know who it is, that’s the deal
 .’


“
 Deal?”
 Rae asked with a frown
 .

‘If you don’t think you can cooperate then you don’t get to look in the bag
 .’

Kelly appeared in the doorway to the large room, his eyes widening as the tension crackled between the two men. Rae looked like an overgrown kid who had been told that he couldn’t have his ball back, his complexion became blotchy, his lips pressed into a thin line. Then he nodded sharply and Reese stepped to one side, Rae moved forward; looking down into the bag the gasp caught in his throat as Tam Whitlow looked up at him with his one good eye, the other blood red and blistered, his grey tongue protruding from his stretched mouth
 .

‘Well?’ Reese asked
 .

Rae’s hands bunched into shaking fists, his teeth clamped in fury, now he knew why Tam hadn’t been answering his phone. His mind was swamped with memories, he had known Whitlow for years, they had been no more than rag-arsed kids when they had first met. Both sharing a natural urge to escape the two-up, two-down slums, both coming from broken homes with not a pot to piss in
 .

‘Mr Rae?’ Reese prompted
 .

Jimmy Rae never heard the question, he was thinking about the last time he had seen Tam. They had been having a bevvy in the Bull with the rest of the lads, Tam had been knocking back the Guinness with not a care in the world yet now his head, hands, and feet were stuffed into a rucksack like badly-packed shopping. The fury that had been bubbling below the surface hardened and Rae pushed it down into his gut, nurturing the hatred for those responsible for killing one of his oldest friends
 .

Marnie watched the turmoil on Rae’s face, the anger, the fury, then a kind of deep sadness that quickly vanished leaving a coldness behind
 .

‘His name’s Tam Whitlow,’ Rae eventually replied in a voice thick with emotion
 .

‘Friend of yours?’ Marnie asked quietly
 .

Rae glanced at her and nodded. ‘Yeah, a friend of mine
 .’

‘When was the last time you saw Mr Whitlow?’ she asked
 .

‘Two nights ago,’ he cleared his throat. ‘We had a couple of drinks in town
 .’

‘Do you know if Mr Whitlow had any enemies
 ?’

Rae glanced at her, his face twisted into a snarl. ‘No comment
 .’

Marnie sighed. ‘This isn’t the time to keep things to yourself, if you have any idea who would do something like this then we need to know about it
 .’

Rae snorted a laugh and shook his head. ‘Even if I did, do you really think I’d tell the likes of you
 ?’

Marnie gave a slight shrug as the SOCO van pulled onto the gravel driveway. Reese flicked his head towards the door
 .

‘I want the body parts removed and checked ASAP,’ Reese said as he brushed past the doctor
 .

‘Will do,’ Kelly replied as he stepped into the room
 .

They reached the front door just as two men climbed from the van, one of them heading to the rear as the second walked towards them. Robert Miller smiled at Marnie. ‘What do you want us to do?’ he asked as he came to a halt
 .

Reese hooked a thumb over his shoulder towards the house. ‘We have a rucksack thrown through the front window. The bag contains human remains, Doc Kelly will be removing them shortly for analysis, so I want you take the chance to have a nosey around and if you come across anything then I want to know about it
 .’

Robert nodded as his colleague approached with the scene of crime suits
 .

As the two men slipped them on, Reese and Marnie walked back towards the pool car. A few seconds later, she was behind the wheel, Reese in the passenger seat
 .

‘We’ll get bugger all out of Rae so I want you to find out all you can about this Tam Whitlow
 .’

Marnie looked back towards the house, she could see Rae standing statue-like in the centre of the room
 .

‘He’ll go on the rampage over this,’ she said with a sigh
 .

The DCI rubbed at his tired eyes, his mind on high alert. ‘It has to be gang related, and I think we can assume that Tam Whitlow spilled the beans about Rae before he died
 .’

Marnie grimaced as she thought of the man tied to the chair desperate to stay alive, willing to say anything and yet in the end it had done him no good
 .

‘And you’re sure there’s no one local who would do something like this
 ?’

Marnie shook her head as Doc Kelly came out the house carrying the rucksack in his latex-gloved hands, he looked like a travelling salesman heading out for a road trip trying to sell his wares
 .

‘Rae has this town sewn up tight, everyone local knows what he’s like, they know he takes no prisoners, so it has to be someone who either doesn’t know what he’s like or they know and don’t care
 .’

‘Neither of which is a comforting thought,’ Reese replied as he clicked open the door. ‘Right, I’ll have another word with Rae and then get a lift with Kelly, you concentrate on Whitlow
 .’

Climbing out, he slapped a hand on the roof, Marnie clicked the seat belt into place, started the engine and drove away down the gravel drive. Glancing in the mirror, she saw Kelly and Reese deep in conversation; Jimmy Rae appeared at the front door, his face like thunder
 .

‘Marvellous,’ she said, flicking on the sidelights as the sun began to fade, the darkness bleeding into the light
 .
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T
 om Conway pulled
 up to the kerb just as the streetlights spluttered to life. Yanking on the handbrake, he looked across the road at The Bull public house. The door was open, spilling hazy light out onto the pavement, blurred images moved behind the frosted glass of the grimy windows. Climbing out, he crossed the road, hesitated for a moment then entered the pub, the smell of old, spilled beer wafted into his face – despite the smoking ban the air was laced with cigarette smoke
 .

One or two people looked his way as he headed over to the bar, the landlord smiled before flicking a towel over his shoulder and placing his meaty hands on the bar. ‘Evening, what can I get you
 ?’

Conway dipped a hand into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. ‘Pint of Guinness, please
 .’

The smile stayed on the landlord’s plump face as he slid a pint glass under the pump and flicked a switch
 .

Conway looked in the large mirror over the bar, instinctively checking out the room; he could see a young couple sitting at a table staring lovingly into one another’s eyes. Behind them, a group of men sat in the corner – sour-faced individuals, four in all – playing a hand of cards, the table held a scattering of crumpled notes as they played for the pot. Handing his money over he took a pull from the drink while he waited for his change
 .

‘Not seen you in here before,’ the landlord said, flicking the towel from his shoulder and wiping the bar, leaving a greasy smear across the wood
 .

Conway pursed his lips and placed the glass back on the bar. ‘I’m looking for someone,’ he said, as he pocketed the change
 .

Colin Barclay raised an eyebrow in surprise. ‘Let me guess, someone owes you money
 ?’

Conway smiled. ‘Do I look as if I have money to dish out
 ?’

The landlord looked him up and down. ‘Aye, money’s tight these days. So, do you have a name for this person you’re looking for
 ?’

‘Hamer.’

Barclay’s face soured
 .

‘Someone told me he drinks in here,’ Conway explained
 .

‘Unfortunately, he does
 .’

‘I take it you don’t like the man
 ?’

Barclay flicked a glance to the men in the corner before leaning forward and resting his elbows on the bar. ‘The trouble with running a boozer is you get all sorts coming through the door. Most of the punters are fine but you get the odd few who are a pain in the arse – if you know what I mean
 ?’

Conway picked the glass up and took another drink. ‘Hamer makes a nuisance of himself then
 ?’

Barclay’s face twisted into a look of disgust. ‘Believe it or not this used to be a nice, family-friendly boozer but it only takes a few idiots to drive the decent folk away
 .’

Raucous laughter erupted from the corner of the room and Conway glanced in the mirror to see one of the men scooping up the winnings
 .

‘Take those buggers, they shouldn’t be gambling; I’ve tried telling them but they never bloody listen. The thing is, if someone came in from the brewery then I’d lose my licence but those lot don’t give a toss,’ he hissed in impotent anger. ‘They’d just up sticks and go to another pub
 .’

‘Are they friends of Hamer?’ Conway asked
 .

‘I can tell you don’t know what Dave Hamer looks like, he’s the one that just won the hand,’ Barclay explained
 .

Conway kept his face straight as he studied the man in the mirror. Hamer was thick-set with black hair cut close to the skull, dressed in a white T-shirt his heavily tattooed, muscular arms on view
 .

‘I take it from the look on your face you don’t like our friend?’ Barclay asked, looking closely at the punter who took another sip from the glass
 .

‘I’ve never met the man.’ Tom admitted
 .

‘So, why do you look as if you want to walk over there and rip his head from his shoulders
 ?’

Ignoring the question, Conway drained the glass and placed it back on the bar, ‘Nice pint,’ he replied, turning and walking out of the pub
 .

Barclay watched the man go, before looking over towards the four men ensconced in the corner of the room
 .

‘Four pints, Barclay, and get a move on!’ Hamer shouted as he stuffed the winnings into his pocket
 .

The barman glowered and then he smiled, with a bit of luck the tall stranger would be having words with Hamer, and from the look of the man, he was a hard bastard who might well put a stop to Dave Hamer’s fun and games. Barclay felt a flicker of hope as he grabbed four glasses and started to fill them with ale
 .
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A
 fter leaving
 Rae’s home Marnie had put a call into the station to get Tam Whitlow’s home address
 .

Now, she pulled up in front of a newly-built detached house on a clean and tidy estate. A four by four BMW was parked on the drive, a woman had just parked and was walking towards the front door, key in hand
 .

Stepping from the car, Marnie walked up the drive as the woman turned to look at her, she was around thirty, dressed in jeans and a flowery top, her black hair tied back, her narrow face heavy with make-up. Marnie tried a smile and received a frown in return
 .

‘Who are you?’ the woman asked, looking Marnie up and down with suspicion
 .

Marnie pulled out her warrant card, watching as the women’s face grew crab-apple sour
 .

‘If you’re looking for Tam he isn’t in
 .’

Marnie came to a halt and slid the card back into her pocket. ‘You know Mr Whitlow
 ?’

‘I should do, I’m Chelsea Whitlow, Tam’s sister, and whatever you think he’s done –think again,’ the woman finished with a sly smile
 .

Marnie held the sigh in check, the woman pulled out her car keys and started to walk back towards the BMW. As she drew level Marnie stepped in front, blocking her path
 .

Whitlow’s sister looked at her in surprise, her face hardening. ‘Move,’ she demanded in a brittle no-nonsense voice
 .

‘Can you tell me the last time you saw your brother?’ Marnie asked politely, her hands held easily at her side, her eyes watchful
 .

‘If you know the Whitlows then you know we never
 talk to the filth,’ her narrow chin jutted out in pride, her eyes sparking
 .

This time the sigh escaped Marnie’s lips. ‘To be honest, I don’t know your brother
 …’

‘Yeah well, Tam’s the same as me so if you don’t shift then I’ll give my solicitor a call and
 …’

‘Your solicitor?’
 Marnie asked with a frown
 .

The woman sneered. ‘Believe me, he’ll have plenty to say if you don’t scarper
 .’

‘That sounds like a threat to me,’ Marnie felt her own anger flicker to life as the woman gloated
 .

‘One call from me and Arnie Phelps will tie you in knots and sue the arse off you,’ Chelsea replied confidently, stepping forward
 .

Marnie didn’t budge and the woman stopped in surprise as if she were unused to a mere copper ignoring her warning
 .

‘Right, that’s it,’ she said, pulling an iPhone from her pocket
 .

Reaching out a hand Marnie placed it on the woman’s arm. ‘I just want a word about your brother, this is serious and
 …’

‘You had your warning, bitch,’ Whitlow’s sister spat, tapping at the screen with her blood red, talon-like false nail
 .

‘We have reason to believe that your brother has been murdered,’ Marnie said swiftly, watching the woman’s eyes spring wide and then narrow to mere slits in an instant
 .

‘What are you talking about
 ?’

‘We found a body two nights ago, and
 …’

‘Is this some kind of sick joke, because if it is
 …?’

‘No joke,’ Marnie said. ‘I’ve just come from Mr Rae’s home
 …’

‘What’s Jimmy got to do with this
 ?’

Marnie could feel the sudden waves of uncertainty flowing from the woman
 .

‘Rae was the one who identified your brother’s remains,’ she explained
 .

The woman lurched back, her face warped in a snarl, Marnie stayed where she was, her face impassive, her eyes still vigilant
 .

‘You’re lying
 !’

‘I know this has come as a shock, but
 …’

‘Tam can’t be dead
 !’

Marnie tried to find some words of comfort but the woman in front of her suddenly looked furious as any hint of shock vanished
 .

‘Bitch!’ she screamed, lunging forward, arms outstretched, her nails flashing out
 .

In one swift move, Marnie whipped her head back, swivelled at the waist, yanked the woman’s arm hard behind her back and thrust her into the rear of the BMW with a thump
 .

‘Calm down,’ she hissed into her ear. Chelsea Whitlow whipped her head around, her teeth snapping like a rabid dog as she tried to sink her teeth into Marnie’s cheek
 .

With a grunt, Marnie put more pressure on the arm and another scream ripped from Chelsea’s twisted mouth, her cheek pressed hard into the rear window of the car
 .

‘If you don’t behave then I’ll take you to the station and you can spend the night in the cells until you calm down
 .’

‘Oh, you are in so much shit, you slag, I’ll make sure of that
 !’

Marnie tightened her grip and the woman grunted in pain
 .

‘If you won’t believe me about your brother then I suggest you ring Rae and let him explain what happened
 .’

‘And how can I do that with you breaking
 my fucking arm?’
 she snarled
 .

Marnie released her grip and stepped back, poised to defend herself if Whitlow came at her again. The woman turned, rubbing at her arm, her eyes alight with fury
 .

‘Ring him,’ Marnie prompted
 .

Moments later, she had her phone out, the light from the screen illuminating her angry features. Marnie could hear the ringing tone and then the mumbled voice when Rae answered. As the conversation unfolded, Marnie took another step back, then the woman’s face crumpled and she could see the anger replaced by a look that had no name. When the phone fell from her hand, the woman’s legs buckled and she fell heavily to her knees as her world fell apart
 .
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C
 onway sat behind the wheel,
 his eyes locked on the front of The Bull; his face hidden in shadow as he watched the occasional punter enter the pub. The couple he had seen earlier looking lovingly at one another left hand in hand, close together as if joined at the hip. He watched them walk away, moving from one streetlight to the next until they disappeared around the corner
 .

He thought of Emma Winstanley, trapped in a hostel, afraid to go through the door, her fingernails chewed to the quick, her eyes laced with a perpetual look of fear. Then he pictured Hamer, a wide grin on his face as he scooped his winnings from the table, not a care in the world
 .

The door of The Bull opened and the man himself appeared with his three friends in tow. Hamer paused to shrug his jacket on and light a cigarette and then the group split, two going left and Hamer and his crony heading right
 .

Conway kept his eyes locked on the mirror as the two men swaggered down the street, a stream of cigarette smoke trailing over Hamer’s right shoulder
 .

Thirty seconds later, they had merged with the shadows, only then did he start the car and spin it around, the headlights slashed through the gloom, picking out the two men in the distance
 .

The car crept past a few terraced houses, then the area to the left opened, revealing a stretch of wasteland, piles of bricks lay scattered around as if a bomb had dropped and demolished the rest of the houses in the row
 .

When he was twenty yards from the men, Conway slotted the car into third and drove past before pulling up to the kerb, opening the car door he climbed out and walked around the car and onto the pavement
 .

Hamer and his mate were striding along, laughing and joking, oblivious to the tall man who stood by his car, arms by his sides, legs spread
 .

Waiting.

When Hamer threw his head back and laughed, he spotted the man and immediately grabbed his friend’s arm and nodded towards Conway
 .

The two men hesitated, then Hamer smiled as he walked forward, shoulder to shoulder with his mate with his crooked nose and old acne scars
 .

‘Aye, aye what do we have here?’ Hamer said
 .

Conway didn’t flinch as the two men stopped six feet away. ‘I want a word with you,’ he said
 .

Hamer frowned, flicking his cigarette to the floor. ‘Do I know you, pal
 ?’

Stepping forward, Conway saw the two men tense in surprise
 .

‘I’m looking for a friend
 .’

Hamer leered. ‘You a gay boy
 !?’

‘His name is John Hall.’ Conway continued, ignoring the barbed remark
 .

Hamer narrowed his eyes in recognition of the name. ‘Are you after a fucking kicking
 ?’

‘You turned up at the hostel shouting the odds and Hall kicked you out on your sorry arse,’ Conway stated
 .

The friend frowned in confusion before looking at Hamer, whose face bloomed with colour, his eyes wide in shock. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about but you’d better get back in your car and fuck off right now
 .’

‘I want to know who you’re working for?’ Conway took another step forward
 .

‘He must be pissed, Davy Boy,’ Hamer’s friend said, cracking his knuckles
 .

Conway ignored him completely, his dark eyes boring into Hamer’s rapidly-nervous face
 .

‘Look, pal, I don’t know who you are but
 …’

‘Someone told me you’re a pimp and a drug dealer
 .’

Hamer fumed, his eyes hardening. ‘Who told you that?’ he spat
 .

‘It doesn’t matter who
 .’

‘I bet it was that slag, Emma,’ Hamer snarled
 .

Conway lifted a hand and Hamer fell silent. ‘You see, the thing is, I’ve met people like you before, you swagger around as if you own the place but we both know you’re nothing but a monkey, an errand boy, so I want to know who tosses you the nuts
 ?’

‘Oh, you are so dead!’ Hamer started to bounce up and down on the balls of his feet, stoking his anger. His friend grinned and lunged forward, swinging a fist towards Conway’s face. Instead of backing off, Conway blasted forward, swatting the arm away before driving his fist into the man’s face, his crooked nose crumpled and blood sprayed out in an arc
 .

Hamer lurched back, stunned, as his friend crashed to his knees. Grabbing a handful of the kneeling man’s hair, Conway slammed his knee into his jaw. Head snapping back, arms thrown out, his eyes fluttered closed and he slammed to the ground with a sickening thud
 .

Dave Hamer knew he was out of his depth and he turned to run, the fear clambering all over him as his friend lay on the gum-stained pavement, his nose ruined, his jaw now locked over to the right, bloody stumps where his teeth had smashed
 .

Before he could take a single step, he felt the man grab the collar of his jacket and yank him back
 .

‘Please, I don’t…’ Hamer yelped as he felt himself being dragged over towards the car
 .

‘Get in,’ Conway said, pulling the passenger door open
 .

Hamer tried to get away but screamed when a block of pain exploded in his lower back as Conway drove his fist forwards
 .

‘If you don’t get in, I’ll break both your arms
 .’

Hamer heard the voice, calm and seemingly unconcerned, then he was thrust into the car, sprawling across the seat, the door slamming shut behind him
 .

Seconds later, Conway climbed behind the wheel and Hamer groaned when he heard the central locking click into place
 .

‘Now, let’s find somewhere quiet then you can tell me all about the people you work for
 .’

‘Please, I don’t know anything, I
 …’

‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ Conway said, pulling away from the kerb. Hamer glanced through the rear window, his friend lay prone on the pavement, the sprawled shape slowly diminishing before vanishing into the shadows. The fear rose, he glanced at the man at his side, his hands on the wheel, his face flickering in the passing streetlights, his eyes locked on the road ahead
 .

‘Who the fuck are you?’ Hamer asked in a stuttering voice
 .

Conway ignored him as he went through the gears
 .

‘Look, I don’t know what that slag’s been saying about me but
 …’

Tom Conway lashed out, the back of his hand cracked across Hamer’s cheek forcing him to lurch towards the passenger door in fear, his head ringing from the blow
 .

‘I want to know what happened the night you turned up at the hostel?’ Conway asked, both hands resting back on the wheel, his dark eyes focused on the road
 .

Dave Hamer held a hand up to his stinging cheek, his eyes wide with shock and indignation
 .

Conway turned left into open fields, the darkness closed in and Hamer felt the fear squirm through his gut – running rampant and demolishing the usual bravado
 .

After two hundred yards, the car eased left down a dirt track bordered on either side by stunted hawthorn bushes, pulling the car into a small lay-by, Conway flicked off the headlights before turning to Hamer
 .

‘You answer my questions and all you’ll be faced with is a long walk home, you mess me about and I will break every one of your fingers.’ Conway said easily
 .

Hamer remained pressed against the passenger door, his hands held up as if to ward off a blow. ‘Look, I was drunk when I went to the hostel, I can’t remember what happened, I
 …’

Conway’s right hand shot out and grabbed Hamer’s left index finger, before he had chance to scream Conway had bent the digit back, the crack sounding loud in the confines of the car
 .

Hamer screamed as his hand exploded in pain
 .

‘That’s lie number one out of the way,’ Conway eased back into the shadows. ‘Now, I’ll ask you again, what happened when John Hall threw you out
 ?’

Hamer cradled his damaged hand, the sweat coursing down his blanched face, the pain building. ‘Please, I can’t remember!’ When he saw Conway’s hand reach out, he cringed back against the door. ‘I told him I wanted the girl and Hall was having none of it,’ he gasped in a rush of words. Hamer shuddered in relief as Conway’s hand vanished back into the shadows
 .

‘Who do you work for
 ?’

Hamer tried to think but an image rose in his mind, Jimmy Rae looming large, his dark eyes shining with menace. He had worked for Rae for three years, and in that time, he had gone from selling a bit of smack around the estates to looking after a stable of young slags. Rae trusted him and if he broke that trust then Hamer knew Rae would bury him without a second thought
 .

He was so lost in the terror that he was unaware of Conway leaning towards him, when he felt another finger grabbed in a vice-like grip he blinked and abruptly he was back in the car, the pain in his hand throbbing to the beat of his thudding heart
 .


‘Jimmy Rae!’
 Hamer screeched
 .

Conway grunted, twisted the finger and Hamer was screaming again
 .


‘Please!’
 he begged as the agony reached new heights
 .

‘Rae is in charge, right
 ?’

‘Yeah, yeah, Jimmy runs everything, I was only keeping an eye on some of the girls for him,’ Hamer whinged
 .

‘Big man is he, this Jimmy Rae?
 ’ Conway snarled
 .

Hamer nodded his head rapidly. ‘No one fucks with Jimmy,’ he said, whimpering as the pain kicked in again
 .

‘I take it he supplies the drugs as well
 ?’

Hamer clamped his lips together in an effort to stop the fear blurting out the words even though his head continued to nod in the affirmative
 .

‘Emma Winstanley did a runner from the flat and it was your job to get her back?’ Conway asked
 .


‘Yes,’
 Hamer whispered
 .

‘Did Rae know she’d escaped
 ?’

Tears slid from Hamer’s glassy eyes. ‘Not at first, I wanted to get it sorted before he found out, that’s why I went to the hostel
 .’

Conway glanced through the windscreen at the darkened lane. ‘If Rae is as big as you say then someone like you would have been well down the pecking order, so who did you report to
 ?’

Despite the pain, Dave Hamer felt a flicker of embarrassment, his tormentor was right, Jimmy Rae had no real interest in him, in fact he knew that if they passed in the street then Rae would have no idea who he was. Hamer felt the colour flood his face as Conway looked at him with his hard, brown eyes
 .

‘His name’s Tam Whitlow. He gave me twenty-four hours to get her back to the flat, that’s why I went to the hostel
 .’

‘And John Hall kicked you out
 ?’

Hamer sniffed and nodded. ‘I told Tam and he said he’d sort it and I thought Rae would go ballistic when he found out but I haven’t heard anything so I just carried on
 .’

‘Did Whitlow supply you with the drugs
 ?’

Hamer paused before answering. ‘Everything comes from Jimmy, Tam just dishes the stuff out and keeps his eye on things
 .’

‘Where does Whitlow live?’ Conway asked
 .

‘I don’t know the address
 .’

‘But you can direct me
 ?’

Hamer managed to nod as the pain began to travel up his arm like liquid fire
 .

‘Right, you can give me directions while I drive
 .’

Dave Hamer bolted up in the seat. ‘No fucking way
 , if Tam knows I’ve grassed him up he’ll kill me
 !’

Conway turned to look at the terrified man in the passenger seat. ‘So far you have two broken fingers but believe me that will be nothing if you don’t show me where Whitlow lives
 .’

Hamer jittered in the seat, his heart pounding, his pulse racing
 .

‘If you refuse then I’ll beat you to death and dump you here,’ he paused to let the words sink in, ‘your choice
 .’

Hamer licked his lips, the terror crashing through his flimsy defences. ‘Go to the end of the lane and take a left,’ he whimpered
 .

Conway smiled, his teeth flashing in the gloom. ‘There’s a bottle of water and some painkillers in the glove box, I suggest you take a couple
 .’

Hamer felt the confusion clatter around his fractured mind and then he was fumbling the glove box open with his good hand, reaching in he pulled out the bottle and pills
 .

‘I can’t open the lid,’ he sounded like a small boy who is faced with an insurmountable task
 .

The smile on Conway’s face grew wider still. ‘Yeah well, life’s full of disappointment,’ he said, flicking the lights back on and driving away down the narrow lane
 .
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R
 owan watched
 the sliver of light beneath the door, her fragile mind close to breaking point. She stood in the centre of the room, hands by her sides, her young face wrought with fatigue and fear
 .

When she heard the key in the lock, she backed up towards the bed and waited, the door opened about six inches and the familiar brown bag of takeaway food was pushed into the room along with a litre bottle of cola
 .

‘Why are you doing this?’ she asked
 .

The door remained ajar, pale light crept into the room
 .

‘Please, I need to know,’ she pleaded
 .

Silence stretched out and Rowan became convinced she could hear shallow breathing beyond the door
 .

‘If you let me go, I promise I won’t say anything,’ she offered in a whisper
 .

‘Why would I let you go?’ the voice asked
 .

Rowan lurched back and sat down on the bed with a thump. It was the first time her captor had spoken and hearing the voice seemed to bring the full weight of her situation down on her narrow shoulders
 .

‘You can’t keep me here; the police will be looking for me, my father will be out there and if he finds you 
then
 —
 ’

‘No one is looking for you,’ the voice interrupted
 .

Rowan hitched in a sharp breath, the room seemed to close in around her, the smell from the chemical toilet making her gag as the fear smothered her mind
 .

‘You’ll be staying here until I say otherwise,’ the voice drifted into the room, the door creaked shut, cutting off the meagre light
 .

Rowan Hall started to cry, big salty tears that spilled from her eyes and trickled down her cheeks. She tried to hold on to the core of determination inside but she felt her resolve slipping, as if she somehow knew that the voice spoke the truth. But how could it be true? She mouthed the words, feeling the pressure around her heart tighten, making it difficult to breath
 .

She tried to fathom the words, but she couldn’t get past the fear that they had induced in her. Rowan collapsed onto the bed hugging the foul-smelling duvet, gathering it in her arms and squeezing it tight. The man must have lied, there was no way her father would ever stop looking for her, unless … the thought hit her like a hurricane blast, the only way her father would stop looking was if he was physically unable to help her
 .

‘He’s dead,’ she whispered and felt her heart break with the certainty of the thought
 .

“You’ll be staying here until I say otherwise
 .” The words echoed around her terrified brain, she had no real concept of the meaning yet still the words stripped her emotions bare, leaving her shuddering with fear
 .

Rowan Hall clung to the duvet in the fetid room and felt any hope of rescue die
 .
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M
 arnie sat
 at the kitchen table, the mug of tea clasped between her hands, the cigarette burning away in the ashtray, trailing smoke towards the ceiling
 .

She pictured Chelsea Whitlow on her knees, her head hanging low as the despair kicked in. Jimmy Rae had told her everything, not bothering to spare the woman any of the gory details. Marnie had moved forward and tried to place a comforting hand on her shoulder and Chelsea had lurched upright as if Marnie’s touch was abhorrent to her
 .

‘Don’t fucking touch me!’ she’d screeched, snatching her phone from the ground and storming back to the house
 .

On the journey home, Marnie had called Reese to fill him in on the details, the DCI had sighed heavily down the phone. When she asked him how he had fared with Rae he had grunted in aggravation
 .

‘Let’s just say he refused to cooperate,’ the DCI replied
 .

‘He’ll look to sort it himself,’ Marnie said as she drove along the darkened roads
 .

‘I’ve got Dawber and Willis keeping an eye him, not that I expect it to do much good. I mean, in this day and age the bad guys can bloody Skype one another, they don’t even have to meet up to cause carnage
 .’

‘Rae has a few hard-core heavies working for him, so no doubt he’ll have them all out there trying to find the people responsible for killing Whitlow
 .’

‘Right, first thing in the morning go and have another word with this Chelsea Whitlow
 .’

‘I can’t see her talking.’ Marnie had replied as she pulled onto the estate
 .

‘Yes, well, a few hours thinking how her brother died might loosen her tongue
 .’

‘She’d never grass Rae up
 .’

‘I realise that but perhaps she might know if anyone is trying to muscle in on Rae’s sordid empire
 .’

Seconds later, she had pulled onto the drive. ‘OK, I’ll go back in the morning and see what she has to say
 .’

‘Good, now have a good night – what’s left of it,’ Reese said, ending the call
 .

Now, she took a sip from the cup, grimacing when she pictured the contents of the bag, the head jammed inside along with a scattering of hands and feet, the interior soaked with blood and gore
 .

It was obvious that Whitlow had been targeted and the fact that the killer had turned up at Rae’s house meant that Whitlow had spilled his guts, yet he had still ended up dead, which pointed to a high level of savagery. Whoever was trying to take over obviously had no interest in the softly-softly approach. They were hitting hard and fast, making sure that Rae knew they meant business; the trouble was Marnie knew that Rae would meet the threat with the same level of brutality
 .

Stubbing the cigarette out, she headed across the kitchen and emptied the dregs down the sink before swilling the cup. The view from the window had changed. Gone were the fields of wheat and rapeseed, now the only crop was rabbit-hutch houses, one or two had lights shining in the windows, some remained empty, a forest of for sale signs sprouted like alien trees in the small front gardens
 .

Ten minutes later, she slipped beneath the duvet, her hair still damp from the shower
 .

Tentatively, she closed her eyes and the pale face of Tam Whitlow stared up at her with one terror-filled eye, his mouth stretched wide, tongue protruding
 .

Dragging the duvet over her head she hunched up her legs like a child who knows that the bogeyman exists and is on the prowl
 .

As her mind drifted, the gruesome image of Whitlow diminished, replaced by that of her sister. Abby had been eight years old when she had been taken and Marnie’s tortured mind conjured the familiar image of torment. Boland had lashed out, leaving eleven-year-old Marnie on the ground amongst a mash of wet leaves and gravel. Then he had picked Abby up and casually walked away with her slung over his shoulder, and all Marnie could do was watch as he vanished into the trees, Abby’s wet hair dangling behind him
 .

Marnie Hammond slept locked in the never-ending nightmare, her tears staining the pillow
 .
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D
 ave Hamer’s
 head lolled on the headrest, the pain in his fingers pulsated with the galloping beat of his heart
 .

Earlier, when they had driven along the street, Hamer had slid lower in the seat, panicking as he saw Whitlow’s sister talking to some woman with brown hair tied back in a ponytail
 .

‘Do you know the women?’ Conway had asked as they drove past
 .

‘The shorter one is Chelsea, she’s Tam’s sister,’ Hamer explained, cradling his damaged hand against his chest as Chelsea ran to the house and jabbed the key into the lock before vanishing inside
 .

‘And the other?’ Conway pulled up on the left and turned in his seat
 .

Hamer had licked his lips as the hard eyes stared at him. ‘I don’t know, I’ve never seen her before
 .’

They waited in silence, Conway kept glancing in the mirror, thirty seconds later, the unknown woman had driven away. Then Chelsea Whitlow had come storming from the house and jumped into the BMW and swept past and he had pulled out and followed
 .

A ride across town and Conway watched Chelsea pull onto the drive of a large house before jumping out and dashing to the front door. By the time she had the key into the lock, Conway was driving away
 .

Twenty minutes later, the car began to jolt and lurch, Hamer opened his pain-filled eyes to find the headlights lancing out along a darkened lane, he looked out, disorientated, no idea where he was. His mouth felt parchment dry, the pain had reached his shoulder, sweat coated his body, leaving his shirt stained with spray tan and clinging to his back as he tried to control the fear
 .

‘Where are we?’ he managed to whisper
 .

Conway ignored the question, the car continued to bump along the rutted lane
 .

Hamer twisted his head left and right but the darkness was absolute. They might have been all alone, miles from anywhere, miles from help for all he could see
 .

The car came to a halt and Conway pushed open the door and climbed out. Hamer shivered in the seat, watching the tall man walk around the front of the car before opening the passenger door
 .

‘Out,’ Conway demanded, stepping back
 .

Dave Hamer didn’t want to move, he shook his head from side to side, the fear building. Staying put may be giving him a false sense of safety but it seemed a hell of a lot better than getting out of the car
 .

Reaching in, Conway snatched the collar of Hamer’s jacket and dragged him from the car
 .

‘Please, I did what you asked, I showed you where Tam lived and
 …’

Grabbing the lower half of Hamer’s face, Conway forced his head up
 .

‘You’ve made money out of selling young girls 
to
 —
 ’

‘That wasn’t me!’ Hamer managed to gurgle as Conway’s hand gripped ever tighter, the fingers digging deep into the soft flesh
 .

Tom Conway leaned in close, a moth danced by in the headlight glare, Hamer breathed in through his nose, smelling his own fear and the cow shit from the fields that bordered the lane
 .

‘Emma Winstanley is sixteen years old, she had a crap home life but you just saw her as an easy target, you tricked her into thinking you would treat her right and then you drugged her and forced her into having sex with any bastard whilst you pocketed the cash and swanned about like a fucking big man
 !’

‘No, no, it wasn’t me, 
she
 —
 ’

‘She trusted
 you,’ Conway’s hand tightened
 .

Hamer tried desperately to pull away but he had nowhere to go. ‘Please, 
I
 —
 !’

Tom Conway slammed his free fist into Dave Hamer’s upturned face, his nose cracked, blood spurted, running down his chin, coating his teeth red
 .

‘You had no intention of looking after her!’ Conway bellowed as he drove his fist forward again, smashing into the bloody pulp
 .

Hamer’s eyes fluttered as he desperately tried to stay in the here and now but the pain overloaded his senses and his vision started to blur out of focus
 .

All his life he had played the hard man, strutting around Kirkhead with a spring in his step, knowing that any association with Jimmy Rae was worth its weight in gold for boosting his reputation. Yet now, as his head snapped back again and the blood flowed, he realised that working for Rae could have deadly repercussions
 .

When the third blow slammed home to the sound of a cheekbone cracking, Dave Hamer gave up the struggle and succumbed to the darkness, his eyes rolled back, his body grew limp
 .

Conway allowed him to flop back onto the rutted ground then he stood up and looked down at Hamer, his face a ragged mash of cuts and bruises, the flesh already swelling, the eyes purpling. Then he thought of Emma, her life in ruins, her memory banks full of a parade of faceless perverts all paying to have sex with her while Hamer smiled and collected the cash. The anger roared through his brain, he thought of John and Rowan – missing since John’s run-in with David fucking Hamer
 .

With a snarl, he raised his right foot, slamming it down onto the bloody face, the remains of Hamer’s damaged nose splintered and crumpled. Somewhere in the darkness an owl hooted as Tom Conway repeatedly slammed his boot down on Hamer’s head, the skull cracked under the impact, brain matter leaked out into the wet mud. Half a minute later, he stepped back and wiped his gore-stained boot in the tall, wet grass at the side of the lane
 .

Pulling out the tobacco pouch, he rolled a cigarette, blowing out the smoke on a long murmur of satisfaction
 .

He looked up at a sky filled with stars, his eyes moving back and forth as if searching for something. Thirty seconds later, he lowered his head and took a final pull on the cigarette before flicking it into the ditch
 .

It wouldn’t make things right for Emma Winstanley but at least now she would have the chance to get on with her life, try and put the past and any thought of Hamer behind her
 .

With a grunt of satisfaction, he walked around the car and climbed behind the wheel before driving off down the lane
 .

Somewhere in the darkness, a bird cackled as the rat moved forward out of the grass, head raised, nose twitching as it drew in the scent. Seconds later, it scurried over to feast
 .
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T
 he upstairs room
 of The Crown was cluttered with stacked chairs, an ancient upright piano stood in the corner, the atmosphere sombre as Rae explained about the death of Tam Whitlow
 .

Acton sat with Stevie Harrow on one side, Paul West on the other, Alan Crab and Peter Rawlins opposite with Jimmy Rae at the head of the table, his face carved with hatred
 .

‘Tam was a mate and I want the twat responsible found,’ he paused to let the words sink in, ‘I want him here, in front of me, so I can kill the bastard!’ he growled looking around the table, his eyes boring into each man in turn
 .

Acton nodded in understanding as West moved uncomfortably in the chair at his side. Stevie Harrow folded his arms, keeping his face neutral
 .

‘Now, I want to know who would have the balls to do something like this?’ Rae asked
 .

Blank faces stared back at him and he felt his anger grow until his face began to change colour
 .

Harrow eased back in the chair, recognising the signs of imminent violence. ‘We were talking about this, Jimmy, and there’s no one who springs to mind
 .’

Rae gritted his teeth. “No one who springs to mind”,’ he mimicked. ‘I know, let’s just forget it. I mean, Tam might have been a mate but what does it matter if someone cut off his fucking head
 ?’


The five men all glanced at one another, their expressions furtive and nervous
 .

Rae drummed his fingers on the table as he continued to glare at the men. ‘Any ideas, anything at all?’ he demanded
 .

When no one answered he spun away in disgust and strode across the room to the window. The view revealed a darkened street, the meagre glow from the streetlight did little to push the shadows back. He stood glaring out into the darkness, the image of Tam’s severed head, mixed in with the jumble of bloodied waxen hands and feet, locked in his mind
 .

He thought back to when they had first started running drugs for Ronnie Jensen, gaining his trust until the right time came to take over. They’d been in their early twenties, keen to cut out the middle man and get to where the real money was. In the end, Jensen had decided it was better to retire to Spain rather than end up sliced into bite-sized chunks and spread over the local fields
 .

Rae and Tam had taken over and then the real cash had started to flow, though Jimmy had known that to stay out of the nick he had to be clever and that’s where Arnie Phelps had come into the picture. Phelps might have been a cracking solicitor but he also knew every scam going, so the money they made was filtered and cleaned and the property developer front was put into place to make Jimmy’s business dealings legit
 .

Now, someone had killed Tam and Jimmy had no doubt that he would be next in line. The thought didn’t scare him, in fact it had the opposite effect, it focused his mind and made the ball of fury inside iron hard
 .

He imagined a faceless bastard out there somewhere, scheming and making plans to take over, the thought stoked the fury until it was raging almost out of control. The years spent with fuck all had hardened him to most things and the truth was Tam’s death would be hard to come to terms with but he would manage it and when he found those responsible he would make sure they suffered before they died
 .

Turning, he looked at the men sitting around the table, their faces all in lockdown, arms folded
 .

‘Acton, I want you with me, the rest of you can fuck off and get this sorted, and I want to know what you find out – ASAP,’ he said as he waved his hand towards the door
 .

Seconds later, the room was empty apart from Acton, who rose and walked over to the window
 .

‘Don’t worry, Jimmy, we’ll sort it,’ he said, slipping his hands into his pockets
 .

Rae raised an eyebrow. ‘If I have to rely on you lot to get to the truth then I’m already screwed. Now, go and bring the car to the front
 .’

Acton simply nodded before turning and walking from the room
 .

Rae turned back to the window, his mind clicking though the options, his dark eyes brimming with hatred
 .
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M
 argaret Chumley flicked
 the hood of the Barbour over her head as the rain came down in a heavy drizzle. The border collie raced past, oblivious to the elements, flying along the hedgerow, nose to the ground, taking in all the early-morning scents
 .

She shivered as a gust of wind blew rain under the hood and into her face. She’d had a quiet night at the petrol station, spending the majority of her shift reading magazines from the shelf and playing Sudoku. In eight long, boring hours, she had only served three customers through the night hatch, and one of those had only wanted cigarettes and mints. As soon as she arrived home she had collected Sheba and headed out on her usual route
 .

That was the beauty of owning a dog, it stopped you sitting in the chair with your feet up, as soon as Sheba heard the key in the front door she was ready for the off. Plus, after a long shift of sitting down it was good to stretch your legs and feel the wind in your face, even if that wind was laced with rain
 .

The dog ran back to her before turning, dashing off around the corner and vanishing into the gloom. Pale light was just starting to seep over the horizon, tinting the grey sky with a splash of red. Despite wearing wellingtons, Margaret circumnavigated her way around the numerous water-logged potholes, the rain pattering a drum roll on the hood of her jacket
 .

As she reached the turn in the lane, Sheba reappeared and Margaret drew her right arm back and sent the tennis ball flying along the lane, immediately the dog turned and sprinted after it, making Margaret smile. After her last dog had died of old age, Margaret had sworn she wouldn’t have another, she was close to sixty now she reminded herself, and it hardly seemed right to get another animal at her time of life. Though the truth was, with Lucy gone, Margaret would finish work and then simply sit in the house watching the sun come up or flicking on the television. Time would pass and she would still be there three hours later, staring at the screen like some zombie, before heading up to bed where she would lie awake fidgeting as she tried to sleep
 .

In the end, she had gone to the local dog rescue and picked Sheba and now her life was back in balance
 .

Sheba barked and Margaret squinted into the rain, she could see the dog about thirty yards away standing slightly to the left. A loud bark split the air and the sound brought Margaret to a sudden halt, her face creased in confusion
 .

She’d had Sheba for over twelve months now and one of the things she loved about the dog was that she wasn’t a barker. The postman could drop letters on to the mat and Sheba would sit in the hall, her tail swishing, as Margret bent down to collect the mail. For a couple of seconds, the sound ceased and Margaret blew a sigh of relief but then Sheba started again, louder this time, barks full of distress that echoed along the lane in one continuous blast
 .

Margaret started to walk forward, hands thrust into pockets, the rain blowing in her face making her squint as she grew closer. Slowly, the shape on the ground materialised and Margaret felt the first quiver of unease, she slowed from a brisk stride to a hesitant shuffle as she tried to figure out what was laying at the side of the lane
 .

Sheba threw her head back and howled and Margaret snatched the hood back from her head. She stopped, her heart began to beat faster as if somehow her brain already knew what was on the ground and was sending out the warning signals
 .

Wiping the rain from her eyes with a shaking hand, she slowly edged forwards. Then it was if a shroud had been lifted from her eyes and the gory tableau was revealed in all its horror. The man lay on his back, arms outstretched, the white T-shirt drenched with blood that had spilt from the mangled wreckage of his head
 .

Margaret Chumley stood in the rain-drenched morning, one hand clasped to her mouth, her eyes locked on the body in front of her. Sheba stopped howling and silence descended, broken only by Margaret’s frantic breathing and the pitter patter of the rain filling the puddles
 .

She had no idea how long she stood there, the rain continued to fall on the dead man’s face, washing away the blood, revealing the true extent of the damage. Then the spell was broken and Margaret turned and ran, her mind ragged, her right hand desperately trying to locate the phone in her pocket
 .

This time she ran straight through the puddles, her feet splashing in the water, hood down, hair plastered to her head oblivious to everything but the need to get away from the body. Sheba started to howl again and the sound chased her down the waterlogged lane
 .
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M
 arnie could feel
 the pulsating heat all around, scorching the air, the smoke filling her lungs tinged with the foul stench of burning flesh. She leaned out of the demolished bedroom window with the child in her arms and took a frantic gulp of clean air. The house seemed to groan around her as the ancient timbers roared with flame. When she looked down there was no sign of Luke Croft, waiting, with arms outstretched, the smoke from below shifted in the stiff wind as another window exploded outwards in a shower of red-hot glass
 .

Marnie cried out for help but received no reply, the child in her arms started to slip and she tried to hold on, the heat at her back was increasing with every passing second; throwing a terrified glance over her shoulder she saw the bedroom door warp in the inferno heat
 .

She whipped her head back around, the child looked at her with huge terror-filled eyes and then the door behind her exploded inwards, the sheet of flame roared into the room and
 …

Marnie snapped awake, the scream trapped in her throat, her hands – raised above her head – opening and closing, grasping at thin air. She bolted upright in bed, eyes wide, convinced she could hear the roar of the flames, taste the acrid stink of the sizzling fat-filled air
 .

‘Oh God!’ she gasped, kicking the duvet back with thrashing legs
 .

Sitting on the edge of the bed, feet planted on the carpet, head bowed, she tried to steady her racing heart
 .

Leaning over, she fumbled the pack of cigarettes from the drawer; seconds later, she blew the smoke out on a shivering gasp then got up and crossed the room to yank back the curtains, looking out of the rain-patterned window
 .

She pushed it open and leaned out, letting the drizzle sprinkle into her face in an attempt to wash away the vestiges of the nightmare. Taking another pull on the cigarette, she gripped the windowsill and shook her head in despair
 .

She tried to think back to a time when her dreams weren’t filled with the horrors of the past and found that she couldn’t. After Abby had been taken, the bad dreams had been a constant all through her teenage years and although they had lessened over time, they would always resurface with a vengeance. However, since she had escaped the burning house a new nightmare had been added to the mix, Conrad Boland wreathed in flames, his mouth stretched wide, smoke-filled screams poured out in agony-filled madness as he burned; taking the truth with him, he fell through the wooden floor to be consumed by the furnace below
 .

She knew it was all about guilt, guilt for not saving Abby and now those feelings were being compounded by her failure to get to Boland before the flames took him
 .

With a world-weary sigh, she dropped the cigarette to the waterlogged lawn below, closing the window with a thump
 .

She looked around the room, the duvet pushed to the bottom of the bed, the pillows scrunched. She was heading for the landing when her phone started to ring, making a detour, she picked it up from the bedside cabinet
 .

When she saw DCI Reese’s name flashing on the screen she pressed the loudspeaker before sitting on the edge of the bed
 .

Thirty seconds later, she was back on her feet as Reese told her about the dead man found on the country lane
 .

‘I’m on my way,’ she said, hanging up and running from the room, leaving the bed unmade
 .

Five minutes later, dressed in dark trousers and grey sweatshirt, she grabbed her waterproof jacket, shrugging it on as she left the house; the rain still lashing down as she jumped into the car and reversed off the drive
 .

Another day in paradise
 .












29












C
 onway popped
 the tablet from the foil and tossed it into his mouth, washing it down with a glass of milk. With a grimace, he looked around the empty kitchen before glancing towards the rain-swept window
 .

His brow furrowed as he thought of David Hamer, his face unrecognisable. Hamer had been terrified, two of his fingers broken and yet he hadn’t stopped there, he hadn’t been satisfied with the punishment. He felt a flutter of shame and snarled in anger as he rose and took the glass over to the sink. If he wanted to find out what had happened to John and Rowan, then he would have to forget any feelings of guilt – either now or in the future
 .

After checking his watch, he rolled a cigarette, time to get a move on, he had a busy day ahead and already he could feel the clock ticking, the impermanence of time forever speeding up until the sand in the hour glass ran out and then
 …

Slamming the front door behind him he strode out into the rain, his face stamped with determination, once more steeled for whatever the day brought
 .
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‘C
 hrist what a mess,’
 Marnie said, looking down at the body with shocked eyes. The remains were under the cover of the scene of crime tent, the front open allowing access. Reese was silent, his face set with aggravation, looking down at his dripping umbrella. Doc Kelly crouched on his haunches at the side of the dead man, for once even he looked a little green around the gills. Marnie spotted the clear evidence bag on the waterlogged ground, she could see the black wallet inside along with a mixture of notes
 .

‘Do we have a name?’ she asked
 .

‘Fortunately, the wallet had a driving licence in it, say hello to David Hamer,’ Reese said, as he pulled the evidence-bagged licence from the pocket of his jacket
 .

Marnie put out a hand and took it, Hamer was smiling, his face tanned, his dark hair swept back, a gold stud in his right ear – but his eyes held a hint of mockery
 .

Looking down, she grimaced at the crater of blood and gore and tilted her head slightly, the earring was in place, a small nugget of gold amongst the grey and red
 .

Doc Kelly continued to study the damage as Marnie handed the licence back to her boss
 .

‘I’ve got Bev Harvey trying to find out what she can about the dead man, as soon as she finds anything she’ll let us know but considering the killer left the wallet and cash behind it’s safe to assume the guy wasn’t robbed,’ the DCI explained
 .

‘Do we know what was used to cause that amount of damage?’ Marnie asked
 .

Kelly looked up and wiped the rain from his face. ‘Amongst all the mess there’s a definite boot imprint high on what remains of the forehead
 .’

‘You’re saying someone stamped on his head?’ Reese asked in disbelief as the rain continued to fall, sounding loud on the roof of the tent
 .

Kelly nodded. ‘Several times, you can see the skull’s been crushed and you wouldn’t get that from just one blow. If you look, the head is in soft, waterlogged ground which would have absorbed some of the impact, so I’d say between five and ten times to do that amount of damage
 .’

Marnie shivered as she imagined a boot slamming down repeatedly onto the upturned face. Reese spun the umbrella sending a circle of rainwater spraying out, his face locked in a scowl
 .

Stepping around him, Marnie crouched at the foot of the body. ‘His shoes are relatively clean, which means he didn’t come here on foot
 .’

Reese tugged at his left earlobe. ‘So, he was driven here, murdered and left for anyone to find. No attempt made to hide the body
 ?’

Kelly nodded slowly. ‘And then we have this,’ reaching down he lifted the right hand from the puddle of muddy water to reveal the damaged fingers
 .

‘Two fingers broken,’ Marnie said, her eyes narrowing at the sight
 .

‘Which means Hamer was tortured before he was killed,’ Reese added with a heavy sigh
 .

Suddenly, Marnie had an image of the bag crammed with body parts
 .

Kelly backed out of the tent and looked over to where two ambulance men stood by the side of a Transit van with blacked-out windows. Beckoning them over, the three of them moved out of the tent while Hamer was loaded into a body bag
 .

‘I’ll get cracking on the autopsy, as soon as it’s done I’ll give you a call,’ Kelly shouted over his shoulder, following the men across the muddy lane towards the van
 .

Reese put up his umbrella and Marnie shuffled to the left until she was sheltering under it
 .

A moment later, Bev Harvey climbed out of the passenger side of a squad car and walked over, picking her way around the puddles in an effort to keep her feet dry
 .

‘Tell me you’ve found something?’ Reese asked as she came to a halt, shoulders hunched against the rain
 .

‘Hamer has a record for dealing, he served six months in twenty-fourteen, prior to that he was cautioned for shoplifting on three separate occasions,’ she paused to look at her notepad, ‘he’s also been checked out for assault
 .’

“Checked out?” Marnie asked with a frown
 .

Harvey nodded. ‘A few months ago, we were called out to the Derage Green Estate. One of the neighbours heard screaming and shouting coming from one of the flats. I’ve just spoken to Paul Clark on the way over here – he was the attending officer – according to him it was a domestic. Hamer was there along with a woman named Drew Watkins. Paul said she had a black eye and bruises on her arms and legs
 .’

Reese peered out from under the umbrella, his eyes hardening. ‘So, what happened
 ?’

‘As Paul remembers it, Watkins refused to point the finger though it was obvious what had happened. Hamer was questioned but kept his mouth shut, although he did say that Watkins had fallen in the kitchen and cracked her head on the corner of the table
 .’

‘No doubt that was bollocks,’ Reese commented
 .

Marnie grabbed her ponytail and dragged her hand down, squeezing the water out before flicking the droplets away. It was the same old story, a woman beaten at the hands of her partner and then refusing to the point the finger. Marnie felt the first stirrings of anger towards Hamer as she pictured him looming over some faceless, terrified female, safe in the knowledge that she would never breathe a word about the abuse. Marnie knew from past experience that once the police had been called and the victim said nothing then it reinforced the hold of the abuser and bolstered their feeling of power
 .

‘Do we have an address?’ she asked
 .

‘Flat number sixteen, Derage Rise,’ Bev answered immediately
 .

Reese nodded appreciatively. ‘Right, Marnie, take Bev and check the place out. If this Drew Watkins is there then find out what you can about Hamer, warts and all
 .’

Marnie headed over to her car with Harvey by her side
 .

Once inside the car, Marnie flicked the heater to full blast, flicked the wipers on and slid the zipper down on her jacket
 .

The wipers sprang to life, swishing the water from the screen and revealing the trough of water where Hamer had died
 .

Bev clicking the seat belt into place, glanced over and remarked, ‘What a way to go
 .’

‘Mm,’ Marnie replied, already thinking of Hamer as an abuser rather than a victim
 .

Dropping the handbrake, she drove down the lane, the tyres splashing through the standing water, the anger inside starting to build
 .
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J
 oseph Bold watched
 his wife drain another glass of single malt. She sat on the sofa, the tears leaking from her eyes taking the mascara with it
 .

‘Can I get you anything, Chels?’ he asked, dithering in front of her, his hands thrust into his pockets in an attempt to stop them shaking
 .

Chelsea glared up at him, her tear-filled eyes brimming with contempt as she looked him up and down, then she sneered and shook her head
 .

‘Spineless bastard!’ she hissed
 .

Joseph tried to swallow the panic as he stepped back. He had been married to Chelsea for four years and after six months he had realised that it was the biggest mistake he was ever likely to make. He had been forty-two when they met, Chelsea twelve years younger and a stunner, he’d been flattered when she had shown an interest in him. He might have had money in the bank but Chelsea hadn’t seemed interested in his bank account which had been a surprise in itself. After six short months, they had married and only then had she revealed her true nature. Joseph grimaced at the pain in his shoulder from where she had attacked him with an empty wine bottle. He thought of her brother, Tam, and how he had died, the thought making him shudder with the horror of it
 .

Ever since Chelsea had heard the news, Joseph had been walking on eggshells, trying to stay out of her way in fear of setting her off. In the end, it hadn’t mattered, she had come to him and started to scream and shout, calling him spineless and weak she had lashed out, sending him crashing to the floor in agony as the heavy bottle slammed into him
 .

He had spent the night longing to sleep, the pain in his shoulder throbbing and blooming into a huge bruise of purple and black. The hours had passed and Joseph had listened in the dark, dreading the sound of the bedroom door crashing open and his wife storming in, armed with a steak knife ready to take her anguish out on her husband. Now, he tried to back away but Chelsea pinned him with hate-filled eyes
 .

‘Why couldn’t it have been you
 ?’ she spat
 .

Joseph blinked in confusion
 .

‘It should have been you
 sliced up, not my brother
 !’ she glared as she shuffled to the edge of the sofa, glass in hand
 .

Joseph wanted to turn and run but he knew that before he reached the door she would have thrown the glass at him and anything else she could get her hands on. So, he remained standing, waiting to see what would happen next, the fear smothering him
 .

‘Tam was a real man
 not some coward like you!’ she stood up and swayed back and forth, blinking her eyes as she tried to focus on her husband. ‘I mean, look at you, just fucking look at you
 ! A real man would be out there now getting this sorted, he’d be finding the bastard, taking him apart
 .’

Joseph kept his mouth closed as she hurled the barrage of abuse. Inside, he cringed and wondered why he had never spotted the signs until it was too late. The truth was he had been besotted with Chelsea Whitlow, he’d never been married, in fact he’d never really had a girlfriend until Chelsea swanned into his life in a haze of Prada perfume, dressed in designer clothes. He owned a chain of local car dealerships and had spent his life building the business into a success but now he felt trapped in a never-ending circle of hatred and anger. He knew that his wife would never get over the death of her brother, even if the ones responsible were caught it wouldn’t make any difference. Chelsea would continue to hate and he would be the one in her line of fire
 .

He looked on as she continued to sway back and forth, and then all of a sudden she sat back down on the sofa with a thump
 .

She pouted and then burped. ‘Jimmy will sort it, he’ll
 make sure they pay,’ she mumbled
 .

Joseph prayed that the booze would send her to sleep but Chelsea remained staring at him, her garish lips parted as she breathed heavily
 .

Gradually she began to rock from side to side, finally her eyes fluttered and closed and Joseph thanked the gods as she flopped back onto the sofa. Breathing out a thin stream of anguish he waited and watched, when she started to snore he felt the relief flood through his body. Turning slowly, he tiptoed his way towards the kitchen, he’d taken three tentative steps when the doorbell rang, the sound making him cringe as he looked over his shoulder in panic
 .

Chelsea remained dead to the world, a sliver of drool hung from her open mouth. Changing direction, he dashed across the room and along the hallway. When he opened the front door, it was to find a tall man standing on the step, his face shadowed with bristle, his brown eyes watchful
 .

‘I’m sorry to bother you but I’m looking for Tam Whitlow?’ the man asked
 .

Joseph blinked in confusion. ‘Tam’s not here, he
 …’

‘I called at his house earlier but there was no one home,’ the man explained taking a step forward
 .

Suddenly, all the stress and panic came flooding back. ‘I’m sorry but Tam was killed three days ago, he
 …’

Tom Conway’s eyes widened in surprise
 .

Joseph cleared his throat and flicked a look over his shoulder as if he expected to see his wife in the hallway, a cracked sneer on her mascara-smudged face
 .

When he turned around the man was still standing in the doorway, hands in pockets. ‘Would it be OK if I came in and had a word with Chelsea
 ?’

All his working life Joseph had been used to welcoming people, it was all part of the job, smile warmly and then try and sell them a car
 .

‘You knew Tam?’ Joseph enquired
 .

‘Afraid not but I’d still like a word with his sister if that’s OK
 ?’

Joseph felt the panic rise again, his wife had only just fallen asleep and the last thing he wanted was her to wake up and kick off again
 .

‘I’m afraid she’s sleeping; the death of her brother has hit her very hard
 .’

Conway nodded in understanding. ‘You see the thing is I have a few questions, I would have asked Tam but obviously that’s out of the question now
 .’

Joseph thought for a moment, part of him wanted to ask the man to leave and yet he suspected that Chelsea wouldn’t stay asleep for long and maybe having someone else in the house, even a total stranger, would keep her anger under control
 .

‘Listen, I’m not sure when she’ll be awake but you could perhaps wait a while, I can always make a coffee or tea and
 …’

‘Coffee would be great,’ Conway interrupted as he stepped over the threshold
 .

Joseph smiled in relief before closing the door quietly
 .

Inside the lounge, Chelsea continued to snore, her faced etched with a bitterness that no amount of plastic surgery could ever erase
 .
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M
 arnie hurried
 up the stone steps, her nose crinkled at the tart smell of stale urine that hung in the stairwell
 .

Reaching the third floor, she waited for Bev to catch up and then they headed along the balcony that ran along the front of the flats
 .

Coming to a halt outside number sixteen she wrapped her knuckles on the door, Bev turned and looked out at the dismal view as they waited for someone to answer. Below, the car park was littered with black bin bags, some had split open spewing rubbish across the ground from where the occupants of the flats had tossed them over the balcony rather than walking down to the communal bins. Marnie lifted her hand to knock again but, before she could, the door opened and a man looked out at them. He was in his late twenties, broad at the shoulder, his neck steroid-thick, his skin riddled with angry-looking pimples, his head shaved to the bone revealing the contours of his skull
 .

As soon as he saw Bev’s uniform his face settled into a scowl. ‘What do you want
 ?’

‘We’re looking for Drew Watkins,’ Marnie explained
 .

‘Yeah, well, she’s in bed, she had a late night,’ the man replied, going to close the door
 .

Before he could manage it, Marnie had wedged her foot in the gap. ‘What’s your name
 ?’

Steroid man looked down at her foot, his eyes narrowing as she waited for a reply
 .

‘Name?’ she repeated
 .

He looked up at her, his stone-age brow creased in aggravation
 .

‘Mal Ronda,’ he grunted
 .

‘Well, Mr Ronda, we’d still like a word with Drew, so if you could wake her up we’d be grateful
 .’

‘No can do,’ Ronda said. ‘She had a heavy night and she needs her rest
 .’

‘Miss Watkins works for a living, does she
 ?’

‘Oh, she earns her keep that’s for sure,’ Ronda smiled again
 .

‘And what do you do?’ Marnie asked, easing her foot from the gap
 .

Ronda shrugged. ‘This and that
 .’

‘What does that mean exactly
 ?’

‘It means it’s none of your business and I’m busy
 .’

‘Do you know someone called Hamer?’ Marnie asked as he went to close the door again
 .

Ronda hesitated. ‘What about him
 ?’

‘When was the last time you saw him
 ?’

Bev eased slightly left, her hand resting on the baton in her belt
 .

‘Look, what’s this all about
 ?’

Marnie thought for a moment before replying. ‘Earlier this morning we found a body on a deserted lane, the man had a wallet belonging to a David Hamer
 .’

For the first time, a look of genuine shock appeared on Ronda’s face. ‘Is he dead?’ he asked, his hand sliding off the doorframe
 .

‘I’m afraid so, it would help if you could tell us when you last spoke to Mr Hamer
 ?’

The shock was still on his face but now it was mixed with a faint look of panic. ‘How did he die
 ?’

Marnie tilted her head slightly. ‘He was beaten to death
 .’

‘No fucking way!’ Ronda bellowed, taking a stuttering step back
 .

Marnie took her chance and stepped into the hallway
 .

‘Hang on, you can’t come in!’ Ronda said, snapping up a hand
 .

Leaning slightly left, Marnie could see into the small apartment, a woman lay sprawled on the sofa, one arm dangling, her fingertips brushing the carpet
 .

‘Bev, check on her,’ she said
 .

As Bev moved forward, Ronda tried to stop her but Marnie grabbed his arm as Bev hurried past
 .

Ronda turned and fixed Marnie with pit-bull eyes. ‘If you don’t fuck off right now I’ll throw you over the balcony,’ he warned
 .

‘You’re welcome to try but be warned there are officers at the end of the corridor and I can promise that if I go over then you’ll be joining me,’ Marnie replied, keeping her gaze on Ronda’s sweating face
 .

When he didn’t reply, Marnie stepped around him and walked into the small room, the air stifling and laced with the stink of cannabis
 .

Bev was in the process of easing the woman into a sitting position
 .

‘Drew, can you hear me?’ Marnie asked, kneeling down in front of her
 .

Drew Watkins only looked to be in her late teens, her face framed by shoulder-length, dyed-blonde hair. When she blinked, Marnie shifted position trying to make eye contact
 .

‘Drew, my name is Marnie can you hear me
 ?’

The woman’s head lolled on her shoulder as Bev sat next to her, an arm around her shoulder to stop her from toppling to the side
 .

Drew blinked again and yawned, her mouth stretched wide as she shivered herself awake
 .

‘Who are you?’ she asked, as her eyes focused at last
 .

‘My name’s Marnie and we need to ask you a few questions, we
 …’

‘Keep your fucking mouth closed
 !’

At the sound of the voice, Marnie saw the fear flare in Drew’s blue eyes. Turning slowly, she looked at Ronda who was standing in the doorway, his big hands bunched into fists. Drew started to shiver in fear, she glanced at the big man before quickly averting her eyes
 .

Ronda lunged forward, arms raised, his face shot with fury. In one smooth motion Marnie rose to her feet, yanked the pepper spray from her pocket and snapped up her arm before aiming the spray into his face
 .

Suddenly, Ronda was bellowing, his arms flailing the air and then he slapped his hands to his burning eyes and bent over as if this would somehow ease the pain. Marnie watched him for a moment before thrusting him back into the narrow hallway. She glanced over her shoulder, Bev was looking at her wide eyed
 .

‘Call for back up,’ Marnie snapped and Bev nodded, pressing the two-way on her shoulder
 .

Ronda was grunting and snuffling like a pig in a trough, his eyes streaming, his face beetroot red. He kept trying to open his eyes, the anger inside building as the pain increased
 .

‘Fucking cunt!’ he swept his arms left and right searching for Marnie
 .

Shaking his head, he cracked his eyes open just as Marnie dashed forward, her right foot landed squarely between his spread legs
 .

The pain in Ronda’s eyes was overtaken by the agony between his legs, sending him crashing to his knees, his cry blasting out and then the sound was choked off as the air seemed to vanish. Ronda toppled sideways like some tree felled by the woodcutter’s axe
 .

Satisfied, Marnie turned to find Bev and Drew Watkins both looking at her in awe
 .

‘They say the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach but if you want him on the deck then a swift kick in the bollocks always does the trick,’ she said easily as Ronda continued to groan in pain
 .

Bev smiled, Drew burst into floods of tears
 .
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M
 arnie sat
 on the chair facing the sofa, Drew Watkins looked at her with tear-filled eyes. It had taken around ten minutes for Paul Clark and Susan Romney to arrive in separate cars. Susan arrived first and Bev had helped her to manhandle Ronda outside to her squad car
 .

‘And you’re sure he’s dead?’ Drew asked, wiping a dewdrop from the end of her nose
 .

‘I’m afraid so,’ Marnie replied
 .

‘Oh, thank you, God!’ she gasped, the words coming out in a blast of relief
 .

Marnie watched as Drew yanked a cigarette from a flattened pack and lit up
 .

‘I take it Hamer wasn’t your partner?’ she asked
 .

Drew shook her head sadly. ‘That’s what he wanted me to think, that’s what he wanted us both
 to think,’ she said with a savage shake of the head
 .


‘Both?’
 Marnie asked, leaning forward in the seat
 .

Drew took another fevered pull on the cigarette. ‘He knew all the right things to say, the right things to do but it was all an act. He was never interested in me, he was never interested in either of us. All he wanted was to get his claws in and then the men would come, I tried to stop it but Dave could shut you up with just one look
 .’

Marnie felt her dislike for Hamer change into one of disgust. ‘Are you saying he forced you into sex with strangers
 ?’

Drew nodded and looked down at her bare feet, the nail polish chipped and brittle. ‘The first time, he told me he owed a man some money and said he would be beaten up if he didn’t pay
 …’

‘So, he made you feel guilty and forced you into having sex to pay the debt
 ?’

When Drew nodded again, Marnie sighed
 .

‘But it was a con, he never owed the money he just wanted to see how far I would go to help him,’ the tears came again but this time they were tears of anger rather than pain. ‘As soon as I knew what was happening I tried to get away but he changed just like that,’ she snapped her fingers angrily
 .

‘He became violent?’ Marnie asked, although she already knew the answer
 .

Drew pushed up the sleeves of her sweatshirt to reveal a multitude of dark bruises, some old, others new. ‘Every time I tried to run he did this,’ she held out her pitiful arms, the tears staining her cheeks, her eyes bewildered
 .

The anger Marnie felt twisted into fury. ‘You mentioned another woman
 ?’

Drew sniffed and dabbed at her eyes. ‘She wasn’t a woman, she was only fifteen when he got her. But she managed to get away
 .’

‘Do you know where she went
 ?’

Leaning over, Drew stubbed the cigarette out in the ashtray and then immediately lit another. ‘She went to a hostel in town, she rang to make sure I was all right, she even said she would ring the police but Dave was here and he told her he’d cut my throat if she opened her mouth
 .’

Marnie gritted her teeth at this latest admission. ‘Do you have a name for me
 ?’

Drew Watkins looked at Marnie through a cloud of grey smoke. ‘You’ll go easy on her won’t you, she’s only a kid
 ?’

‘Believe me, I’m not interested in causing problems for either of you
 .’

Drew hesitated for a moment as if trying to decide what to do. Then she drew her shoulders back
 .

‘Her name’s Emma Winstanley, as far as I know she’s still at the hostel in town
 .’

Marnie glanced at her watch. ‘The man who was here before, can you tell me what you know about him
 ?’

Drew ran a stressed hand through her hair. ‘When Dave wasn’t here Ronda would show up to make sure I didn’t do a runner
 .’

‘I take it he only started coming after Emma Winstanley escaped
 ?’

Drew nodded
 .

‘Does the name Jimmy Rae mean anything to you?’ Marnie asked hopefully
 .

Drew sniffed and shook her head. ‘Never heard of him
 .’

With a light sigh of disappointment Marnie stood up and looked down at the woman. ‘Do you have anywhere to go?’ she asked
 .

‘I have a sister in Manchester, I can go and stay there for a while
 .’

‘What about money
 ?’

Drew shook her head in the negative. ‘He always made sure he kept the cash,’ she explained
 .

Marnie pulled two twenty-pound notes from her back pocket. ‘It isn’t much but it should be enough for you to get to your sister’s
 .’

More tears spilled from Drew’s eyes as she took the money. ‘I’ll make sure that PC Clark stays with you until you get your things together and then he can give you a lift to the station
 .’

Drew smiled sadly through the tears
 .

‘Just make sure you give him the details of where you are staying in case we need another chat
 .’

‘I will,’ she replied, the money vanished into the pocket of her sweatshirt. ‘And when you see Emma tell her I’m fine and ask her to give me a ring
 .’

Marnie smiled in return. ‘I will,’ she replied as she headed for the door
 .

Drew watched her go before looking around the threadbare flat, she thought of all the men who had passed through the apartment, all eager for their slice of flesh
 .

As more tears fell Drew bolted to her feet, she thought of Dave Hamer and rejoiced in the fact that he was dead. With a feeling of relief, she went into the bedroom to gather her meagre belongings
 .

Ten minutes later, she stepped out of the flat with the rucksack slung over one shoulder
 .

Paul Clark smiled at her. ‘You ready?’ he asked
 .

Drew turned and slammed the door, she had no key but then again, she had no intention of ever entering the flat again
 .

‘I’m ready,’ she replied, following the police officer along the walkway, a new spring in her step as the fear slowly fell away from her like a filthy black shroud
 .
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R
 owan paced the room,
 trying to dislodge the terrifying images from her quaking mind. She pictured her father – only this time he wasn’t smiling at her – this time his eyes were closed, the smile had vanished for eternity. All sense of time had evaporated as she walked back and forth until exhaustion had taken hold and she had collapsed on the bed and fallen asleep again
 .

Now, she was awake and counting the steps from one wall to the next, her head lowered as she walked, her mind gradually closing down until all she saw was her trainers flicking into view with every step she took
 .

Her dad couldn’t be dead, it was unimaginable, impossible, not her dad, not her loving, caring dad. The man had been lying, trying to scare her. Rowan nodded to herself, it was all lies and sooner or later her father would find her, he would never give up, never stop looking for her. Teeth gritted, she tried to encourage the seed to grow, tried to nurture the thought that she would be found and it would be her father who walked in through the door and swept her up in his arms
 .

Then she thought of her mother, the image stopped her in her tracks, her mum was in the hospital bed, her face unrecognisable as the cancer had eaten flesh from bone. Rowan had been on one side of the bed, her father sitting opposite, each holding onto a hand of the woman who meant the world to them both. A wife and mother, the glue that held the family together. But there was no glue strong enough to keep them together and slowly and painfully she had slipped away from them, leaving a void that would never be filled
 .

Rowan stood in the centre of the dusty room, under the cone of sickly yellow light, her body locked in the foul-smelling cellar while her spirit was sitting in the sterile hospital room as her mother died
 .

She remembered looking across the bed to see her father with tears seeping from his eyes, eyes that had been full of heartache. The machine by the bed had beeped and droned and time had stretched out. Rowan had looked at the thin sheet covering her mother’s emaciated frame, concentrating her gaze on the slow rise and fall of the sheet as her mother’s breathing gradually faded
 .

It had been ten past two in the afternoon, the sun streaming through the window when she died. Both father and daughter had looked at one another and known the truth. Rowan could remember walking around the bed and sitting on her father’s knee as they both looked at the woman who had made their lives worthwhile
 .

Ten minutes later, a nurse had come in to take her pulse. ‘I’m sorry, she’s gone,’ her voice had been soft and full of empathy
 .

Then her father had picked Rowan up and carried her from the room, she could remember looking over his shoulder as the nurse pulled the sheet over her mother’s face. Rowan had cried then, burying her face in her father’s shoulder as he carried her through the hospital and out into the bright sunshine
 .

Now, she hitched in a breath of air and rubbed at her tear-stained eyes, losing her mum had been bad, the worst thing ever but now she was faced with the terrible realisation that God didn’t care, he had no interest in looking after anyone. The thought crushed her and as she tried to take a step her legs buckled and she fell to the floor, the tears trickled down her cheeks, she withdrew into herself trying to find a safe place to a hide, only now she knew that no such place existed
 .


‘You are alone,’
 the voice inside whispered, and Rowan Hall felt her heart break at the truth
 .
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‘D
 ead?’
 Polly gasped as Marnie explained about David Hamer. They were sitting in the small side room adjacent to the reception area of the hostel
 .

‘If Emma’s available then I really need to speak to her?’ Marnie asked
 .

Polly tried to take on board what Marnie had told her. The image of Tom Conway bloomed in her mind, she thought of his parting words, promising Emma that her abuser would not be bothering her again. She licked her lips nervously, her hands fidgeting in her lap, Marnie waited as the seconds stretched out
 .

‘Is everything OK?’ she asked
 .

Polly looked up from the desk. ‘To be honest, I’m not entirely sure
 .’

Marnie frowned as she leaned forward in her seat
 .

‘You see, the thing is, we had a man call at the hostel – he was an old friend of John Hall’s – 
and
 —
 ’

‘John Hall?’ Marnie interrupted, the frown on her face deepening
 .

Polly looked agitated as she ran a hand through her grey-flecked hair. ‘John’s in charge of this unit and five weeks ago he vanished with his 
daughter
 —
 ’

‘Rowan?’ Marnie asked
 .

Polly nodded again. Marnie knew of the case, in fact there was an image of both father and daughter pinned on the notice board at the station. She knew DI Rogers was in charge of the case, as far as she was concerned investigations were still ongoing
 .

‘Do you have a name for this man?’ she asked
 .

Polly shifted in the chair. ‘He said his name was Tom Conway, he served with John in the army and apparently they were still in contact, so when they went missing he came here to look for them
 .’

‘And what did you tell him
 ?’

Polly Hardy’s face grew red as Marnie looked at her keenly. ‘He asked if we’d had any trouble at the unit
 .’

‘What sort of trouble
 ?’

‘Well, you see the thing is, occasionally we get men turning up and causing a commotion
 .’

‘You mean boyfriends and partners trying to get to the women
 ?’

Polly sighed. ‘Exactly
 .’

Marnie crossed her legs and eased back in the chair
 .

‘Mr Conway asked about the last man who kicked off and I told him that thankfully John had been here to sort the situation,’ she stopped again, the faint look of panic back in her eyes. ‘He was trying to see Emma but John was having none of it and things became quite heated, John grabbed the man and forced him through the door
 .’

‘What was his name
 ?’

Polly chewed her lip anxiously. ‘When Conway asked Emma, she told him the man was called Hamer, Dave Hamer
 .’

Marnie stood up. ‘I’d like to see Emma, please
 .’

Polly leapt to her feet and hurried around the desk. ‘If you’d like to follow me?’ she asked, opening the door and heading out into the hallway
 .

Marnie followed the middle-aged woman through a set of double doors and then up two flights of stairs before stopping outside a door on the left
 .

She turned to Marnie, her eyes held a note of caution. ‘Please go easy, Emma’s very fragile at the best of times and I’m not sure how she’ll react to the news about Hamer
 .’

‘Don’t worry, I know Emma is the victim here and I’ll treat her as such
 .’

Polly smiled in relief before tapping on the door. A few seconds later, it opened and Emma looked at Marnie with more than a hint of suspicion in her eyes
 .

‘Emma this is DS Hammond, now it’s nothing for you to worry about but I was wondering if we could have a word?’ Polly asked sotto voce
 .

Emma seemed to shrink, her eyes widening in fear
 .

Marnie smiled sympathetically. ‘Believe me, Emma, I’m not here to give you a hard time, in fact I have a message from Drew
 .’

‘Drew?’ Emma gasped
 .

‘Can I come in?’ Marnie asked
 .

Emma stepped back to let her in, her face a strange mixture of panic and excitement
 .
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I
 t seemed completely
 bizarre but Joseph Bold couldn’t seem to stop talking. Tom Conway sat at the kitchen table and listened as Bold stopped to draw breath
 .

‘The truth is, I never had much to do with Tam,’ Joseph paused, ‘I mean, Chelsea loved the bones of the man but he always made me feel nervous
 .’

‘Why’s that
 ?’

Joseph leaned forward as if afraid of being overheard. ‘Let’s just say he could be very imposing when he wanted to be and I know he thought Chelsea could do better when she married me
 .’

‘Do you know how he died?’ Conway asked and watched as the colour bled from Bold’s face
 .

‘Chelsea said someone had,’ he leaned even further forward, ‘cut off his head,’ he whispered and shivered at the thought
 .

Conway remained impassive at the news. ‘What about Rae
 ?’

At the mention of the name, the last of the colour drained from Joseph’s face. ‘I don’t really know the man,’ he whispered, throwing a glance towards the kitchen door
 .

Conway planted his elbows on the kitchen table. ‘But Tam and Rae were good friends, right
 ?’

For the first time, Joseph Bold stopped and took stock of the situation, wondering what the hell he was doing spilling his guts to a total stranger. He looked across the table at the tall man with the friendly smile, though when he looked into his eyes he saw no hint of warmth, just a cold, unblinking hardness. The hard gaze reminded him of his wife and he swallowed the sudden sense of fear. He had no doubt that physically he could defend himself against his wife, though he had always been brought up to believe that you never ever hit a woman. This was his downfall as Chelsea had no qualms about laying into her husband, safe in the knowledge that he would never retaliate
 .

‘Are you OK?’ Conway asked
 .

Joseph blinked his way back to the here and now. ‘Yes, Tam and Rae were good friends
 .’

‘And what did Tam do for a living
 ?’

Before Joseph could answer, the kitchen door banged open and Chelsea stood in the doorway, her eyes still fogged with whisky and sleep
 .

‘Who the hell are you?’ she barked, stepping into the room, her hair sticking up on one side
 .

Joseph cringed, the anger seemed to flow from her, billowing into the room and swamping him in hideous fear. Conway stayed seated, his hands wrapped around the mug of untouched coffee
 .

‘I didn’t want to wake you, Chels,’ her husband said appeasingly as he slipped off the stool and stepped towards the sink. ‘The kettle’s still hot, why don’t I make you a nice cup of
 …?’

‘I said who the fuck are you?’ Chelsea jabbed a finger at the stranger in her kitchen
 .

Joseph stood between the two of them, his head moving left and right, his face pale with fear. Conway stood up slowly and drained the cup in one long swallow
 .

Joseph cringed as he saw his wife’s face twitching with vengeance, any second now she would lose the plot and then all bets would be off
 .

‘Your brother was a drug dealer and a pimp,’ Conway said as he stepped around the table, cup in hand. Joseph felt his jaw drop open in horror while his wife seemed to draw back like a snake preparing to strike. Conway took three long strides until he was standing in front of the woman, she glared up at him, teeth bared, her eyes rabid with hatred
 .

‘What did you say?’ she started to lift her hands, claws extended
 .

‘Your brother worked for a man named Rae, he makes his money selling drugs and forcing young girls into having sex with strangers. Your brother collected the cash, so in my book he’s guilty and if he wasn’t already dead then I would be looking to kill him,’ Conway tilted his head and waited for the woman to reply
 .

Joseph watched his wife in shocked fascination, her face writhed then she exploded towards Conway. But straightaway, she was reeling back, her nose spewing blood from where the tall man had slammed his fist into her face
 .

Joseph Bold gawped as she crashed back into the doorframe, part of him felt the natural urge to throw himself at the man, yet another part – a bigger part – wanted to rejoice at the sight of her sliding down the doorframe and collapsing in a heap on the floor
 .

‘My God, what have you done?’ Joseph whispered in awe
 .

Tom Conway turned and looked at Bold who stood with one hand clamped over his mouth, his eyes gleaming with a kind of bitter glee
 .

‘Tell me about Jimmy Rae?’ he asked, moving towards Joseph Bold
 .

Joseph never heard a word, his eyes were still fixed on his wife as the blood leaked from her nose, coating her candy-coloured lips bright red
 .

‘Rae?’ Conway repeated
 .

Joseph broke eye contact with Chelsea. ‘I’m sorry, what did you say
 ?’

‘I want to know about Rae
 ?’

‘I told you, I’ve only met the man a handful of times and he ignored me completely but if you want to see what he looks like then that’s him,’ Joseph pointed a shaking finger to a framed photograph on a kitchen shelf
 .

Crossing the room Conway snatched the picture down, it showed Chelsea smiling for the camera flanked on either side by two, big, hard-looking men dressed in dark suits
 .

‘Tam’s the one on the right, the other is Rae,’ Joseph explained
 .

‘What else do you know
 ?’

‘Honestly, I know nothing, I didn’t like her brother, he was arrogant and a bully
 .’

‘So, you can’t help me?’ Conway asked
 .

‘I’m sorry, I would if I could but they never even acknowledged I existed
 .’

Conway sighed and looked towards the kitchen window just as it started to rain again. ‘Pity,’ he said
 .

‘I …’

Conway lashed out and slammed the coffee cup into the side of Joseph’s head. Joseph lurched sideways, eyes losing focus, he clattered into the sink before slamming to the floor, his hair matted with blood and slivers of porcelain
 .

Conway had a scrounge under the sink, finding a small bucket he wedged it under the cold-water tap. Leaving it to fill, he got out his tobacco, rolled and lit a cigarette, letting out a true addict’s contented sigh. Then, cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth, he carried the bucket across the room and tipped the cold water over Chelsea Bold’s head
 .

Time to talk to the organ grinder rather than the monkey
 .
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M
 arnie looked
 over Bev’s shoulder as she tapped away at the keyboard. The name Tom Conway flagged up twelve possible individuals, Bev’s fingers danced over the keys as she narrowed the search to three within a thirty-mile radius of Kirkhead
 .

‘Do we even know if Conway lived in the area?’ Bev asked
 .

Grabbing a chair, Marnie sat down by her side. ‘Hard to tell, Polly Hardy said that Hall and Conway served together in the army but she had no idea if they’re from the same town
 .’

‘Polly Hardy?’ Bev turned in the chair, looking puzzled
 .

‘Yes, she works at the hostel, since Hall disappeared she seems to be running the place
 .’

‘I remember her now,’ Bev said. ‘Her husband died about twelve months ago, he was a doctor at Kirkhead hospital
 .’

‘Died how?’ Marnie asked
 .

‘We were called in to check it out, apparently he’d gone to work and parked on the top floor of the multi-storey. We found him at the bottom of a flight of stone steps, there was no sign of foul play, the pathologist looked for signs of a heart attack but there were none. All we could think of was that he’d slipped at the top and down he went, breaking his neck in the fall
 .’

Marnie pursed her lips and nodded, looking back at the screen
 .

Bev’s fingers hesitated over the keys and then she was tapping away again. ‘Ah, this looks promising,’ she said, opening a page that showed the address of one Tom Conway who lived less than five miles away. ‘Do we know the man’s age?’ she asked
 .

Marnie though for a moment. ‘John Hall is in his late thirties, so chances are Conway would be around the same age
 .’

Bev scrolled down the screen and then smiled. ‘This one certainly looks to be in the same age bracket
 .’

Marnie snatched a post-it note from the pad and scribbled the address just as DCI Reese walked into the office
 .

‘What are you two up to?’ he asked, walking over. While Marnie explained about the possible link between Tom Conway and Hamer, Reese loosened his tie before perching on the edge of the desk
 .

‘So, Conway turned up looking for Hall and his missing daughter and Emma Winstanley gives him Hamer’s name
 …’

‘And then we find Hamer with his head in ruins,’ Marnie finished
 .

Reese pursed his lips. ‘Yes, well, the more we find out about Hamer the more it appears he moved in illegal circles
 .’

Bev turned slightly in her seat. ‘Do we know if he was running the brothel on his own or working for someone else?’ she asked, her short, newly-dyed, dark hair shining in the overhead strip light
 .

Marnie eased back in the chair and folded her arms. ‘If rumours are to be believed, then nothing much happens in this town without Jimmy Rae’s say-so
 .’

‘I get that but perhaps Hamer was trying to work below the radar and Rae found out about it?’ Bev offered
 .

Reese looked at Marnie and raised an eyebrow
 .

Marnie nodded. ‘With the way things are at the moment for Rae, he might well come down heavy on anyone he thinks is trying to stitch him up even on a small scale
 .’

Reese glanced at the screen before looking back at Marnie. ‘Right, you have an address for Conway, I want you over there early doors, have a word with the man and see what you can find out
 .’

Bev reached out and turned the computer off as Marnie stood up and stretched her arms to the ceiling, breaking out in a yawn at the same time
 .

‘If anything turns up in the meantime I’ll give you a ring,’ he said to Marnie as she lifted her jacket from the back of the chair
 .

‘No problem,’ she answered as the three of them headed through the deserted building
 .

At reception, Marnie paused to look at the notice board, the picture on the left showed John Hall smiling for the camera, the picture of his daughter had been pinned slightly to one side, she looked to be around twelve or thirteen
 .

For the first time, Marnie studied the girl, long fair hair pulled back in a neat ponytail, freckles spread over both her cheeks, like her father she sported a wide grin
 .

When Marnie closed her eyes, an image of Abby was there waiting, a similar smile on her face, her fair hair tied back in the familiar ponytail and held in place with a red rubber band
 .

‘You OK?’ Reese asked
 .

She blinked and nodded. ‘Yeah, I’m fine
 .’

Reese looked at her quizzically as she brushed past him heading out onto the car park, her face flushed with colour
 .












38












T
 he blood had leaked
 onto Chelsea’s crisp white top, staining it red, the cold water diluting the stain to a blotchy pink. She sat propped against the door frame as Conway took a pull on the cigarette, blowing the smoke out in a long thin stream
 .

Chelsea flicked her eyes right, when she saw Joseph sprawled over by the sink she gave a shocked gasp and turned her malevolent gaze at the man who loomed over her
 .

Conway dropped the stump of the cigarette onto the wet marble tiles before screwing his boot on the stub
 .

‘Kill you!’ Chelsea snarled in a voice thick with fury
 .

Conway crouched down in front of her as she drew back her lips, showing red-stained teeth
 .

‘You’ll see, I know people who will finish you for what you did to me
 .’

‘You’re talking about Jimmy Rae
 ?’

Chelsea didn’t answer, instead she tried to spit at him, the globule of spittle laced pink landed between his booted feet
 .

‘I wonder if your brother threatened the same things before he died?’ Conway asked and then smiled when he saw the anguish sweep across her face
 .

‘God, you are so dead,’ she tried to move but the pain in her head was crushing, her vision swimming in and out of focus
 .

‘Do you know why he was killed
 ?’

‘Fuck off, I’m saying nothing
 .’

‘Did you know your brother was forcing young girls into prostitution
 ?’

Chelsea ignored the question, her eyes roamed left and right as she struggled to get her vision back
 .

‘Do the names John or Rowan Hall mean anything to you
 ?’

‘I’ve told you, I’m saying nothing
 .’

When Conway pulled the knife from the back pocket of his jeans, Chelsea’s mouth snapped closed
 .

He took his time opening the blade, the overhead light shone onto the steel sending out tiny sparkles of light
 .

Looking at Chelsea he could see the fear lurking behind the mask of hatred
 .

‘Under normal circumstances it would make more sense to torture your husband to get you to talk,’ Conway’s eyes were ice-cold. ‘But part of me thinks you would love that. So, I want to know everything about Rae, 
but
 —
 ’

‘Piss off, you’ll get nothing from me,’ Chelsea fired back at him, though her bottom lip trembled in fear
 .

Conway lashed out, the blade sliced through the thin material of her cotton shirt, blood spurted from the three-inch gash in her right breast
 .

Chelsea Bold opened her mouth to scream but slammed her mouth shut as the blood-dripping blade appeared before her eyes, the tip hovering ever closer
 .

‘Now, let’s start again,’ Conway said. ‘How many men does Rae have working for him
 ?’

All her life Chelsea had been used to dealing with hard men, her brother had been one of the hardest and as they were growing up he had shown Chelsea little in the way of favouritism. In fact, most of the time, Tam had treated his sister as if she were one of the boys. Chelsea could curse and swear with the best of them and when she had been growing up she had often accompanied her brother as he went around the town dishing out the pills and beatings, acquiring her own reputation in the process. She watched how Tam and Jimmy would operate, if the punter paid them – all well and good – but if they didn’t then the friends would act swiftly and without mercy, leaving the victim bleeding or worse. And yet now her brother was dead, Jimmy hadn’t bothered trying to soften the blow, he had simply told it as it was, someone, some animal had cut Tam up and shoved the body parts into a bag and thrown them through the window of Jimmy’s house
 .

‘You knew how your brother made his money and yet it never bothered you, did it?’ Conway leaned in closer, the blade shining silver through the red. ‘One girl was fifteen years old and I know she wasn’t the only one, nor probably the youngest either
 .’

‘Slags,’ Chelsea managed to snarl out the word, though now her voice held a genuine hint of fear
 .

Conway lashed out again and Chelsea’s mouth stretched wide in agony as her left breast sizzled with a streak of burning heat
 .

‘Oh God,’ she wailed as blood oozed through the white cotton
 .

‘I can carry on all day or you can tell me what I want to know, it’s up to you but the more I cut the more blood you lose until eventually you’ll bleed out and die
 .’

As the words seeped into her cringing mind Chelsea discovered that she wanted to live. She tried to hold onto the bravado, the unwritten code that you never grassed, you never talked no matter what happened. Then she thought of her brother, Rae had said that his head, hands, and feet had been dumped at his house. Which meant that Tam’s killer had discovered where Jimmy lived, her mind rebelled against the idea but the truth was that before he died Tam must have spilled his guts about Jimmy
 .

If someone had told her an hour ago that her brother would have grassed she wouldn’t have believed them but now, as the brown-eyed man leaned forward with the knife held in his steady hand, she knew that Tam would have said anything to stay alive
 .

‘Please, no more,’ she whispered, cringing back against the doorframe
 .

‘Talk,’ Conway said in a quiet voice
 .

And, just like her brother had done, Chelsea Bold started to purge her soul
 .
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M
 arnie picked
 at the crust of the cheese pie, nibbling the food with little enthusiasm, her body demanded nourishment though her appetite was virtually non-existent
 .

She was parked by the side of a small parade of shops, the windscreen patterned with rainwater, the glass steamed from the hot food
 .

Tentatively, she closed her eyes half expecting the usual horrors to be waiting to torment her but when the image of Rowan Hall appeared she frowned in surprise
 .

Hamer had gone to the hostel and by the sound of it he had got his arse kicked by the missing John Hall, but both Emma and Drew had pointed to the fact that Hamer had a temper and would lash out if the girls didn’t do exactly as he said. Polly Hardy had revealed that Hamer had shouted the odds until John Hall snatched hold of him, then Hamer had left without much of a fight. Behind closed lids, Marnie’s eyes moved left and right as if reading from a printed page
 .

She started to form an image of Hamer, handy with his fists when it came to hitting a couple of young women but once he was faced with someone like Hall he had backed off without a fight. The question was, what would Hamer have done about the humiliation of being thrown out of the hostel? He could have gone back with a couple of mates and waited for Hall to show, but somehow that didn’t feel right. If Hamer had turned up mob-handed, then they would have beaten Hall but she couldn’t see them taking him away, and then there was Rowan to consider. Marnie thought of the image of the girl tacked to the noticeboard, a wide smile on her face, looking happy and content with life. If her father had been beaten by Hamer, why had she been taken? Then she thought of what Bev had said, perhaps she had been right and Hamer was just someone paid to watch the girls to make sure they brought the cash in with minimum fuss. In the darkness of the car Marnie nodded, it made sense, and if Jimmy Rae was involved then it put a whole new slant on the disappearance of Hall and his daughter. Emma had escaped from the flat, Hamer had found out where she was and in desperation he had turned up at the hostel to get her back. But eventually he would have had to let the real boss know what had happened, and if that boss had been Rae then Marnie could quite easily see Hamer being beaten to death for letting the girl go. The question was, how long had Hamer waited before telling Rae? Chances are he would have tried to keep it hidden for as long as possible, if the income from the two girls had dropped then Rae would have wanted to know why, but perhaps Hamer had made up the difference in a desperate attempt to buy more time
 ?

Marnie sighed, opened her eyes, scrunched up the bag and dumped it onto the passenger seat. It was all guesswork on her part, for all she knew, Hamer could have been working alone and if he had then it threw more light onto the illusive Tom Conway, after all, he had quizzed Emma and she had admitted to giving him Hamer’s name – and a few short hours later, he was dead
 .

Flicking on the wipers, Marnie looked out at the windswept street, water ran along the flooded roadside gutters, the rain heavy in the pitiful glimmer of the streetlights
 .

By rights, she knew she should have been at home getting some sleep but the thought of returning to the empty house only to be locked in a nightmare of the burning house and the monster Boland on his maniacal rampage made her shudder. Sliding the car into gear, she pulled out onto the shimmering rain-slicked road, her mind working through the facts, when the name Conway floated to the surface she held onto it and got her foot down
 .
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T
 ony Collier drove
 through the gates, cigarette clamped between his teeth, rubbing at his tired eyes. It had been a long but productive day, ever since he had started his little enterprise with the man called Williams the money had been rolling in. Pulling up in front of the house, he smiled and shook his head, all these years he had worked as a builder with a small sideline in selling grass and pills. But ever since Williams had approached him with the plan, the building side of things had taken a back seat. Now, the two, small, terraced houses he had in Grafton had been put to good use. He had owned the properties for three years and in all that time he had not made a penny from the rent. The truth was the bastard tenants had simply moved in and paid the bond and then the cash had stopped and it had taken him six months to get rid of the scrounging pricks and cost him over three grand in solicitor’s fees in the process. Turning the engine off, he sat behind the wheel, the smile splitting his face. The houses were now occupied and boy was the money flowing in. Williams supplied the scrubbers and all he had to do was collect the cash and take his slice before handing the rest over to the thickset man with the dark eyes. He thought of the holdall beneath his bed, crammed with cash, more money than he had ever seen in his life and he hadn’t had to lift a finger to earn a penny
 .

Pushing the car door open, he stepped out and looked at the detached house, it was only seven years old and already the window frames were yellowed and cracked with some of the roof tiles lifting. He had built it at a time when the housing market had been booming and he had legitimate cash in the bank. The trouble was, he had used cheap materials to build the place, the intention was to sell it on at a massive profit. Then the recession had hit like a ton of wet builders’ sand, and business had dried up leaving him with the large four-bedroomed house that was slowly falling down around his ears
 .

Still, if things carried on as they were then it wouldn’t matter, he would make a killing and then fuck off to Spain for a life of sun, sand, and doing sod all
 .

Pulling the house keys from his pocket, he crunched over the weed-infested gravel before pushing the key into the lock, when the door swung open he frowned in confusion. The cavernous hallway was in darkness and he hesitated on the doorstep
 .

‘I’m sure I locked it this morning,’ he mumbled, reaching in and flicking the switch on the wall
 .

The overhead strip light struggled to life as he closed the door, the frown still in place
 .

‘Must be losing my marbles,’ he said shrugging out of his jacket and tossing it onto the banister rail as he went past on his way to the kitchen. Flicking on the light he grabbed a bottle from the huge beer-filled, American-style fridge
 .

He pulled the cap off with his teeth while he walked upstairs, his mouth stretching wide in a yawn as he reached the top. Collier paused to take a glug from the bottle before turning right towards his bedroom, he would spend the next hour sitting on his bed counting the cash, knowing that by the time he finished he would be sporting the widest grin in Kirkhead
 .

Pushing open the bedroom door he sighed, tilting his head to take another satisfying drink from the bottle
 .

He had his eyes closed, head tilted, when the machete sliced into his exposed throat, blood sprayed out in a huge gout, the machete carved through muscle and bone severing his head. He fell sideways, the bottle of beer still clasped in his hand as he hit the floor. His head fell with a dull thud, his eyes looked up at Williams in shock, then rage, his mouth opened and closed a few times, then his gaze went blank
 .

Beer continued to trickle out the bottle, mingling with the red
 .

Williams looked down at his handiwork, his dark eyes devoid of emotion
 .

Ten minutes later, he left the house, the machete had been washed beneath the power shower; the bag of cash held easily in his right hand, he walked down the drive whistling as he went
 .
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T
 he tarmac ended
 and potholes took over. Marnie slowed down as the car bumped over the rough surface, to her right were open fields of scrub grass, on the left was a long line of terraced houses. One or two had lights shining in the downstairs windows, the rest were in darkness; the headlights lanced out along the lane showing a bank of trees in the distance
 .

When she came to the last house in the row she pulled over to the kerb and turned off the engine and lights. The darkness swooped in and she leaned over and opened the glove compartment, lifting out the heavy, metal-cased torch. Climbing out, she flicked it on, following the beam to the darkened house
 .

She didn’t bother ringing the doorbell, instead she went straight to the window and trained the light into the small, bare, living room. The beam swept around the empty space, revealing black shining asphalt and a tiled fireplace with an ancient-looking gas fire, the elements toast-brown. A closed door on the far wall no doubt led into the kitchen, while a set of bare wooden stairs in the lounge climbed to the rooms above
 .

When the dog barked, she turned and trained the light along the lane, the man raised a hand to shield his eyes so she lowered the beam slightly, watching as he walked slowly towards her
 .

The black Labrador arrived first and Marnie offered her hand, letting the animal take a sniff, tail wagging, before it trundled past and sat at the front door of the house next door
 .

‘You’re wasting your time, there’s no one in,’ the man said as he came to a halt and blew his bulbous nose on a piece of patterned kitchen roll
 .

Marnie kept the light trained at the ground between them, the man looked to be in his sixties, his ears stuck out almost at right angles, forced down and out by the flat cap he was wearing
 .

‘Does a Mr Conway live here?’ she asked, holding out her warrant card
 .

‘Used to,’ the man replied. Smiling, he thrust out his hand, ‘My name’s Bill Armitage
 .’

Marnie shook hands, noticing despite his age, Bill still had a firm handshake
 .

‘I take it you know Conway?’ she asked as the first spots of rain fell from a pitch-black sky devoid of stars
 .

Bill Armitage lifted the cap and gave his scalp a quick scratch before plopping it back on his head. ‘Oh aye, I knew all the family
 .’

‘So, no one lives here anymore
 ?’

‘Place has been empty for the past eight years
 .’

‘Eight years?’ she asked in surprise
 .

‘I’m afraid so
 .’

Marnie glanced left at the darkened front window. ‘What happened to the owners?’ she asked, turning back to Armitage
 .

‘Well, George and Martha Conway lived here for donkey’s years
 …’

‘They had a son called Tom?’ she asked
 .

Bill slipped his hands into his pockets, at Marnie’s back the dog whimpered
 .

‘Can you give me a minute while I put the dog away, she’s owd and not keen on the rain
 .’

Marnie smiled. ‘No problem
 .’

Bill hesitated for a moment. ‘In fact, I was going to put the kettle on and it seems daft standing out here so why don’t you come in and have a brew
 .’

Marnie checked her watch, by rights she should be at home planning tomorrow’s must-do list then getting some sleep, and then she thought of Emma Winstanley and Drew Watkins and she nodded. ‘A coffee would be lovely,’ she replied
 .

Bill grinned, showing a flash of pearl-white dentures as he walked towards the front door. ‘I think I might even have some Hobnobs knocking about,’ he slipped his key into the door and pushed it open
 .

Clicking off the torch, Marnie smiled and followed him into the house
 .
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J
 immy Rae picked
 up the glass and tossed the whisky down his throat. Easing back in the chair, he tried to think things through, the problem was the fury clouding his mind was making rational thought difficult
 .

‘Come on, man, get a bloody grip,’ he hissed, downing another glass before rising to his feet and heading upstairs. Pushing his bedroom door open he headed over and flopped down on the bed
 .

He thought back over the years to when he and Tam had first started the business. There had been one or two who had tried to put a stop to their fun and games, one was now anchored to the bottom of a local reservoir, the other had been buried beneath the new ring road, flattened into the gravel by a twenty-ton steamroller
 .

Leaning across the bed, he opened the drawer and lifted out the small black book, clicking on the lamp, he eased back into the pillows and started to turn the pages
 .

The book contained a list of people who either worked for him or he had done business with in the past. Jimmy flicked the pages, his eyes searching for any name that jumped out at him. The trouble was, most of the names were of small-time dealers and pimps, and he was sure that whoever was doing this wasn’t a scrote from off the street
 .

Whoever had killed Tam had been looking for information and it seemed safe to assume that he had grassed before the end
 .

‘Wanker,’ he spat with no hint of sadness or remorse
 .

The problem was that Tam had known all the scams that Rae had going, nothing had been out of bounds, nothing withheld. Suddenly, Jimmy Rae sat up in bed as he realised that the killer could know everything, all the deals, all the dealers, and every single one of them would be willing to turn on him if the price was right
 .

Abruptly, the fury that had been subsiding was back, ripping through his mind as the faces ballooned towards him, each one a known associate and possible turncoat. Over the years, Rae had been prone to bouts of paranoia – usually brought on by alcohol or smoking too much Acapulco Gold – but he had always reasoned that in his line of work a healthy dose of paranoia was a good thing. In fact, he had been proved to be right on more than one occasion when he had turned his fevered gaze onto someone he didn’t trust. But now he felt the paranoia flood his system, every face that floated before his whisky-fuelled eyes was a possible back-stabbing bastard
 .

When he looked back at the black book a name leapt out at him and he snarled. Arnie Phelps was a solicitor but more than that he was Rae’s
 solicitor, the man who had kept him out of the clink, the man who cost him the best part of ten grand a month to make sure that he was left alone by the filth
 .

The internal voice of reason tried to rationalise that Phelps would have no reason to turn on the hand that fed him, after all, ten grand a month was a small fortune. Yet despite this, Rae felt his mind warp, perhaps Phelps had got a better offer or maybe someone had put the frighteners on him and the bent solicitor had pointed the finger, leading the killer to Tam Whitlow and then to him
 .

He tried to think what to do to stop the rot and then the whisky took hold and he started to sway slightly. The truth was he needed to rest and look at things in the morning with fresh eyes and a clear head. Behind closed lids, his eyes roamed, searching for the weak link in the chain. The image of Phelps floated through the whisky-infused mist, his fat face topped with a mess of thinning ginger hair, he looked like your typical whipping boy, flabby tits and short stumpy legs. Then Rae thought of the times he had sat in the solicitor’s office, Phelps might look like a pushover until you looked into his eyes – eyes sunken back in a dough-like face. There was nothing soft about his eyes, they stared out at the world with a slyness in their depths, a cunning that spoke volumes
 .

Jimmy Rae felt the distrust bloom and then he was snoring whisky-fuelled snorts into the air
 .

Outside the rain continued to fall
 .
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M
 arnie took
 a sip from the chipped china cup as Bill Armitage offered her a plate full of assorted biscuits
 .

Lifting a hand, she shook her head. ‘I’m OK thanks, I’ve already eaten
 .’

For a couple of seconds, he looked disappointed then he shrugged before taking a chunk out of a Bourbon cream
 .

‘You were telling me about the Conways?’ she reminded him
 .

The lounge was small and tidy, the black Labrador curled on the rug in front of the gas fire, the orange flames slowly turning blue
 .

‘George and Martha were good people. In fact, I used to go fishing with George and young Tom
 .’

‘What happened to the family
 ?’

Bill brushed some crumbs from his trousers and the dog looked up for a moment before lowering its head back on its paws
 .

‘George worked as a wagon driver for a local company and he was due to retire when he was involved in a pile-up on the motorway
 .’

‘What happened, was he killed?’ Marnie asked
 .

Bill sighed heavily. ‘Yeah, it was instant apparently but Martha was in a right state. I mean, my wife was alive back then and she used to go and sit with her but six months later, poor Martha died of a heart attack
 .’

‘That must have been hard on the son
 ?’

‘Oh, Tom was never one for showing his emotions but he was upset sure enough
 .’

‘What did Tom do for a living?’ Marnie asked, although she suspected she already knew the answer
 .

‘He joined the army at sixteen, career soldier and a bloody good one to boot
 .’

‘Do you know if he’s still serving
 ?’

Bill shook his head. ‘Not sure to be honest, after his parents died he would occasionally come home just to check the place
 .’

‘But he never put the house up for sale
 ?’

Bill shook his head. ‘Funnily enough I asked him about that and he said he didn’t need the cash and he liked knowing it was there when he came home on leave
 .’

‘Was he close to his parents?’ Marnie asked before taking another sip from the cup
 .

‘God aye, they were a close family. Tom had a sister a few year older than him but she died of cancer, oh must be well over ten year ago now
 .’

‘It sounds as if they’ve had more than their share of hard times
 .’

Bill sighed, reached down and patted the dog’s head. ‘I suppose you’re right but then again bad things often happen to good people
 .’

Marnie could feel his words unlock the memories from the past, her missing sister and all the dead children killed by the monster, Boland
 .

Placing the cup on the table, she leaned forward slightly. ‘Does the name John Hall mean anything to you
 ?’

Bill patted the dog’s head one last time before sitting up and pulling out a pouch of tobacco. ‘Mind if I smoke, lass
 ?’

‘Not at all
 .’

Seconds later, he struck a match and lit the hand-rolled cigarette. ‘John Hall joined the army with Tom, they were closer than brothers,’ he paused for a moment. ‘And while we’re on the subject – has there been any news on John and Rowan
 ?’

Marnie blinked in surprise as Bill looked at her keenly
 .

‘You know about that
 ?’

‘It was in the local paper a few weeks ago, I used to see John in town now and again and I’m telling you there’s no way he would have buggered off without telling anyone
 .’

Marnie suddenly felt out of her depth, the truth was she knew very little about Hall and his daughter. ‘Is there a Mrs Hall?’ she asked lamely
 .

Bill narrowed his eyes as he looked at her. ‘Are you sure you’re a copper?’ he asked
 .

Marnie nodded and went to pull out her warrant card again but Bill smiled and flapped a hand at her
 .

‘John’s wife died about three years ago, I went to the funeral
 .’

‘Did Tom Conway attend
 ?’

‘Of course he did, they were inseparable, he’s the godfather to Rowan. He was there for them just like John was when Tom’s father and mother died
 .’

The more Bill Armitage revealed about Tom Conway and his relationship with Hall the more convinced she became that she had to find Conway and question him about the murder of David Hamer
 .

‘So, do you have you any idea what’s happened to them?’ Bill asked as the dog started to snore
 .

‘I’m afraid not, although we’re still looking into the case, we
 …’

‘Well, you need to start looking more closely
 .’

‘I—’

‘Because I tell you now, if Tom knows that his best mate and goddaughter have dropped off the radar then he’ll want to know why
 .’

Marnie looked at the elderly man closely and he nodded at her
 .

‘Tom’s a good bloke, salt of the earth but he can have a short fuse and I wouldn’t want the lad getting into trouble because the police failed to do their job
 .’

Marnie looked at Bill as if seeing him for the first time, at the front of the house he had appeared like your typical elderly man, flat cap and strong northern accent. Almost jovial with his biscuits on a plate and chipped China cup, only now she saw the hard edge in his eyes and she knew that he was asking her to take his warning seriously
 .

Marnie nodded. ‘I understand, Mr Armitage, and believe me we’ll do all we can to get to the bottom of this
 .’

Bill slapped his hands on his knees as he rose slowly from the chair. ‘I hope so, lass, I really do
 .’

Marnie stood up and smiled. ‘Thanks for your help and if you do see Tom Conway could you ask him to give the station a call
 ?’

Bill shook his head. ‘If I see him, I’ll tell the lad you’re looking for him, it’s up to him what he does then
 .’

Marnie felt the first flush of colour in her cheeks. ‘All being well, we’ll find out what happened but I’d still like to know if Conway shows up
 .’

Bill shrugged as he walked across the room and opened the front door
 .

Marnie slid the zip up on her jacket and she stepped out into the wind and rain, she turned to say her goodbyes just as the door closed in her face
 .

Back in the car she started the engine and flicked on the lights before placing the torch back in the glove compartment. As she turned around and drove past the house she saw Bill standing by the window, when she raised a hand he swished the curtains closed
 .

‘Charming,’ she said as she drove slowly away
 .
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T
 om Conway stroked
 the dog’s head in his lap, the gas fire flickered, the room was stiflingly hot, making it hard to concentrate
 .

From the cover of the trees opposite he had watched the woman drive away, he had been heading back to the house when she had walked out into the rain and he had slipped into the shadow of the trees as she drove away. Crossing the road, he had just slipped the key into the front door when Bill had appeared on his doorstep
 .

‘I need a word, Tom
 .’

Now, he sat in front of the fire listening as Bill told him about the copper
 .

‘So, what else did she have to say
 ?’

‘Not much to be honest,’ the old man replied. ‘But I don’t think the police have a bloody clue about what’s happened to John or Rowan
 .’

Tom nodded in agreement. ‘She was more interested in me no doubt
 .’

Bill looked at the man on the sofa, he had known Tom Conway all his life – watched him grow from a scrawny kid into a man, a man with hard, unflinching eyes and a veneer of calm that, to the casual observer, would have passed for nonchalance. Bill knew better, he could see the anger buried deep, just waiting to explode when the time came
 .

‘She never actually said why she was looking for you,’ he explained and took a sip from the cup of tea
 .

Tom stared into the hypnotic flames of the gas fire, lost in a recent memory, then he blinked and looked at Bill. ‘I killed a man,’ he said, turning his gaze back to the fire
 .

Bill selected a Rich Tea and snapped it in half. ‘I take it he deserved it?’ he asked, dipping the biscuit into the drink
 .

‘In my book, he did,’ Tom replied
 .

‘Fair enough
 .’

Tom glanced at the elderly man and sighed. ‘You don’t sound surprised
 .’

‘Come on, lad, you’re a soldier, it’s what you were trained to do
 .’

Tom started to talk, he told Bill all about the girl named Emma and how Hamer had come to the hostel to get her back and John Hall had thrown him out. By the time he had finished, Bill had a look of disgust on his weather-beaten face
 .

‘You were right, the bugger did deserve it
 .’

‘Before he died he showed me where a man named Tam Whitlow lived 
and
 —
 ’

‘That man’s a prick,’ Bill interrupted
 .

Tom looked at him in surprise. ‘You’ve heard of him
 ?’

‘He’s one of Jimmy Rae’s yobbos
 .’

This time Tom smiled at the archaic word. ‘Come on, Bill, you like your darts and dominoes, so how come you know of Whitlow and Rae
 ?’

‘I hears things.’ Bill replied cryptically
 .

Tom sighed. ‘What things
 ?’

‘I heard that he sells drugs all over town, I was in the Labour club a few months back and Whitlow came in – bold as brass – and snatched one of the lads from his chair and dragged him outside
 .’

‘I take it he owed money?’ Tom asked
 .

‘Twenty quid apparently, and for that he had his front teeth knocked out and ended up with a ruptured bollock
 .’

Tom continued to stroke the dog’s head. ‘Whitlow’s dead
 .’

Bill sniffed. ‘Good. Did you kill him
 ?’

‘No, someone got there before I could have a word but I managed to catch up with his sister, who furnished me with a few helpful details
 .’

Bill waited for Conway to explain but he remained tight-lipped, his eyes still watching the gas flame flicker
 .

‘Do you think John and Rowan are still alive?’ Bill eventually asked
 .

Tom looked at him and Bill could see the hurt and fury catch in his eyes. ‘It isn’t looking good,’ he admitted
 .

‘And you think Rae has something to do with it
 ?’

‘To be honest I’m not sure, as far as I can gather someone could be targeting Rae, either that or Tam Whitlow crossed him and paid the price
 .’

Bill thought for a moment. ‘Seems unlikely to me
 .’

‘Why?’

‘Because Rae and Whitlow grew up together, they were joined at the hip and I can’t see Rae topping his right-hand man
 .’

Tom stifled a yawn and stretched his arms towards the ceiling
 .

‘So, what are you going to do next?’ Bill asked
 .

‘Follow the leads,’ he replied as he eased the dog to one side and stood up
 .

‘There’s a spare bed upstairs, you’re welcome to use it
 .’

Tom smiled and shook his head. ‘Better for you if I don’t,’ he explained
 .

‘Hey, if you think I’m bothered about the coppers 
then
 —
 ’

‘It’s not just the coppers, Bill, I would imagine when Whitlow’s sister wakes up she’ll be straight onto the phone to Rae and then they’ll come looking for me
 .’

‘I don’t give a toss about that thug, he’s nothing but 
a
 —
 ’

‘He’s dangerous, and if anyone knocks on your door asking about me then the less you know the better
 .’

Bill sighed before nodding in thanks. ‘I’m here if you need me though, lad,’ he said
 .

Tom walked across the room to the front door, paused and turned. ‘Ta, Bill,’ he replied, then stepped out into the rain, closing the door quietly behind him
 .

Easing back in the chair, Bill stretched his legs out towards the fire and closed his eyes, a minute later, he was snoring
 .
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J
 oseph Bold sat propped
 against the fridge door, his head bowed as his misfiring mind tried to reconnect. He looked at the clock on the wall in confusion, darkness now pressed against the kitchen window and yet he was sure it had been daylight when … Suddenly an image of his wife spitting fury at him lurched into his mind, her teeth flashing from behind wine-stained lips, her eyes manic with hatred. Lifting a hand to his head, he winced when he felt his hair sticky with … He looked at his red-tinged fingers and groaned. He must have made a dash for the kitchen, desperate to escape her rage though it now seemed obvious that she had caught up with him in the kitchen and attacked him. Blinking, he looked at the remains of the shattered cup on the tiled floor before wiping the tears from his eyes with the back of a shaking hand. This couldn’t carry on, he had to get away from this place or eventually it wouldn’t be a thrown cup or a hurled wine bottle that did the damage, it would be a knife or a shard of glass that she plunged into his back as he tried to escape
 .

Planting his hands on the floor, he swallowed the feeling of nausea, slowly gaining his feet, his right hand grasping the work top as the room spun around him. Drawing in a shuddering breath, he steadied himself before turning around his brow creasing in confusion
 .

Chelsea was slumped on the floor, the front of her shirt crimson, blood dripped off forming a pool of red, her tangled hair hung across her pallid face, the ends pink-tinged where they lay across her chest
 .

Joseph Bold screamed in fear, his anguish bouncing off the tiled walls as he whipped his throbbing head left and right, his eyes flitting around the room, his feet scrabbling at the tiled floor. His chest rose, his heart thudded hard and fast. His eyes automatically went back to his wife and then it hit him like a hammer blow. A dark-haired man had been here, they had sat at the table drinking coffee and then Chelsea had come into the room
 .

Suddenly, Joseph Bold was staggering across the kitchen; ignoring his wife he continued down the hallway and out into the dark, rain-swept night
 .

‘Help!’ he screamed as he broke into an awkward run. ‘Please help me!’ his voice rose, the fear snapping at his heels, he ran off into the darkness in search of help
 .
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M
 arnie scrabbled
 from beneath the duvet as her phone continued to ring. Reaching out a hand she grabbed it then struggled to sit up in bed, her mind still clogged with sleep
 .

‘You awake, boss
 ?’

Marnie yawned and rubbed at her eyes. ‘That you, Bev?’ she mumbled, before giving up and flopping back onto the bed
 .

‘Sorry to disturb you but I’m at the house of a Mr and Mrs Bold 
and
 —
 ’

‘What time is it?’ Marnie interrupted
 .

‘Half-twelve, and I know you’re not on shift till the morning, boss, I’ve tried to contact DI Oaks but she’s over in Bellam trying to sort out a hit and run
 .’

Marnie stifled another yawn. ‘So, what can I help you with
 ?’

‘An hour ago, we were called out to a possible domestic, a man was running down the street shouting and bawling so a neighbour gave us a call. When we arrived, we found the husband with lacerations to the side of his head, his wife was in the kitchen and cut up pretty bad
 .’

‘Did the husband do it
 ?’

‘He claims not, I mean, I wouldn’t have bothered you with any of this but it turns out the injured woman is the sister of Tam Whitlow and her husband is adamant that someone else attacked both him and his wife
 .’

Marnie sat up, instantly awake. ‘Chelsea
 ?’

‘The ambulance has just taken her away but I still have her husband here, the paramedic is taking a look at him but I thought you might want to get down here and check it out
 .’

‘What’s the address?’ she asked, swinging her feet out of bed and heading over to the wardrobe
 .

‘Number six, Belfour Drive
 .’

‘I’m on my way,’ Marnie said, ending the call
 .

She looked back at the crumpled bed, it was the first time in an age that she had fallen asleep without the demons coming to call and yet here she was being dragged out into the wind and rain barely minutes after going to sleep
 .

‘Sod’s law,’ she sighed as she hurried into her clothes
 .

Ten minutes later, she was showered and dressed and heading through the door, car keys in hand
 .












47












B
 y the time
 she arrived at the address, SOCO were already in attendance, dressed in white paper suits and masks, she could see them on the driveway like spectral ghosts in the darkness. Climbing from the car, she spotted Bev Harvey standing by the side of a squad car, parked half on the kerb
 .

Closing the door, she beeped on the alarm and made her way over
 .

‘Where are we up to?’ Marnie asked, dropping the car keys into her pocket
 .

‘I’ve got Joseph Bold in the back of the car 
and
 —
 ’

‘I thought he would have been taken to the hospital?’ Marnie interrupted with a frown
 .

‘The paramedic checked him out and said he’d like Bold to go to A&E once you’ve had a word
 .’

Marnie looked at the house, it was hidden away down a long dark driveway, the front door was open and she could see the SOCO team in the hallway


‘OK, let’s get this sorted then you can run him to the hospital,’ she said, opening the rear door and getting in. When Bev opened the driver’s door and got behind the wheel the interior light came on, illuminating the strip of wadding taped to the side of Bold’s head. Bold had his lips pressed together, his hands pulling and tugging at one another in pain and distress
 .

‘Good evening, Mr Bold, 
I
 —
 ’

‘I didn’t attack my wife, I swear to God it wasn’t me,’ he spewed out the words
 .

‘Someone else was in the house, is that what you’re saying
 ?’

Joseph nodded and then winced in pain. ‘That’s right, he just turned up at the front door. I let him in and 
then
 —
 ’

‘Did you know this person?’ Marnie interrupted
 .

The injured man looked at her and swallowed. ‘No, I’d never seen him before
 .’

‘So why did you let him in
 ?’

Joseph lowered his head and paused for a moment, Marnie glanced at the rear-view mirror and saw Bev raise an eyebrow at this statement
 .

‘Two days ago, my wife’s brother was killed, 
he
 —
 ’

‘Yes, Mr Bold, we know
 .’

For a couple of seconds, Joseph looked totally bemused and then he sighed. ‘Of course, you do
 .’

‘So, what did this man want
 ?’

‘He wanted a word with Chelsea, he said he was trying to get in touch with Tam and when I explained what had happened he asked to see my wife
 .’

Another police car arrived, lights swirling, filling the inside of their car with blue light
 .

‘Did this man seemed shocked when you told him about the murder of Mr Whitlow?’ Marnie asked as the light vanished
 .

Bold thought for a moment before answering. ‘To be honest he seemed more disappointed than shocked
 .’

‘Yet you still let this total stranger into your home?’ Bev asked from the front seat
 .

Bold looked terrified, his eyes shimmering with tears. ‘I don’t know why I did it but he seemed friendly and I thought maybe he had some news about what had happened to Tam
 .’

Marnie looked at the man closely, unsure what to make of what he was saying
 .

‘Can you tell me how your wife has been since her brother’s death?’ she asked
 .

Bold groaned and closed his eyes, Marnie watched as the tears slid free and trickled down his cheeks
 .

‘The truth is, I was scared of the way she was behaving, she’d fallen asleep on the sofa – she’d been drinking heavily – and I was on my way to the kitchen when the doorbell rang
 .’

Marnie and Bev exchanged a quick glance as they waited for him to continue
 .

‘I didn’t want her to wake up so I let him in,’ he brushed the tears from his face and looked at Marnie. ‘My wife can be volatile at the best of times but this has tipped her over the edge
 .’

Marnie thought about Chelsea attacking her when she had broken the news about her brother, claws extended, face fixed with a snarl of hatred
 .

‘Prior to the man turning up at the door, had your wife attacked you, Mr Bold
 ?’

More tears slid free as he pulled back the collar of his shirt to reveal the large black bruise on his shoulder. ‘She hit me with a wine bottle, she was screaming and shouting about how it should have been me who died and not her brother
 .’

Marnie looked at Bold’s face and believed him completely. ‘So. You let the man in and then what happened
 ?’

As he explained, Bev turned back to face the front, Marnie giving Joseph Bold her full attention
 .

‘And then he hit her, I couldn’t believe it, he just knocked her flying and there was blood on her face and then he turned to me and …’ his voice drifted to a halt as more tears leaked from his eyes
 .

‘Do you have any idea why he would want to attack your wife
 ?’

Bold ran a hand under his leaking nose. ‘He wanted to know about Tam and his friends
 .’

‘What friends
 ?’

‘He asked me about Jimmy Rae but I told him I knew nothing, I’d only ever met him on a handful of occasions and to be honest I didn’t get into conversation with the man
 .’

‘Why not?’ Marnie asked
 .

Bold shrugged. ‘When I married Chelsea, I knew nothing of her brother or Rae but once we were married I heard certain things about them and I knew I didn’t want to get involved in any of that
 .’

‘Any of what
 ?’

Marnie saw a hint of colour rise in his cheeks. ‘I own three car dealerships and I know how hard you have to work to make a success of your life, but neither Tam nor Rae ever seemed to work and yet they had the big house and the flash car. I know I look a mess now but I’m not a stupid man, I put two and two together and decided that they must make their money through illegal means
 .’

Marnie pursed her lips and nodded. ‘Can you describe the man who came to your house
 ?’

‘Tall, about six-two or three with short dark hair and a thin face; but I tell you – his eyes were hard. I knew I shouldn’t have let him in but by the time I realised my mistake it was too late, and he didn’t look like the type of man you could just ask to leave
 .’

Marnie thought back to her visit to the hostel, and her conversation with Emma and Polly. Before leaving she had asked Polly to describe the man called Conway and now Bold was giving her the same details, tall and lean with brown eyes and short dark hair. She pictured Hamer dead by the side of the road, his fingers bent back and broken, his face a mangled pulp of torn flesh
 .

‘Right, Mr Bold, thank you for the help. PC Harvey will run you to the hospital and as soon as you are feeling up to it, you can make a statement,’ Marnie went to open the door
 .

‘Is that it?’ Bold asked in surprise
 .

Marnie had one foot on the wet pavement as she turned. ‘That’s all for now – unless you have something you’d like to add
 ?’

Bold looked at her wide eyed. ‘Er no, I don’t think so
 .’

Marnie smiled as she climbed out and closed the door, slapping a hand on the roof in farewell
 .

She watched Bev pull away from the kerb before tilting her head to the night sky, closing her eyes she let the rain fall, cold, on her upturned face
 .

Tam Whitlow was dead and according to Joseph Bold the man he had let into the house had been disappointed by the news of Whitlow’s demise
 .

She thought of Tam Whitlow’s remains being hurled through Rae’s window. Marnie lowered her head and considered the facts. Someone had killed Whitlow, a man who was high up in the Rae empire. Whitlow had died before Hamer, so if someone was after information on Rae then why had Hamer been killed? She knew the Hamers of this world were never more than errand boys, dealing a bit of smack and keeping an eye on the girls, making sure that the punters paid and the girls stayed drugged and pliable. Marnie wiped a hand across her wet hair before flicking the droplets away. The only thing that made any sense was if the two men – Whitlow and Hamer – had been killed independently of each other by separate killers. Whitlow had died because someone was trying to take over Jimmy Rae’s patch and Hamer had been killed because of the way he had treated Emma Winstanley. Suddenly, it made sense, it felt right. Bill Armitage had said that Conway had a short fuse and if he was trying to find out about Rowan and John Hall then the first place he would visit would be the hostel which had led him to Hamer. And if Hamer had been working for Rae then there was a possibility that it could have led Conway to Chelsea Bold
 .

Heading for the Bold’s house, she rang Reese; by the time she had made it to the kitchen and saw the bloodstain on the floor he had answered
 .

Marnie stood in the doorway and explained about her suspicions, when she had finished she heard the exasperated groan float down the phone
 .

‘Bloody marvellous,’ Reese grumbled.
 ‘This case now has more knots than my cat’s tail
 .’

Marnie opened her mouth but found she had nothing to say
 .
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C
 onway lay in the dark,
 eyes open and staring at the bedroom ceiling. It was cold in the house but it didn’t concern him, during his time in the army he had managed to sleep in everything from a tree to a waterlogged ditch
 .

When he closed his eyes, he pictured John and Rowan at Carol’s funeral, clinging to one another as if they were the last two people in the world. Both inconsolable with grief as the casket was lowered into the ground
 .

John had looked across the grave and managed to drag up a tearful smile, Conway had remained granite-faced, his emotions locked inside. He recalled a barbecue at their house, before Carol became ill. Tom had been home on leave, the steaks sizzling on the grill, John had been pushing Rowan on the swing
 .

‘So, when are you coming out of the army?’ Carol had asked with a smile
 .

‘I like the army 
and
 —
 ’

‘Yes, and John liked it too but he got out
 .’

‘He had something worth getting out for
 .’

Carol had blushed lightly and punched his arm as he grinned at her. ‘You know what I mean, there is life out of uniform you know
 .’

Tom sighed at the memory as he continued to stare at the ceiling. Three short years later, she was dead, leaving father and daughter to try and pick up the pieces but now they had vanished and it was up to him to find out what had happened. The first thing he had done on arriving in the town had been to head to John’s house, after ringing the bell and peering through the windows he had headed around the back, letting himself in with the spare key that John had provided shortly after Carol’s funeral
 .

‘It’s just in case you need somewhere to stay and we’re out and about,’ John had explained before handing the key over
 .

Tom had wandered through the house, pausing only to look at snapshots of the family in the living room before heading upstairs. He had stopped in the doorway to Rowan’s room as if unsure whether he should enter, when he had seen the images of him and Rowan on her dresser he had felt his heart ache. Ten minutes later, he had left, none the wiser as to what had happened to his best friend and goddaughter
 .

With a frown, he pushed them from his mind and pictured Whitlow’s sister bleeding on the kitchen floor, her mouth hurrying to get the words out as he moved forward again with the knife
 .

By the time he left the house he had a list of names, people who worked for Rae, individuals who helped him to run the business. He had questioned the woman at length, the knife pointing straight at her Botoxed face as she spilled her guts. Like old Bill had said, Tam Whitlow had been Rae’s right-hand man and now he was dead, pieces hacked off and packed into a bag before being thrown through the window of Rae’s house
 .

When he had questioned her about John and Rowan she had shaken her head, tears of terror leaking from her eyes
 .

‘I told you, I’ve never heard of them and I swear to God, Tam never mentioned them to me
 .’

He rolled a cigarette and lit it, watching the smoke trail away into the darkness
 .

Chelsea had told him about Kane Acton, a man close to Rae in the same way her brother had been close, a mate, a confidante. As far as he could gather, the others she mentioned were just there to break bones or get rid of people that Rae wanted taking care of. Before leaving, he had demanded to know who took care of Rae’s cash, after all, he would need someone to launder the money, someone to make it all appear legitimate
 .

Chelsea had gasped the name Arnie Phelps as she slumped to the side, her head thudding against the granite tiles
 .

Conway had considered trying to wake her again but in the end, he decided it was futile, as far as he was concerned she had told him all she knew before passing out
 .

He tried to think of any rational reason why John would disappear and take Rowan with him. Polly, from the hostel, had said that he was dedicated to both the job and his daughter, so there was no way he would simply have walked away without uttering a word
 .

With a sense of foreboding, he dropped the cigarette into the empty tin can by his side before rolling over and pulling the sleeping bag over his head. It took him a long time to sleep, and when he did, his dreams consisted of two coffins being lowered into the wet ground, and somewhere in his dream, someone laughed, a bitter mocking sound
 .
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M
 arnie entered
 the packed incident room bleary eyed and yawning after managing a mere four hours of sleep
 .

DCI Reese looked up at her from behind the desk, one or two heads turned in her direction as she moved to stand by the water cooler
 .

‘OK, you lot, listen up,’ Reese demanded, loosening his tie
 .

Heads turned back in his direction as Marnie eased back against the wall and stifled another yawn. It was gone two o’clock by the time she slipped under the duvet and another hour before she drifted off to sleep, only to be woken by the alarm after what felt like five minutes. She had managed to crawl out of bed before hitting the shower and heading out, although the heat of the incident room was doing a good job of lulling her back to sleep
 .

‘So far we have Tam Whitlow murdered and hacked to pieces plus one of his possible associates killed and left on Mort Lane. As yet, we have no way to link the two, what we can say is that Hamer was keeping two young girls locked up in a shithole across town, he drugged them and then sold them for sex
 .’

One or two people shook their head in disgust at the news
 .

‘During the night, DS Hammond was called out to what we initially thought was a domestic but now that appears not to be the case,’ Reese raised a hand and beckoned Marnie over
 .

Walking to the head of the room she turned to face the team as Reese eased back in his chair and threaded his hands behind his head
 .

As she explained about the commotion at Chelsea Bold’s house she could see one or two frowns staring back at her. By the time she had finished a few more had joined the parade
 .

DI Oaks leaned forward in her chair, her short hair flecked with grey, her eyes sharp and keen. ‘You suspect this Conway character could have something to do with Hamer’s death but not
 the murder of Tam Whitlow
 ?’

Marnie nodded. ‘Like the boss said, we don’t know if Hamer and Whitlow are linked in any way. Neither Emma Winstanley or Drew Watkins had ever heard of Whitlow or Jimmy Rae, as far as they were concerned Hamer was in charge
 .’

‘But it could still be a turf war, someone trying to take over and Hamer was just cannon fodder,’ Oaks replied
 .

Marnie thought for a moment before replying. ‘Whoever is trying to take over went straight for Whitlow, Rae’s best friend and right-hand man. If you wanted information on Rae, valuable information, then Whitlow would be ideally placed to provide answers. Even if Hamer was working for Rae, he would have been way down the pecking order
 .’

Oaks grunted as she thought about it. ‘So, you think Conway is trying to find out about what happened to John and Rowan Hall
 ?’

‘I do
 .’

‘And you suspect he killed Hamer and then went to Chelsea’s house to get more information on the Halls
 ?’

Marnie held her ground, keeping her eyes locked on Oaks
 .

‘That’s what I think, yes
 .’

DI Oaks suddenly smiled, a reflex action that took years off her. ‘OK, so what do we know about the missing Halls
 ?’

Marnie looked across the room to where DI Rogers was tapping away at his phone, head bent, the bald patch clearly visible through his thinning sandy-coloured hair
 .

Reese appeared at her shoulder, his face twitching in annoyance. ‘DI Rogers!’
 he bellowed
 .

Rogers snapped his head up, his eyes springing wide when he realised he was the centre of attention
 .

‘Well?’ Reese demanded
 .

Rogers blinked several times before surreptitiously slipping the phone into his pocket
 .

‘Well what, boss?’ the DI asked, his face flooded with confusion
 .

Marnie heard Reese hiss in a sharp breath and she waited for him to explode. She didn’t have to wait long
 .

‘Jesus Christ, man, we are talking about a double murder and possibly more to come and you sit there lost in your own bullshit world! Perhaps you’d prefer the murder count to hit double figures before you tear yourself away from your imaginary heroics and come flying to the rescue on a flame-throwing dragon
 ?’

Rogers cringed as Reese jabbed out a finger. ‘I want to know what you have done about the Hall family
 ?’

For a few seconds, Rogers looked bamboozled and then he cleared his throat
 .

‘As far as we can tell they left without telling anyone where they were going
 ,

and—’

‘We bloody well know that!’ Reese shouted in disbelief. ‘But what enquires
 have you made
 ?’

Rogers’s face went an even brighter shade of red, and Marnie knew that the DI had done nothing to follow up on the case
 .

‘At least tell me you checked the sodding house?’ Reese asked
 .

Rogers nodded in relief. ‘Yes, sir
 .’

Silence as the room waited for Rogers to elaborate
 .

‘And?’ the DCI asked through clenched teeth
 .

‘Well, the place was fully furnished and no for sale sign in the garden so I assumed they hadn’t done a runner,’ Rogers replied lamely
 .

DI Oaks turned in her seat, fixing her counterpart with a hard glare. ‘Did you actually gain entry to the house?’ she asked
 .

Rogers licked his lip before shaking his head. ‘I meant to do a follow-up but things have been so hectic 
that
 —
 ’

‘Don’t give me your bloody excuses,’ Reese snarled. ‘So, come on, tell us what you actually did do to sort this
 ?’

One or two people looked at him sympathetically, others simply enjoyed watching him squirm
 .

‘I questioned the people at the hostel,’ he mumbled
 .

‘But they were the ones who reported them missing, so of course you questioned them. What I want to know is what you did with the information they provided?’ Reese enquired as he folded his arms and glared at the DI. Rogers opened his mouth but nothing came out
 .

‘Waste of space,’ The DCI barked before dismissing Rogers with the wave of a hand
 .

‘Marnie get over to the address and check it out
 .’

She nodded as Rogers threw her a hard stare from across the room
 .

‘The rest of you – stay on top of this – we need to know who killed Whitlow and Hamer and why they did it. We also need to know more about the Halls and Tom Conway, so come on chop chop get it sorted
 .’

Chairs were pushed back as people headed for the door
 .

‘Rogers, you bloody well stay there, I want a word with you
 .’

Marnie saw Rogers’s face crumple as she walked past. Once outside she collared Bev Harvey. ‘You fancy a ride out to the Hall’s address?’ she asked
 .

Bev smiled and nodded. Two minutes later, they were in the car and heading out into the early-morning rush hour
 .
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A
 cton watched warily
 as Rae strode into the kitchen, his cigarette-smoked hair standing in spikes, his eyes bloodshot and laced with malice
 .

‘How the fuck did you get in?’ he growled, slumping down at the kitchen table
 .

‘I tried ringing you and when you didn’t answer I called round on the off-chance and the back door was open,’ Acton explained
 .

Rae grunted and rubbed a hand over his eyes. ‘Right, I hope you have some news for me and let me tell you now I do not want to hear you whingeing that you’ve found nothing,’ Rae warned
 .

‘Dave Hamer’s been murdered
 .’

Rae scowled. ‘The little prick who ran the flat on Derage Rise
 ?’

Acton nodded. ‘I’ve just had a call from my friendly copper and apparently someone stamped all over his fucking head until there was bugger-all left
 .’

The dark look in Rae’s eyes intensified. ‘What’s this got to do with Tam
 ?’

Acton swallowed the sense of foreboding. ‘I’m not sure yet 
but
 —
 ’

‘Spare me your bullshit, I want to know all about it by close of play today or you and me will be having words
 .’

Acton could hear the threat in Rae’s voice, see it in his dark eyes
 .

‘I’ll sort it, Jimmy
 .’

‘You’d better
 .’

‘I found out about the knocking shop in Grafton,’ Acton said in an effort to deflect the anger that was building in Jimmy’s eyes
 .

‘And?’

‘There’re two terraced houses owned by a builder called Tony Collier, 
and
 —
 ’

‘Do you know where the cunt lives?’ Rae interrupted
 .

Acton nodded. ‘Yeah, 
he
 —
 ’

‘I want his house checking,’ Rae barked as he yanked a cigarette from the pack and lit up
 .

‘No worries
 .’

‘I want the bastard finding, as soon as you’ve got the cunt then you ring me – is that clear
 ?’

‘Crystal.’

‘Good, and while you’re sorting that I’ll be having a word with Phelps, see what that little bastard has to say for himself
 .’

‘Arnie?’

‘Yes, Arnie.
 Whoever killed Tam must have got his information from somewhere, and let’s face it, Phelps must know what’s happened by now and yet he hasn’t been in touch and I
 …’

His phone rang and Rae’s scowl grew even deeper at the interruption. Thrusting a hand into his pocket he snatched it out, checking the screen before answering
 .

‘Yeah, what do you want?’ he rumbled
 .

Acton watched nervously, Rae’s face grew red with fury as he listened to the voice on the other end of the phone
 .

‘Are you sure about this?’ Rae barked, his hand tightening on the phone. Eyes bulging, he listened as the murmured voice on the other end continued to talk, in the end Acton rose from the chair and headed over towards the sink, wanting to put some distance between himself and Rae
 .


‘Fucking bastard!’
 Rae screamed, Acton winced, he turned to find his boss staring at the phone, his hand shaking in anger
 .

‘Problem?’ Acton asked
 .

Suddenly, Rae blasted to his feet. ‘“Problem”!? Bloody “problem”!? That was your copper friend calling in with a fresh update. According to him, some cunt turned up at Chelsea’s gaff last night and knocked the shit out of her
 .’

Acton frowned at the news. ‘How is she
 ?’

Rae planted his hands on the table and loomed forward. ‘The bastard used a knife on her 
and
 —
 ’

‘What about that husband of hers
 ?’

Rae snorted in disgust. ‘Cuts and bruises
 .’

‘So, he was there and didn’t stop it
 ?’

‘What do you expect, Joseph Bold is fucking useless,’ Rae shook with rage
 .

‘Do we know what they were after?’ Acton asked cautiously
 .

Rae shook his head. ‘No, but first Tam gets slaughtered then this Hamer cunt and now Chelsea gets cut up. It has to be the same bastard that did for Tam, it has to be
 !’

‘Do you want me to go up to the hospital see if I can have a word
 ?’

Rae jabbed out a finger. ‘I’ve told you what I want you to do and that doesn’t include sitting by a hospital bed on your fat arse all day eating grapes. I’ll
 be the one who talks to Chelsea, not you

 !’

‘No problem, 
I’ll
 —
 ’

‘You’ll shift your arse and get the job done, now fuck off out of my sight
 .’

Acton felt the anger rise but pushed it down deep before Rae noticed the look of hatred that flashed across his face. Turning, he walked out through the back door, breathing out the frustration as he made his way down the side of the house. As soon as he was clear of the window he stopped, his chest rising and falling with emotion
 .

‘Fucking cunt,’ he hissed, then his face fell back into the normal blank expression. Half a minute later, he was behind the wheel, driving down the gravel drive he allowed himself the tightest of thin smiles
 .
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M
 arnie’s eyes
 widened as she turned the handle of the back door and felt it click open. Bev stood at her side, her hand resting on her baton
 .

The rear garden was large, the grass about six inches high, in the far corner stood a huge oak with an elaborate tree house nestled amongst the thick branches, a stout wooden ladder leading up to a small red door
 .

Marnie stepped into the fitted kitchen diner, the air had a faint stale smell, the worktops were clean, two plates and matching dishes stood on the drainer, a small table nestled in an alcove to the left, the floor covered with beech laminate boards
 .

They moved through the kitchen and into the lounge, in one corner stood a large television, the screen layered with a thin coat of dust, the huge cream sofa had the cushions plumped, the coffee table was free of clutter. Marnie moved left and into the hallway, she could see a scattering of mail on the mat
 .

‘I’ll check the bedrooms, you take a look at the post,’ she said, making her way upstairs
 .

Reaching the landing, she looked back down, Bev was on her haunches gathering up the letters. Marnie moved along the landing, opening the first door on the left, the bedroom contained a double bed, neatly made, bedside cabinets either side, with a fitted wardrobe taking up the whole of one wall. All neat and tidy, evidence of Hall’s army training, but so impersonal, nothing out of place, no photos, books, or reading glasses
 .

She slid back one of the wardrobe doors to reveal three shelves, each one contained jeans and T-shirts neatly folded, three dark suits hung from coat hangers, the bottom of the wardrobe had three pairs of trainers and two pairs of sensible leather shoes. Sliding the door closed, she opened the second one, the army uniform had been placed on the shelf, the peaked cap resting on top
 .

Marnie looked around the room, even checking beneath the bed. Finding nothing, she checked the second bedroom, this one contained a single bed, the walls were festooned with pictures of boy bands, none of which Marnie recognised. Again, the bed was neat and tidy, the pillows placed just so. She moved over to a long shelf on the far wall lined with photographs in colourful frames. In the first one, Rowan Hall was with a woman Marnie assumed was her mother, they looked similar, both smiling for the camera, the sun shining as they shouted the word cheese. The next showed Rowan with her father, taken in the back garden, Marnie could see the oak in the background but without the tree house
 .

She scanned the next three, all showing Rowan, with either her mother or father or both. The very last in line showed Rowan on the shoulders of a tall man with short dark hair dressed in shorts and a black T-shirt. Turning the picture over, she flicked the metal pins back that held the image in place before sliding it out. The words Uncle Tom had been written on the back in small careful letters. Flicking it over, Marnie looked into the eyes of the man who stared back at her, searching for the killer glint but all she could see was warmth and a huge smile as Rowan stretched her arms to a sky devoid of clouds. When she heard footsteps on the stairs she turned as Bev walked into the room
 .

‘Found anything?’ Marnie asked
 .

‘Just the usual – bills and junk mail
 .’

Marnie sighed as she held out the picture. ‘Say hello to Tom Conway
 .’

Bev took it and studied the image while Marnie opened the bedside drawer. When she saw the pink diary, she lifted it out and scanned through the first few pages
 .

‘I don’t get why the back door was unlocked,’ Bev said, handing the picture back
 .

Marnie slipped it into the diary and slid it into her coat pocket
 .

‘Either the Halls forgot to lock it the last time they were here or someone had a key and let themselves in at a later date
 .’

‘You think Conway’s been here?’ Bev asked
 .

Marnie thought for a moment before answering. ‘Well, if you think about it Conway and Hall go way back, he’s the godfather to Rowan so if anyone would have a spare key then he would be high on the list
 .’

Bev nodded in agreement
 .

‘Right, I want SOCO to take a look, you get on to them while I check outside
 .’

Before Marnie was halfway along the landing she could hear Bev putting in the request. Heading down the stairs, she backtracked through the house and into the garden. Sharp sunlight made her squint against the glare and then she looked up at the tree house, it even had curtains hanging at the small window and scalloped eaves, the whole structure apart from the door was painted a pale yellow
 .

Crossing the lawn, Marnie gave the ladder a shake before making her way up, once she reached the door she turned the handle and pushed it open. More pictures adorned the walls, family shots with wide smiles, she spotted two more of Tom Conway, in one he stood between John Hall and his wife, his arms looped around their shoulders, in the second he was munching on a burger, his eyes wide for the camera. Marnie could see a small heater in the corner and two rolled-up sleeping bags sitting atop one another
 .

She thought back to what Polly had said and how much John Hall loved his daughter and his job. This tree house was testament to that fact, Marnie had no doubt that Hall would have built this with his own hands. She could almost see them, father and daughter, working together, missing a wife and a mother and immersing themselves in the project in an effort to forget, for a short time, that she was no longer with them
 .

With a sigh, Marnie closed the door and made her way back down the ladder before cutting left towards the garage. She stopped to peer through the small side window, the dark-blue Ford was parked inside, she could see shelves on the opposite wall containing cleaned, neatly-lined tools and old paint tins
 .

Moving around to the front, she reached down to the handle of the overhead door and dragged it up, flies buzzed around her, then the smell blasted out, Marnie stepped back as the stink of decay hit her
 .

Pressing her lips together in disgust, she made her way inside, keeping left, and walking alongside the Ford. When her eyes spotted the body slumped in front of the car she gasped and then coughed as the stench hit her lungs. Marnie closed her eyes for a few seconds in an effort to calm her jittering nerves then she opened them and looked down. The large pool of blood beneath the head had long since dried on the cement floor, the man was wearing jeans and a black hooded top, the back of his head revealed a huge cleft, the white bone of the shattered skull seemed to shine stark amongst the crater of gore. A foul liquid was seeping from the body, areas had been gnawed away, his tongue was black and swollen, his eyes eaten away. Maggots and flies were crawling around his face, disappearing inside 
and
 —


‘Jesus!’

Marnie snapped a look over her shoulder to find Bev standing behind her
 .

When she saw the look of horror on the young PC’s face Marnie turned back in time to see the rat scuttle out from beneath the remains, dashing under the car, long, naked tail trailing through the dried blood
 .

‘Oh God,’ Bev gasped as her hand went to her mouth in disgust
 .

Sadly, Marnie lifted out the phone to call for back up, Bev turned and sprinted out of the garage, the sound of her retching matching the drone from the phone
 .
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H
 alf an hour later,
 the driveway to the house had been cordoned off, two officers stood at the gates to the property, doing their best to keep the neighbours and morbid passers-by from getting too close to the crime scene. Reese stood inside the garage with Marnie to his left and Doc Kelly on the right
 .

‘Do we know if it’s John Hall?’ the DCI asked as he took in the devastation
 .

Marnie lifted her shoulders and shivered. ‘I checked the pockets but there’s no ID and to be honest I didn’t want to move the body until the doc arrived
 .’

Reese grunted in understanding. ‘OK, Kelly, let’s get started
 .’

The doctor nodded, moving forwards and standing over the body he snapped on the latex gloves before easing down to his haunches
 .

‘Do we have any keys for the car?’ Reese asked
 .

‘Not a clue,’ Marnie replied, watching Kelly pull out his torch and shine it onto the back of the dead man’s head
 .

‘What about the house, any sign of a struggle
 ?’

‘Nothing. The place is spotless
 .’

‘So, Hall and his daughter liked to keep the place clean
 ?’

‘Well, considering Hall spent time in the army then it’s hardly a surprise
 .’

‘And you say the back door was unlocked when you arrived
 ?’

Marnie slipped her hands into her pockets. ‘Yes, but no sign of a break-in
 .’

‘OK, if this is Hall then perhaps he was in the house and he came out through the back door and into the garage to get something from the car or maybe he was heading out somewhere and then, wallop, down he goes
 .’

Marnie raised an eyebrow and Reese dragged up a tired smile. ‘I know, “wallop” isn’t very technical but you know what I mean
 .’

Marnie paused before answering. ‘Someone must have been watching the house, waiting for Hall to show, as soon as he enters the garage they attack but it still leaves us clueless about Rowan
 .’

‘Well, if that dickhead Rogers had done his job then we would have been here weeks ago. As it stands. Rowan Hall has been missing for over a month and we’re only just cottoning on to the fact that foul play is involved
 .’

Marnie could hear the anger in his voice and she felt the same way, the DI with the thinning, sandy-coloured hair had failed on every single level but worse than that he had kept his mouth closed and then spouted the feeble excuse that he’d been “too busy
 ”.

‘And we’re absolutely sure that Hall had a run-in with Hamer?’ the DCI asked as Kelly continued his visual examination
 .

‘Positive, both Polly Hardy and Emma Winstanley confirmed that he was there at the hostel shouting the odds and Hall threw him out,’ she paused. ‘But I can’t see Hamer doing this
 .’

Reese didn’t look convinced. ‘Come on, Marnie, you can’t say that, for all we know he could have followed Hall home and hid in the bloody bushes. We know John Hall threw him out of the hostel so he had reason to hate the man. He turns up here and waits, Hall comes out to the garage and Hamer sneaks up behind and sucker punches the guy
 .’

‘I get that, but what about Rowan
 ?’

Reese ran a hand across the stubble on his chin. ‘Perhaps Hamer took her to make up for the girl he lost
 .’

Marnie shivered at the implications, Rowan Hall being handed over as a peace offering to Jimmy Rae for losing Emma Winstanley
 .

‘Think about it, Marnie, Hamer kills Hall and perhaps Rowan was in the house when it happens. You already said the back door was open so Hamer could have entered the house and taken the girl. He takes her back to Rae and expects a pat on the back for a job well done but perhaps Rae flips. You already said he’s capable of acting on impulse, so he kills Hamer, or has him taken away and killed, and then he spirits the daughter away
 .’

Marnie tried her best to imagine a scenario that didn’t involve Rowan Hall being traded like a piece of meat, but the more she thought about her boss’s words, the more she realised that he could well be speaking the truth
 .

A horn blared and she looked over her shoulder as the first of the reporters showed up, cameras at the ready
 .

‘The vultures are arriving,’ she said with disdain
 .

Reese followed her gaze and then he stepped forwards. ‘You OK in there, Doc
 ?’

Kelly looked up from the body and nodded. ‘Yeah, if you’re worried about the pricks with the cameras then you can close the door, I’ll be a while yet
 .’

Reese and Marnie exited the garage, he grabbed the handle of the up-and-over door and dragged it down
 .

‘Come on, let’s go around the back,’ the DCI said, they walked around the side of the garage and into the rear garden. ‘Nice tree house,’ he commented with a hint of admiration
 .

Marnie looked up into the branches, in her mind’s eye she could see father and daughter sitting looking out at the world from their elevated position, no doubt talking things through and sharing memories about the wife and mother they had lost. Their grief bringing them closer together, strengthening the bond between them
 .

Marnie closed her eyes for a moment trying to gather her thoughts, if it was John Hall in the garage then it was obvious that Rowan had been taken, spirited away by someone. She pictured the scene, the girl in her bedroom unaware that her father lay dead in the garage, did she hear the killer enter the house, and even if she had, wouldn’t it be logical for her to assume it was her father coming back indoors
 ?

The distressing image played out behind Marnie’s closed lids, Rowan sitting cross-legged on her bed, perhaps she had the headphones on listening to music, feeling happy, feeling safe and then
 …

‘You OK?’ Reese asked. Marnie opened her eyes and winced against the sparkling sunlight
 .

‘I found this in Rowan’s bedroom,’ she said, lifting the diary from her pocket and handing it over
 .

Reese opened the book and lifted the picture out, flicking it over he frowned. ‘Tom Conway?’ he asked
 .

Marnie nodded. ‘It fits the description that Polly Hardy provided
 .’

Reese riffled through a few random pages before handing it back, Marnie dropping it back into her pocket
 .

‘What do you want me to do?’ she asked
 .

Reese tilted his face skywards and sighed. ‘As far as I can see we have two separate cases that may or may not be linked. What we do know is that someone is trying to take over from that scumbag Rae and now we have all this.’ He waved a hand towards the garage. ‘We need to know if Rae had anything to do with it and if he did then what has he done with the girl
 ?’

‘Even if he is involved he’s hardly going to admit it,’ Marnie replied
 .

Reese looked at her, she could see the anguish buried deep in his eyes, his lips set in a thin line. ‘OK, let’s say you’re right about this Conway character, he killed Hamer and then paid Chelsea a visit to gather information, what would his next move be
 ?’

‘It depends what she told him
 .’

Reese nodded, looking back at the tree house. ‘You’ve met the woman; do you think she’d be willing to talk
 ?’

Marnie thought back to the heated conversation she’d had with Whitlow’s sister, the anger in her eyes before Marnie had even told her of her brother’s death. The insolence smeared across her face as she warned Marnie that she was no grass and if she continued to harass her then she would
 …

‘Arnie Phelps,’ Marnie whispered
 .

Reese raised a questioning eyebrow. ‘Who
 ?’

‘When I arrived at Tam’s house and asked her about her brother she threatened me with a solicitor
 .’

Reese scowled as a blackbird flew across the garden and landed on top of the tree house. ‘And
 ?’

‘She said if I didn’t back off then she would give this Phelps a call and make sure he’d “sue the arse” off me
 .’

‘So, she has a Rottweiler for a solicitor, their sort usually does
 ?’

‘Yes, but what if Phelps is tied in with Rae as well
 .’

Marnie saw the smile creep onto Reese’s face. ‘That would make sense, after all they all usually piss in the same pot
 .’

Marnie watched as the blackbird sang out before taking to the air again, vanishing into a bush at the bottom of the long garden
 .

‘She would have kept her mouth closed for as long as possible but once he started cutting then all bets would have been off,’ she said
 .

Reese nodded in agreement. ‘OK, find out where Phelps lives and pay the man a visit, because if you’re right then he could well be the next person that Conway questions and we both know how that will end
 .’

‘Will do
 .’

Reese checked his watch. ‘Right, take Bev Harvey with you but I want to be kept in the loop, Marnie, I
 …’

Doc Kelly appeared around the side of the house, his mop of dark hair bouncing as he walked towards them
 .

‘So, what’s the score?’ Reese asked
 .

Kelly snapped off the gloves and dropped them into an evidence bag. ‘Single blow to the back of the head, the killer used a heavy-bladed weapon. Once I’ve run tests I should be able to give you a timeline but he’s been dead for at least three to four weeks. The deceased is wearing a wedding ring with the names John and Carol inscribed on the band
 .’

Marnie sighed at the news and then she thought of Rowan, the poor girl had already lost her mother and now her father was dead, though the way things were looking, if Rowan were still alive then the death of her father would be the least of her worries. Marnie felt the familiar quickening of her heart as she realised that time was against them and that by now, Rowan Hall could be dead or wishing that she was. The anger inside spluttered to life and she made fists of her hands then thrust them into her pockets
 .

‘You said he was killed by a single blow with a heavy-bladed weapon?’ she asked
 .

Kelly lifted a pack of wine gums from his pocket and popped one into his mouth. ‘That’s right
 .’

‘Could it be the same kind of weapon used to kill Whitlow
 ?’

Kelly stopped chewing, his face thoughtful. ‘I’m not sure but I can take a look at Whitlow see if I can match the wounds to our friend in there
 .’

Reese kicked at a tiny stone on the floor sending it into the flower bed. ‘Hang on, Marnie, I know there’s a link between John Hall and Hamer but Whitlow was a gangland killing, a warning to Rae. I mean, we were there when the bloody body parts came hurtling through the window
 .’

Marnie knew the DCI was right but then she squared her shoulders and nodded. ‘I know you’re probably right, but it’s still worth checking
 .’

Reese held her gaze for a moment before turning to the doctor. ‘OK, see what you can do
 .’

Kelly started to chew again and then he swallowed the sweet and licked his lips tasting the sweet, sugary taste. ‘I’ll get the body moved and get to work
 .’

‘Good man,’ Reese replied as the doctor vanished around the side of the house
 .

‘Right, Marnie, go and see Phelps, I want answers and I want them ASAP
 .’

Marnie moved away, as she reached the corner she looked back, Reese was looking up at the tree house admiringly, his long arms hanging by his sides, his shoulders slightly stooped as if he were carrying the weight of the world on his back
 .

Turning away, she went in search of Bev Harvey
 .












53












A
 rnie Phelps stood
 at the bedroom window looking out over the garden, the undulating lawn swept away from the house to the seven-foot fence that bordered the property and the fields beyond. To his left, he could see the huge hot tub looking strangely out of place in the middle of the garden. He thought back to the party of a few weeks earlier, lounging in the tub with champagne in one hand and a cigar in the other watching the breasts of the bimbo shimmering beneath the water. The garden had been full of hangers-on, some were acquaintances, none were what Arnie would class as friends. The truth was, Arnie Phelps had no real friends and he liked it that way. In his line of work it paid not to let people get too close, he knew if he wanted to throw a party then all he had to do was spread the word and the blood suckers would arrive en masse ready to eat his food and drink his champagne. For a few hours, he would convince himself that the people had come because they actually enjoyed his company. The following day he had stood in the garden looking at the empty bottles littered around the garden and smiled at the absurdity of the situation. People came and went and he could live with that, the random bimbo had blown him as he lay in the lounger by the huge patio heater and when he had climaxed he had risen from the chair and told all the fuckers to get off his property. The crowd of people had left without an argument, each one aware that this was how one of Arnie’s parties normally ended
 .

At the window, Arnie felt his balls tighten as the memory of the party faded and reality flooded back into his distressed mind. He was dressed in a bathrobe that seemed two sizes too big, the sleeves rolled back, his face damp with a mixture of water from the shower and perspiration
 .

His thinning hair was plastered to his head, his small gimlet eyes moved left to right as if he was searching for something hiding in the garden
 .

Moving to the bed, he picked up the towel before absently rubbing at his hair. When his phone rang, his body jerked at the sound, hands shaking he picked it up from the bed; seeing Rae’s name flashing up at him, he closed his eyes, the panic flaring into fear. The phone continued to drone, the noise boring into Phelps’s brain like a dentist drill. After what seemed like an age, the ringing stopped and he cracked open one eye and looked at the screen, his balls shrinking ever tighter to his body as he saw the voicemail symbol flashing
 .

Moving back to the window, he took up his vigil again. He had worked for Rae for over ten years and in all that time he had managed to convince himself that Jimmy Rae was a businessman who did a good balancing act between legal and illegal enterprises. It had been his job to make sure that Rae stayed on the right side of the law, or at least to give the appearance that Rae was legitimate
 .

He had been paid handsomely to keep the wolves at bay and in those ten years, the police had never come close to fingering Rae. Oh, they had tried but Phelps had always known what they were up to, had always been given plenty of warning as to when they were sniffing around from his insider source
 .

But now things were different, the house of lies was close to crashing down and the thought terrified Arnie Phelps. For once, he didn’t have a couple of aces up his sleeve. Whilst working for Rae he had always made sure he had a get-out clause, an escape plan, things were in place that would allow him to vanish but now he knew that Jimmy Rae was the least of his worries
 .

There was a bigger fish in the pond, a shark swam below the choppy surface, moving silently back and forth, watching and waiting for Phelps to make a break for it
 .

His eyes lost focus as he realised he was caught in the snare, trapped between Rae and something much worse. He had no doubt that he could have vanished and given Rae the slip, he had always suspected that the time would come when he would have to leave quickly but Arnie knew that outrunning this other threat was simply not possible
 .

All his life, Phelps had known the benefit of leverage, it was what made the world go around. The more you knew about someone, the more dirt you had on them, the better. The police could come and look through Rae’s business empire and they would find nothing untoward but Phelps knew the truth and had all the details safely hidden away, details that would lead to Rae and his thugs being locked up for the rest of their lives. He liked to call it his insurance policy for the day when he vanished, he had intended leaving Rae in no doubt as to what would happen if he insisted on pursuing him. The truth would be released and Rae would be locked up and the key thrown away. Though now it was obvious that someone had the dirt on him
 , someone had been playing the long game, gathering information that would see Arnie behind bars in a secure unit designed to keep him safe from the other inmates
 .

The fear blossomed into terror as he pictured a small cell with no windows and a stainless-steel bowl in the corner, the all-seeing eye watching him twenty-four seven, and the thought made his blood run cold. Closing his eyes, he could almost hear the other inmates screaming abuse at him, threatening to kill him or cut him up
 .

Phelps yelped, his eyes sprang open, the threatening voices still echoing inside his frozen mind. He spun around as if he expected to see a police officer in the room walking towards him with handcuffs at the ready, face rigid with disgust
 .

Arnie cringed at the image and then he was running for the wardrobe, his bathrobe hanging open, his paunch wobbling as he grabbed the handle and yanked the ready-packed suitcase from the wardrobe. Then the truth of his situation came crashing down, there was no escape, no safe haven. If he ran then within hours his face would be on the television screens and plastered all over the Internet. Everyone would know his name and they would also know about his deviant ways. His hand sprang open and the case fell to the floor with a thump. Arnie followed it, crashing to his knees as the despair took over, when the phone rang again he looked at it through a shimmer of tears
 .

The unknown number continued to blink on the screen and he swallowed the fear as he tapped the answer icon
 .
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M
 arnie eased
 up to the traffic lights, one hand resting on the wheel, the other on the gear lever, her eyes watching the cars that sped across the junction
 .

‘Do you think it was Hamer that killed Hall and took his daughter?’ Bev asked, her complexion still pale from the shock of seeing the body in the garage
 .

Marnie flicked her a quick glance before looking back at the traffic lights. ‘Well, he had reason to bear a grudge against Hall, we know that much
 .’

‘I know, but don’t you think it’s extreme to do something like that
 .’

Marnie turned the heater up a notch. ‘Murder is always extreme, and we know Hamer was handy with his fists when it came to keeping Emma and Drew in line. But according to Polly Hardy, he didn’t retaliate when Hall threw him out
 .’

‘But that’s my point, Hamer was a coward 
and
 —
 ’

‘He might not have taken Hall on face-to-face but I can see him sneaking up behind and attacking him. What I can’t
 see is Hamer taking the girl alone, it just feels too risky
 .’

Bev turned slightly in her seat. ‘Maybe he came mob-handed
 ?’

The lights changed and Marnie started to pull forward. ‘It’s possible,’ she grabbed second gear. ‘But Drew Watkins said she only ever saw Hamer and Ronda at the flat, so perhaps Hamer didn’t have a mob to call on
 .’

‘What about Tom Conway, do you think he knows about Hall’s death
 ?’

Marnie pondered the question for a moment. ‘If you think about it, then Conway would have been to the house, considering he was looking for his friend then it would be the first place to check
 .’

‘So, he finds John Hall 
and
 —
 ’

‘I don’t think he found the body
 .’

Bev blinked in surprise. ‘I don’t understand
 ?’

The road opened up, the traffic moving smoothly. ‘If Conway had found the body then he would have called us in,’ she said with conviction
 .

‘How can you be so sure
 ?’

‘Because he wouldn’t waste time trying to sort it alone. Think about it, this is his best friend and goddaughter, if he had found Hall then he would have immediately known that the clock was ticking on Rowan and he wouldn’t take the risk of going it alone. He would have called us in and then he would have tried tracking down those responsible
 .’

‘But he’s already doing that,’ Bev said
 .

Marnie slowed down for the roundabout, checking right before zipping across
 .

‘Yes, but he’s doing it alone and I can’t see him finding his friend dead and then walking away without reporting it. Plus, Polly Hardy said he went to the hostel looking for both John and Rowan which points to the fact that he didn’t know Hall was dead
 .’

‘So, what does this Phelps character have to do with any of this?’ Bev asked as they drove past a parade of shops, metal grills over the windows
 .

As Marnie explained about the threats Chelsea had spouted, the shops and houses ended and fields took over, the roadside bordered with stunted-looking trees, the grass verge littered with rubbish thrown from passing cars
 .

‘I still can’t believe DI Rogers didn’t follow this up sooner,’ Bev said with a sigh
 .

Marnie kept her mouth closed, the last thing she wanted to do was slag off the DI even though she agreed with Bev Harvey’s opinion of the man. She also knew that you couldn’t turn the clock back, Rowan had been taken and her father killed and now they had to try and find out what had happened to the girl
 .

‘Take the next left, Phelps has an office off Park Road,’ Bev said
 .

Marnie went down through the gears before indicating and turning left, more houses and shops appeared in the distance and she kept to the speed limit as pedestrians appeared on the pavements, walking in and out of the shops
 .

‘There it is,’ Bev pointed to the right and Marnie waited for a break in the traffic before manoeuvring across the road to park up outside the solicitor’s office. The window was opaque, the name Phelps stencilled onto the frosted glass in elaborate gold lettering
 .

‘Right, let’s go and have a word with the guy,’ Marnie said as she opened the door and stepped onto the pavement
 .

Bev followed suit and then Marnie was trying the handle of the solicitor’s office, frowning when she found the door locked. She looked for a bell and finding none, she rapped her knuckles on the glass, while Bev tried to peer through the frosted glass
 .

‘Can I help you
 ?’

Marnie turned to find a woman in her early thirties with shoulder-length, dark hair, her face made up as if she were heading out for a night on the town. She wore sharp stilettoes with a fawn-coloured jacket, a designer bag hooped over her left arm, her right hand fumbling in the pocket of the coat
 .

‘We’re here to see Mr Phelps,’ Marnie replied
 .

The woman smiled, showing perfect teeth. ‘It’s obvious you don’t have an appointment because Arnie comes and goes as he likes,’ the woman answered as she slipped the key into the lock
 .

‘So, either he’s making a fortune and doesn’t have to get in at a normal time or business is slow?’ Marnie enquired
 .

The woman frowned at her and turned the key. ‘Arnie does all right,’ she said, as she pushed the door open, then her eyes sprang wide when she saw the office had been ransacked. ‘Shit, we’ve been bloody robbed!’ the woman gasped, stepping through the door with Marnie at her shoulder
 .

Over to the left stood two tall, grey, metal cabinets, the doors open, the contents scattered across the floor pink, red, and green files lay atop of one another, white pages spilling out, trampled and torn
 .

As soon as Marnie spotted the door at the far side of the room she brushed past the secretary. Bev stepped inside and closed the door behind her, while the woman ran a hand through her dark hair, her face set in a scowl
 .

‘I bet he forgot to set the bloody alarm, he’s always doing that,’ she said with a sigh
 .

Ignoring her, Marnie crossed the room and pushed open the door, the room had a desk in it, the drawers open, the contents had been dragged out and dumped on the floor, it was the same with the filing cabinet in the corner, the swivel chair had been pushed to one side to allow access. On the desk stood a computer, the screen had been smashed as if someone had drove a fist into the monitor
 .

‘Christ, Arnie will flip when he finds out about this
 .’

Marnie glanced at her, she was chewing her bottom lip, leaving a coating of red lipstick on her teeth
 .

Walking across the room Marnie pulled open the door to reveal a small kitchen with a kettle and microwave on the worktop, the back door was standing open
 .

Marnie glanced at the broken lock, the timber splintered leaving the wood shining amongst the black paint. Stepping through the door brought her into a small flagged yard encased by a tall, red brick wall with a padlocked gate to the left
 .

Whoever had broken into the property must have come over the wall which, considering it looked to be about eight feet tall, was no easy feat
 .

‘I mean, what the hell am I meant to tell Arnie
 ?’

Marnie looked over her shoulder to find the secretary standing in the open doorway
 .

‘What’s your name?’ she asked
 .

The woman looked affronted at the question. ‘Alison Greer
 .’

‘Has this happened before
 ?’

‘No way,’ she replied with a shake of the head
 .

‘Perhaps you should give Mr Phelps a call and explain what’s happened
 ?’

Alison Greer’s face twitched and then she rooted around in her designer bag and pulled out her phone. ‘He’s gonna go bloody spare when he hears about this.’ She finished tapping the screen with a talon-like purple nail
 .

Marnie eased past her and made her way back into Phelps’s office, Bev stood in the doorway to reception, hands on hips as she eyed the scattering of files on the carpeted floor
 .

‘Whoever broke in must have been looking for something specific,’ Bev said
 .

‘Yes, but what?’ Marnie answered, as she dipped down and picked half a dozen thin files up from the floor
 .

‘Do you think it was Conway
 ?’

Marnie dropped the files onto the desk before looking at Bev. ‘You can count on it,’ she replied as Alison Greer walked into the room
 .

‘Arnie’s not answering his phone,’ she said with a frown
 .

‘Where does he live?’ Marnie asked
 .

The woman sighed and folded her arms. ‘I’ll send him an email,’ she replied
 .

Marnie moved away from the desk. ‘You’ll tell me his address
 .’

Greer looked at the woman in front of her and scowled. ‘Look, he could be here any minute, so
 …’

‘My colleague can stay here in case he arrives but I still want his address,’ Marnie insisted
 .

‘But—’

‘I won’t ask again,’ she demanded as she took a step closer to the woman
 .

Alison winced when she saw the anger in Marnie’s eyes. ‘He lives over in Rakes village, just off Platt Lane, the second detached house on the left, it has two small lion statues either side of the gates,’ she hurriedly replied
 .

Marnie nodded in satisfaction before turning away. ‘You stay here, Bev, if Phelps turns up then give me a call
 .’

‘Will do, boss,’ she replied as Marnie hurried from the room. Seconds later, they heard the front door open and then close
 .

‘You want to put the kettle on while we wait?’ Bev asked
 .

Alison Greer spun away, her face blushed red with anger. Bev smiled as she vanished into the small kitchen. ‘Milk and two sugars!’ she shouted after her. Greer didn’t reply
 .
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J
 immy Rae sat
 by the side of the hospital bed, his big frame wedged into a padded chair, eyes locked on Chelsea’s battered face
 .

She looked at him with bemused tears trailing down her cheeks, her skin deathly pale, her hands gripping the crisp, white sheet in fear
 .

‘Was it the same cunt who did for Tam?’ Rae demanded, his chest rising and falling with anger
 .

When Chelsea shook her head, he frowned. ‘What do you mean no, it bloody has to be
 ?’

‘I’m telling you it wasn’t him, Jimmy, this bastard asked me all about Tam, he knew he was dead but he wasn’t the bastard who did it
 .’

Rae looked at his late friend’s sister, the scowl growing ever deeper. ‘Then who the fuck was he
 ?’

‘I don’t know,’ she gasped. ‘But he wanted to know all about you 
and
 —
 ’

‘What did you tell him?’ Rae could feel the anger turning to fury and planted his hands on the arm of the chair. Chelsea cringed back into the pillows as Rae loomed forwards
 .

‘I didn’t tell him anything, Jimmy, I kept my mouth shut, 
I
 —
 ’

‘You wouldn’t lie to me would you, Chelsea?’ his voice came out as a vicious hiss
 .

Chelsea shook her head rapidly from side to side. ‘It was my prick of a husband, he was the one spouting his mouth off, not me
 .’

‘Fucking bastard
 !’

‘This guy kept going on about you and Tam and I told Joe to keep his mouth shut but he wouldn’t listen and then
 …’

When Rae snapped up a hand Chelsea closed her mouth with a clack. ‘What did your cunt husband tell him
 ?’

Chelsea licked her dry cracked lips as Rae slowly stood up from the chair
 .

‘He was telling him where you lived and what you did for a living,’ she lied. ‘I tried to get to him to shut him up, Jimmy, but the bastard hit me and I was out cold and then the next thing I know he’s pouring a bucket of water over my head and Joe was on the deck and then the bastard cut me, Jimmy, he fucking cut me!
 ’ her voice rose in a quiver of fear, the tears ran from her eyes afresh
 .

Jimmy leaned further over the bed and narrowed his eyes. ‘And what did you
 tell him when he tipped the bucket of water over your head
 ?’

Chelsea tried to shrink further back into the pillows but all at once she had nowhere to go. She could smell the whisky on Rae’s breath, see the madness in his eyes as he loomed over her
 .

‘You see the thing is, by rights that cunt of a husband of yours should have been clueless about me and what I do for a living
 .’

‘I—’

‘And yet you’ve just said he was spilling his guts to this tosser
 .’

Chelsea closed her mouth as she realised her mistake. ‘
I
 —
 ’

‘Now, I know Tam hated that spineless bastard and he would never
 have given him the steam off his shit let alone blab about me or the lads, so that leaves you, darling
 ,’ he snarled
 .

‘No, no, you’re wrong, Jimmy, I never said a thing about any of this, 
I
 —
 ’

‘But you said it was your fucking husband who was running off at the mouth,’ he jabbed a finger into her petrified face. ‘You said he was the one doing all the talking while you tried to shut him up
 .’

Chelsea screwed her eyes closed in terror, she pictured the brown-eyed man crouching in front of her, the knife dripping blood – her blood – onto the wet, tiled floor. Then the hot-wire pain as he lashed out, the blade sizzling across her flesh, the agony springing her mouth wide, the scream building and then the knife had been hovering an inch from her left eye, the scream had died and Chelsea Whitlow had told the dark-eyed man everything he wanted to know about Jimmy Rae and her brother’s dealings
 .

‘What else did this bastard ask you about?’ Rae demanded
 .

Chelsea was afraid to open her eyes, knowing she would see the accusation in his eyes, knowing he would see the lie in hers
 .

Then through the pain and fear she remembered two names. ‘He kept asking me about someone called Hall,’ she whispered as she cracked open her eyes
 .

As expected, Rae was glaring down at her, his nostrils flaring, the sweat standing on his brow as the heat in the room became intolerable
 .

‘Hall?’ he repeated, his breath hot in Chelsea’s face
 .

She managed to nod. ‘The guy kept asking me about people called John and Rowan Hall. I told him I’d never heard of them but he still cut me again and I blacked out with the pain,’ she whimpered, swallowing the remembered terror
 .

Rae eased back from the bed, his face creased in a thoughtful frown. ‘I’ve heard that name before,’ he rumbled to himself as his frown grew deeper
 .

Chelsea kept her mouth closed, afraid to say the wrong thing and have Jimmy turn his hate-filled stare on her again. When she saw his eyes open wide, she let out the thin stream of air that had been held at bay behind her clamped lips
 .

‘I read it in the paper about six weeks ago, the Halls are father and daughter and they fucking vanished into thin air,’ he said, looking down at Chelsea. ‘But what the fuck was this scumbag doing at your house asking about these two
 ?’

Chelsea couldn’t speak, her throat seemed to shrink with fear, her vision swam in and out of focus until big Jimmy Rae was nothing more than a lumbering, blurred shape looming over her, the stuff of nightmares
 .

‘Chelsea,’ he hissed
 .

She tried to respond but couldn't, the pain and fatigue were back and the blackness opened up in her mind, a huge, dark, cavernous space that swallowed her whole. Chelsea spiralled down into the void screaming all the way, leaving Rae with his hands bunched and teeth clamped
 .

‘Stupid fucking bitch,’ he snarled, thumping the bed before turning and stalking from the room
 .
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M
 arnie eased
 off the gas as she spotted the detached house on the left; driving through the open gates, guarded by stone lions, her eyes widened at the size of the place. The driveway was long and tarmacked, leading to a turning circle at the front of the twin-bay windowed property. As she drove forward the house seemed to grow larger and more imposing in its strict symmetrical build, the roof dipped twice forming a huge W shape, she could see two attic windows set left and right. As she pulled up in front and turned off the engine she looked over to the left, the doors to the double garage stood open, a gleaming Jaguar the only car in the large space
 .

Snapping out of the seat belt, she climbed out before turning her attention to the house, the front door was made of mellow oak set with shining metal studs in the woodwork. Ivy was battling for supremacy with a large wisteria that arched over both windows before branching upwards towards the eaves, softening the stark, angular brickwork
 .

Moving over to the door, she looked for a bell, finding none she lifted the heavy brass knocker and rapped it against the metal plate three times before standing back and waiting
 .

The seconds stretched out and Marnie frowned before stepping forward and going through the same routine
 .

A few seconds later, she gave up; moving over to the window she glanced in but seeing no one carried on down the side of the house
 .

Twenty long strides later, she reached the rear of the house, her eyes taking in the huge orangery attached to the back of the property, opening onto a patio, then the lawn took over, pristine, not a weed in sight, slightly undulating, before ending in a wide flower bed, with the occasional feature shrub and erotic statues bordered by a large, stout fence
 .

She took in the huge hot tub then turned and looked through the window of the orangery, complete with hothouse palms; two cream sofas stood at either end of the glass-walled room leading through to a huge kitchen, the marble tiles flowing from one room to the next
 .

Beyond that she could see a long hallway leading to the front door. Marnie turned away from the house and walked across the patio and onto the lawn, after ten yards she turned and looked back at the building. There were six windows above, the blinds open, the windowsills bare
 .

Pulling out her phone, she speed-dialled Bev, heading back towards the house, only this time she cut to the right
 .

‘Any luck, boss?’ Bev asked as Marnie reached the patio
 .

‘I’m at the house but there’s no sign of Phelps,’ she explained as she made her way alongside the house. ‘Although there is a Jag in the garage
 .’

‘Well, he hasn’t turned up here yet
 .’

‘OK, if he shows up then keep him there and give me a call
 .’

‘Will do
 .’

Marnie slipped the phone into her pocket as she emerged at the front of the house, the garage to her right. She stopped for a moment to look at the gleaming Jaguar
 .

As far as she was aware Phelps only had the one office in town but when you looked at the size of the house and grounds and the car it pointed to someone who had plenty of cash
 .

She thought of Chelsea snarling at her, eyes alight with spite and confidence, convinced that the elusive Phelps would put Marnie in her place
 .

Which meant that she was used to calling on the services of the solicitor, which suggested a close relationship, and Marnie doubted whether Joe Public would threaten a police officer with a solicitor just for the fun of it
 .

She moved back to the front of the house, going to the window on the left. The space was filled with a huge sofa that curled around an ornate fireplace, the wall above taken over by an enormous television. The walls themselves were panelled with oak, the ceiling studded with tiny lights
 .

Marnie moved right, passing the front door; when she saw the thin strip of coloured braid in the flowerbed she stopped in surprise. Easing to her haunches she reached down and, using a latex glove, plucked it from the soil, it was just three entwined coloured strips of lace, the small clasp had broken, the material frayed in places as if the bracelet had spent a lot of time on the owner’s wrist. Standing up, the lace now in an evidence bag, Marnie looked around the garden, her brow creased in confusion and then she was heading towards the car, her pace quickening as the clouds continued to build in the sky, promising more rain
 .

Back at her car, she leaned in and opened the glove compartment. Lifting out the pink diary she flicked it open. Tom Conway smiled out at her, Rowan Hall was on his shoulders, her face split with a huge grin, her arms stretched towards the perfect, blue sky
 .

On her right wrist, she wore a bracelet made up of three brightly-coloured, entwined threads
 .

‘Shit.’ She stepped back out of the car and looked towards the house, a worried expression on her face as the first spots of rain fell from the thunderous clouds above
 .
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W
 illiams eased back
 into the sumptuous leather of the Chesterfield, he gazed out through the huge window at the rain falling from the slate-grey sky. In one corner of the room a grandfather clocked ticked the seconds away, the air felt warm and stale as if the owner of the house rarely opened the windows to let the fresh air in
 .

When the panelled door to the left opened, Williams didn’t turn to see who was entering the room but continued looking out of the window to the garden beyond, a garden smothered with dense bushes and towering trees, cutting light from the room and dripping water from their leaves onto the grass
 .

Only when he heard the squeak of a wheel did he turn his head
 .

The woman smiled at him as she pushed the hostess trolley across the room. She was dressed in an immaculate, black, twin set with a string of pearls hanging around her neck, her shoes plain and sensible, her dark, unruly hair flecked with strands of grey, her face narrow and devoid of makeup
 .

She looked like your typical middle-aged woman who was tipping over into the elderly bracket – that was until she fixed you with those gimlet eyes and then you realised that the soul inside the aging body was poisonous with malice
 .

‘Shall I be mother, Mr Williams?’ she asked with a smile that never touched her startling eyes
 .

Williams shrugged and a look of annoyance flashed across her face as if his lack of verbal response was unacceptable
 .

‘Sugar, milk
 ?’

‘One sugar and a splash of milk please,’ he replied
 .

The clock in the corner chimed. He watched as she made the tea, there was no shake in her hand as she tilted the teapot, pouring the tea into the fancy cup. Even when she placed the cup on the saucer and handed it over there was no rattle of China, not a drop spilt in the saucer
 .

‘Thank you
 .’

This time she smiled as if pleased with the show of manners. He waited until she had made her own drink and sat down opposite in the matching chair, the cup and saucer resting in her slender hands
 .

‘Bring me up to date, Mr Williams,’ she instructed, taking a sip from the drink
 .

Williams started to talk, occasionally the woman would nod in satisfaction; by the time he had finished she was smiling
 .

‘So, the girl has been moved?’ she asked
 .

‘Yes, she’s with the solicitor but don’t worry, I’ve told him to take her to the house
 .’

‘Good. And the police?’ she enquired
 .

Williams saw the subtle change in her demeanour, her thin lips twisted into the smallest of snarls, her eyes hardening
 .

‘They’ve found the girl’s father, so that’s why I thought it best to have her moved
 .’

‘Can they trace her to Phelps?’ she asked, before taking another sip of tea
 .

Williams pursed his lips. ‘My source told me that they are looking into Rae, they think after the death of Whitlow that there’s a turf war going on
 .’

‘Of course they do.’ She smiled again
 .

‘And Phelps has obvious ties with Rae so eventually they’ll want to speak to him
 .’

‘What about Collier
 ?’

‘I left the body at the house just as you wanted
 .’

‘Good.’ The room fell silent as the woman took another sip from her cup, the rain continued to hit the window. ‘We need to speed things up a little, so I want you to keep your eye on Collier’s house, eventually Rae will send someone over and when he does I want you to inform the police
 .’

‘I’ll see to it
 .’

‘It pays to keep them guessing, Mr Williams
 .’

‘I agree
 .’

She looked at him, her eyebrow arched in surprise. ‘I don’t care if you agree or not
 .’

This time he merely nodded in understanding. The woman kept her eyes on his face, anger swirling in the dark depths. ‘I suppose you are wondering what this is all about?’ she asked
 .

Williams shrugged again. ‘It’s none of my concern, I simply do the jobs you pay me to do
 .’

She smiled and tilted her head. ‘Well said, Mr Williams, but eventually I will explain the real reason and when I do, I dare say even you will be shocked. I could have achieved my aims in a less elaborate manner but sometimes taking the scenic route in life is more pleasurable than rushing to your destination. Do you agree
 ?’

‘I guess so,’ Williams replied, not at all sure he did agree though. You want someone killed, you killed them, simple. Not turn it into a soap opera
 .

‘Finish your tea,’ she said, the smile still in place
 .

Williams tilted the cup and drained it
 .

‘What about my money?’ he asked, standing up he dwarfed the woman in front of him
 .

‘You don’t trust me?’ she queried, imperiously
 .

‘I trust no one,’ he replied honestly
 .

She looked up at the man, taking in the hard eyes and broad shoulders, his hands slowly curling into fists
 .

Turning away she crossed the room, her footfall silent on the thick carpet. Going to a dresser, she slid open the drawer and reached inside lifting out two thick wads of notes, she pushed the drawer closed with one immaculately manicured hand before moving back towards Williams
 .

‘There’s twenty thousand here and if you are still standing at the end of all this there will be another twenty to follow
 .’

‘Oh, I’ll still be standing, don’t you worry about that
 .’

She held the money out and when he tried to take it she tightened her grip on the cash. Williams looked at her in surprise
 .

‘I can assure you, I’m not worried in the slightest about you,’ her hands opened releasing the money
 .

Williams pocketed the cash, his face impassive
 .

‘Now, can you do me one last favour, please?’ she asked
 ,

‘Of course
 .’

Dipping a hand into her pocket she lifted out a plain brown envelope with a printed label on the front
 .

Williams glanced at the address
 .

‘You get to play postman,’ she said, her eyes shining with dark humour
 .

‘No problem
 .’

‘Good. Now fuck off and do your job,’ she hissed
 .

Williams stepped back in shock, her face was writhed with black fury, her eyes igniting with a boiling hatred. All his working life Williams had dealt with the unhinged, sometimes he had been paid to kill them, other times he had worked for them but seeing the woman transform in front of him was something new. He tried to hold her gaze but it pierced his soul, his spirit quivered and quaked and he couldn’t do it. The need to lick his lips grew and then he spun away and headed for the door, as he opened it he couldn’t help but look back into the room
 .

She was standing with the hostess trolley by her side, Williams opened his mouth unsure what he was going to say
 .

‘Get out, you cunt, and keep me informed,’ the woman spat, the air seemed to shimmer around her as if agitated by her fury
 .

Williams did as she demanded, closing the door quietly as he left, before breathing out heavily
 .

‘Mad bitch,’ he mumbled, striding away down the long, panelled hallway
 .
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M
 arnie hesitated then hurled
 the heavy rockery stone through the glass panel of the orangery door. The chunk of stone shattered the glass before landing with a thump on the white-tiled floor. She waited for the wail of alarms and then frowned when the house remained silent
 .

Moving forwards, she lashed out with the heel of her boot, diamond chips fell to the ground, then she squeezed through the gap
 .

After matching the lace bracelet with the one in the photograph she had called Reese to explain what had happened, he had told her to hang fire and he would be there within the next thirty minutes. As soon as she had ended the call Marnie had gone in search of an open window but in the end her frustration had become too much to bear so she had used the stone to gain entrance
 .

Now, she stood amongst the broken glass, no doubt Reese wouldn’t be happy with her gung-ho attitude but any concerns about a reprimand were pushed from her mind as she thought of the missing Rowan Hall
 .

Walking forward, she left the glass room and went through to the kitchen, a quick look around and then she headed into the hallway. Seeing the four short steps leading down to a stout black door she stopped and sniffed the air, her brow creasing in distaste. Hanging above the door were half a dozen tree-shaped air fresheners, their sickly scent mingling with something dark and sour
 .

Marnie walked down the steps, her footfall loud in the confined space. Reaching the door, she grabbed the handle and turned, the lock clicked and she pushed it open, the look of disgust on her face deepening when the foul stench drifted out into the narrow opening
 .

Marnie felt her heart quicken as she stepped into the cellar and saw the stained, single bed pushed up against the far wall, she glanced into the far corner, instantly realising that the stench was coming from the small chemical toilet. The rest of the cellar was bare, at some stage the plaster walls had been whitewashed, but the paint had turned grey making the space look drab and careworn
 .

Moving deeper into the room she took in the scrunched-up takeaway bags littering the dusty, cement floor, the single bulb hanging from the low ceiling, cobwebs leading from the flex and back to the beamed roof
 .

A soiled duvet lay at the side of the bed, grimy pillow next to it, placing the back of her hand on the pillow, feeling the dampness, she scowled before turning and looking back towards the door, her anger building. She had no doubt that Rowan Hall had been held captive in this stinking room and Marnie also suspected that she had been moved recently but the question was where had she been moved to and where was Phelps
 ?

When she heard the sound of a footfall on the stairs she snapped her head up, her body tensing as the shadow bled into the room
 .

By habit, she grabbed the end of her ponytail and gave the end a sharp tug and then she was striding forwards, her heart picking up speed as the adrenaline kicked in
 .

When the man appeared in the doorway she stopped in shocked surprise. It was the man in the photo, Tom Conway, and yet it wasn’t, his face was thinner, his cheeks shaded with dark bristle, the smile replaced by a look of smouldering anger. The two of them stared at one another, the tension mounting and then Conway moved slightly to the right, his gaze sweeping around the room, the fury rising in his eyes when he saw the grotty bed and dirty cover
 .

‘Has Rowan been kept in this shithole?’ he asked in a voice shaking with emotion
 .

For a couple of seconds, Marnie was lost for words and then an image of Hamer lurched into her mind, his face obliterated, his fingers snapped back
 .

‘You killed Hamer, didn’t you
 ?’

Conway glanced at her and nodded. ‘He deserved it
 .’

Marnie felt the sliver of fear crawl over her skin at the admission
 .

‘Has Phelps been keeping Rowan in this place?’ he demanded again
 .

‘You murdered a man yet you expect me to answer your questions
 ?’

Conway flicked her a cold glance. ‘Hamer was nothing but a scumbag pimp, he kept a girl called Emma captive, he pretended
 to be her boyfriend and then sold her for sex to anyone who had a spare tenner before handing the cash over to that bastard Rae. So yes, I killed him – but I’m not losing any sleep over it
 .’

‘What about Chelsea Whitlow – what was her crime?’ Marnie barked back
 .

Conway shrugged. ‘I’m looking for John and Rowan, I don’t give a shit about her, 
she
 —
 ’

‘John Hall’s dead,’ Marnie interrupted and watched as Conway took a step back, his face suddenly torn with pain
 .


‘Dead?’
 he uttered
 .

‘We found his body this morning, he
 …’

Conway strode towards her, his hands opening and closing. Marnie held her ground, her own anger rising as she readied to defend herself
 .

He came to a halt, three feet away, his mouth twisted in anguish. ‘Tell me what happened,’ he paused and licked his lips, ‘please?’ The last word came out as a tortured plea
 .

Marnie tried to imagine the man who stood in front of her cracking back Hamer’s fingers before dragging him from the car and beating him to death in the most vicious of ways. Then, turning up at Chelsea Whitlow’s house and using a blade on the woman as her husband lay unconscious and bleeding close by
 .

Conway looked at her, his eyes shining with tears
 .

Marnie sighed. ‘He was at home, 
we
 —
 ’

‘But he can’t have been, I checked the house
 .’

‘What about the garage
 ?’

She saw the look seep into his eyes, a look that spoke volumes
 .

‘The garage?’ he said through gritted teeth
 .

Marnie nodded. ‘I’m sorry but it looks as if he was attacked from behind
 .’

‘Do you know who did it
 ?’

The voice of reason inside Marnie’s head tried to assert itself, Conway was a killer – he had admitted as much – and yet here she was talking to him as if she somehow felt his pain. Then she thought of her missing sister and all the years she had spent trying to discover the truth; she knew that even now she would do anything, go to any lengths to find out what had happened to her. Suddenly, she was transported back to the burning house, clinging onto Boland’s back, her right hand locked on his blood-smeared face, her finger plunging into his right eye as she screamed her fury at the filthy monster who continued to burn
 .

Marnie blinked to find that Conway had moved back towards the door, she took a step forward and then stopped as he pulled the knife from his pocket
 .

‘I don’t want to hurt you but take another step and I will,’ he said
 .

‘We don’t know who killed your friend, 
we
 —
 ’

‘John’s dead and he can’t be brought back but Rowan may still be alive, if she was here then someone moved her and it was either Phelps or he knows who did it
 .’

‘Let us do our job,’ Marnie whispered the words but knew they would fall on deaf ears, knew that he wouldn’t stop until he found out what had happened to his goddaughter
 .

She stood and watched Conway turn and vanish through the door, his heavy boots slamming up the four short steps before fading down the hallway. Inside she cringed, knowing that she should go after him, though it wasn’t fear for her own safety that kept her rooted to the spot. It was the simple fact that Tom Conway was a kindred spirit, a man who cared for his friend and his daughter and was prepared to cross any line, break any rule to get to the truth
 .

Turning back to the bed she imagined the girl having to live in this pitiful shell of a room. No doubt her waking hours had been spent locked in fear of what the future would bring, her dreams morphing into nightmares every time sleep came to claim her
 .

Marnie could sympathise, wasn’t her own life spent with the spectres of the dead constantly hovering in her mind, waiting to swoop and fill her to the core with guilt and dread
 ?

She was still standing in the middle of the room lost in the maze of terror when DCI Reese called out her name
 .

Marnie dragged a hand down her face as she heard footsteps above
 .

‘Down here!’ she shouted and waited to face the music
 .
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A
 cton was parked
 on the street, the fingers of his right hand beat a tattoo on the steering wheel, the interior of the car clouded with smoke, his eyes flicking nervously from one mirror to the other. The engine purred. He checked the clock on the dash. Cheeks narrowed, he took another long pull and blew the smoke out anxiously
 .

‘Come on, come on,’ he hissed, as the first spots of rain hit the windscreen
 .

He pictured Jimmy Rae and his face soured as he thought of all the abuse he dished out on a daily basis. The snide comments, the savage tongue, not to mention his propensity for mindless violence. Things had always been bad around Jimmy but now, with Tam dead, he seemed more unstable that ever and the longer the time slipped by, the more ferocious Rae would become
 .

Acton checked the mirrors again then slid the window down a fraction, the smoke billowed out into the rain and he tapped the ash through the gap before taking another drag. When his phone bleeped, he flicked the cigarette onto the street and grabbed it from the dashboard. Opening the text, he nervously read it and stabbed out a reply, his hands shaking slightly, sweat clammy on his forehead
 .

Checking the words, he took a deep breath and pressed ‘send’ and immediately lit another cigarette before wiping the sweat from his brow with the back of a meaty hand
 .

He heard the distant wail of a siren and he felt his balls tighten in fear; cigarette clamped between his teeth, he slotted the car into gear and dropped the handbrake, his head tilted slightly as he listened to the siren increase
 .

When he saw the flash of blue in the wing mirror he let the car start to crawl forward, his right foot easing down on the gas, both hands locked on the wheel as the sound increased and the blue lights grew closer
 .

Acton held his breath and then sighed in relief as the car turned onto the driveway of Collier’s house. As soon as it vanished from sight he grabbed second gear and then third as the car tore away from the kerb. By the time he turned left at the end of the road his mind was flying, trying to imagine Rae’s reaction when he found out that the filth had arrived at the house and that Stevie Harrow and Paul West were still inside
 .

Acton tried to think through the implications, no doubt Rae would want to know why he had driven away from the house leaving the two men to fend for themselves, or more likely he would want to know why he hadn’t been the one to go into the house in the first place. Acton screwed his eyes closed for a second as he realised that Rae might explode but it was more than that, Jimmy Rae might very well smell a rat, and if that were the case then a fist in the face would be the least of his worries
 .

The car swerved slightly from side to side as he tried to get a grip on his galloping heart
 .

‘Shit,’ he hissed as he sped away down the road
 .
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M
 arnie sat
 in the passenger seat watching three of the SOCO team walk into the house. Reese was behind the wheel, his brow furrowed, his lips pressed together in a thin line
 .

‘And you have no idea how Conway got away?’ he asked, keeping his eyes facing front
 .

‘No,’ Marnie admitted
 .

The silence stretched out and then Reese grunted. ‘I just don’t get it, I’ve seen you tackle some crazy bastards and you never back down. I mean, look at Boland, 
he
 —
 ’

‘This was different, Boland took my sister, he was a monster and besides, Conway had a knife and he told me he’d kill me if I tried to stop him
 .’

Reese turned, a look of disbelief on his face. ‘So, to make matters worse we have now have Conway – a man who admitted to you that he killed Hamer and tortured Whitlow’s sister – out there trying to find this Phelps character
 ?’

Marnie kept her mouth closed, unsure if Reese was accusing her of not doing enough or whether he was simply stating a fact
 .

‘I assume, with Conway turning up here, he was the one who broke into Phelps’s office? And yet you got to Phelps’s house before him
 ?’

‘It looks that way
 .’

‘You didn’t ask him
 ?’

Marnie felt the heat in her cheeks flare. ‘Things happened fast 
and
 —
 ’

‘Yet you found the time to tell him about Hall
 ?’

‘I wanted to see how he would react
 .’

‘And?’

Marnie looked back at the windscreen as another police car pulled onto the drive, blue lights turning in the rain. ‘I don’t think he knew that Hall was dead
 .’

‘Yes, well, he does now which will only make the nutter more determined to find out what happened to Rowan Hall
 .’

‘OK, tell me what I should have done?’ Marnie fired back, anger flashing in her eyes
 .

‘I—’

‘Perhaps next time I’ll just wade in, considering Conway is only ex-army, trained to kill, I should be able to take him down, no problem
 .’

The muscles in Reese’s jaw bulged as he ground his teeth together. ‘That’s not what I’m saying
 .’

‘Well it sounds like it to me and you didn’t see the guy, when he admitted to killing Hamer and torturing Chelsea he didn’t bat an eye, he showed no remorse. As far as he was concerned they were legitimate targets to finding out what had happened to the Hall family
 .’

Reese held her gaze for a few seconds and then he snapped a nod. ‘OK, you’re right, I was out of order
 .’

Marnie kept her hands folded in her lap, guilt keeping her silent
 .

‘Right it’s no use sitting here, we need to find Phelps and we need to do it before Conway catches up with him
 .’

‘What about Rowan
 ?’

Reese started to tap at the steering wheel again in aggravation. ‘Let’s hope that when we find the bastard he still has her with him
 .’

Marnie nodded, then her phone started to ring and she fumbled it from her pocket
 .

Seeing Bev Harvey’s name appear on the screen she tapped the loudspeaker button, letting Reese hear as well. ‘Yeah, Bev, what can I do for you
 ?’

‘We’ve found another,’ Bev replied, her voice laced with shock and more than a hint of fear
 .

‘Another what?’ Reese barked
 .

‘Sorry, boss, I didn’t know you were there, 
we
 —
 ’

‘Just get on with it,’ the DCI demanded
 .

Marnie looked at her boss and scowled but Reese chose to ignore it, his hands tight on the wheel, his face set in harsh lines
 .

‘Another dismembered body,’ Bev replied in a whisper
 .

Marnie felt the shock lance into her brain as she pictured the body parts shoved into the rucksack, the blood and gore and Tam Whitlow looking up at her with his one good eye, his mouth stretched wide in a perpetual scream of agony
 .

‘Where, at Phelps’s office?’ Marnie asked, puzzled
 .

They listened as Bev explained about the change in her orders, Susan taking over at Phelps’s office while she was ordered to go to the house where the body had been found. She gave them the address, her voice pitched slightly higher than normal as the shock continued to affect her
 .

‘Do we know who the victim is
 ?’

‘No, but apparently, the house belongs to a local builder named 
Collier
 —
 ’

‘How did you find out about the body?’ Marnie enquired
 .

‘An anonymous call came through to the desk, so I was sent to check it out. And Christ, it’s bad
 .’

‘OK, listen, I’m on my way over now,’ Marnie said and glanced at Reese who nodded in agreement
 .

‘Thanks, boss
 .’

Marnie tapped the screen and slid the phone back into her pocket before opening the door and climbing out
 .

‘I’m sorry for being a miserable bastard,’ Reese said, as she made to close the door
 .

Marnie hesitated and then sighed. ‘My main concern is the girl, she didn’t ask for any of this, she’s not a dealer or a killer, she’s just a kid who lost her mother to cancer and now her father’s dead 
and
 —
 ’

‘That’s the real reason you didn’t tackle Conway, isn’t it?’ Reese interrupted
 .

Marnie dipped her head to look into the car. ‘Look at us, we’re stretched to the limit, we have Rae to contend with and now Hall’s dead and Rowan is still missing and another dismembered body turns up 
and
 —
 ’

‘That doesn’t make it right, Sergeant, you let Conway walk, if he kills someone else then their blood will be on your hands,’ he jabbed a finger towards Marnie, his eyes firing pulses of anger
 .

‘Conway is following the leads and I’ve already told you, he had a knife
 .’

‘He killed Hamer!’ Reese barked. ‘He stamped all over his bloody head, you saw the damage done
 .’

Marnie leaned further down. ‘You’re right, I did, but I also saw the damage done to Emma Winstanley and Drew Watkins. Two lives ruined and for what? Just so Hamer could line his pockets and play the big man. The Hamers of this world are not bothered about the law, so what if they serve a few months in the nick, they still come out and start all over again. So, if you are asking me if I have any sympathy for Hamer then the answer is no, my sympathies lie with the victims and not a bastard like him
 .’

Reese moved back slightly in his seat, his eyes widening in surprise, when he opened his mouth Marnie raised a hand
 .

‘The day you don’t trust me is the day I walk away from this job,’ she fired back
 .

Reese seemed to expand behind the wheel, the air between them charged with anger and frustration
 .

‘Just get over to the house and sort this,’ he said as he pushed the door open
 .

By the time he climbed from the car, Marnie was storming over to her Audi, Reese watched her, pensively, over the roof of his car
 .

She didn’t look back as she got into the car, even when she spun it around in the turning space and drove away she kept her eyes looking straight ahead
 .

The DCI rubbed a hand across his tired eyes. ‘What a bloody life,’ he mumbled, slamming the car door and heading back towards the house
 .
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M
 arnie went through the gears,
 siren wailing, lights flashing, her emotions see-sawing back and forth. Part of her mind was disgusted with the fact that she had let Conway walk away from Phelps’s house. Reese was right, she had failed in her duty. He had seen through the thin façade to the truth. She should have at least followed the man, got the make and registration of the car he was driving, that would have given them a chance to pick him up before someone else died. Instead, she had let him walk away, unchecked, worse still she had told him about John Hall, no doubt adding to his desperation to find the missing Rowan
 .

The traffic lights in the distance changed to red and she slowed down, glancing left and right before crossing the junction at speed
 .

She had allowed herself to be swayed by Tom Conway, seeing his pain she had ignored the fact that he had killed Hamer and tortured Chelsea in his hunt for the Hall family. Yet she had seen the look of despair in his eyes, the same heartache she saw when she looked in the mirror. The haunted look of someone who knew they could never change the past yet desperately clinging onto hope in an uncertain future
 .

The road narrowed, she slowed down slightly and dragged in a huge breath of air, letting it out through her nose in an attempt to calm her pulsating brain
 .

Ten minutes later, she pulled across the road and onto the tarmacked drive, parking up behind the two squad cars at the front of the property. The house was newly built and yet it managed to look tatty – as if it had been built on the cheap – paint peeled from the shingles, weeds grew from the crooked guttering that spilled rainwater down the red brickwork to pool on the uneven flagged floor
 .

Unclipping her seat belt, Marnie got out into the rain and glanced around at the garden, a few stunted bushes and a patchy lawn with more barren earth than grass
 .

She turned just as Bev Harvey walked out of the house, her face etched with the same look of horror she had been wearing when they found Tam Whitlow
 .

As Marnie walked over, Bev tried to smile but her eyes were still full of fear and disgust
 .

‘You drew the short straw again I see,’ Marnie said as she reached the house and stepped into the hallway
 .

‘I wouldn’t mind but I’m meant to be going out on a date tonight, the fancy restaurant is booked but how the hell can I eat after seeing what’s upstairs
 ?’

‘You could always become a veggie
 .’

Bev’s eyes widened in shock. ‘But I love my meat
 !’

Marnie glanced towards the stairs. ‘OK, so what have we got
 ?’

‘The body’s upstairs – the bedroom on the right – whoever did it cut his head clean off
 .’

‘Sergeant Hammond, you are here to assist me, not standing gossiping like a bloody fishwife
 .’

Marnie looked up to see DI Rogers standing at the top of the stairs, his hands in his pockets, his hair plastered to his head
 .

‘Now, if you’ve finished chatting
 then I suggest you get up here and earn your salary for a change,’ with that he spun right and vanished along the landing
 .

Marnie looked at Bev who shrugged apologetically. ‘Sorry, boss, he turned up just before you got here
 .’

‘Like a bad penny,’ Marnie sighed as they headed for the stairs
 .

Reaching the top, she turned right with Bev close on her heels, Rogers was standing in the bedroom doorway with his back to them. The DI looked over his shoulder, his chin jutting out, his eyes narrowed. He stepped to the side, keeping his eyes locked on Marnie, waiting for the gasp of shock
 .

Marnie steeled herself as she looked down whilst trying to block out the offal-like stink that filled the room
 .

‘Are you feeling all right, Sergeant?’ Rogers asked, without any hint of sympathy
 .

Marnie didn’t reply, didn’t even look at the DI. Instead she glanced down at the headless body, her heart rearing at the grisly sight
 .

‘Is Doc Kelly on his way?’ she asked as she turned to Bev
 .

‘I put the call in so he should be en route
 .’

‘What about SOCO
 ?’

‘Excuse me but who’s in charge here?’ Rogers snapped
 .

Marnie slowly turned to her superior. ‘Sorry, sir, just checking
 .’

‘So, you think I’m incapable of managing a crime scene, is that what you’re suggesting
 ?’

Marnie could see the petulant anger building in Rogers’s eyes as she shook her head. ‘Of course not,’ she replied
 .

The DI glared at her, looking for any hint of sarcasm, Marnie kept her face impassive as she met his venomous gaze
 .

‘Right, Hammond, I want the rest of the house checking, and the garden, so take Harvey with you and sort it. If you find anything suspicious then I want to know about it
 .’

‘You mean you haven’t checked the other rooms?’ Marnie asked in disbelief
 .

The look of anger flared in Rogers’s insipid eyes
 .

‘I shouldn’t have to explain that a crime scene needs to be secure,’ he snarled as he pointed at the body on the bed. ‘This, sergeant, is a crime scene, now do your job and let me do mine!’ he barked
 .

Marnie felt a barbed reply form on her lips but she turned away and grimaced at Bev before walking from the room and back along the landing in silence. Reaching the first door on the right, Marnie tapped it open with her foot, the smell of sweaty feet and testosterone wafted out of the room and both women scowled as they stepped inside
 .

The bed was unmade, the plain white duvet lay on the floor and Marnie thought about the cellar room with the single bed and the filthy duvet that had more than likely been Rowan Hall’s bed for the past five weeks. The thought made her anger towards Rogers flair, if he had done his job properly then John Hall would have been found sooner and they would have pulled out all the stops to find his daughter. However, as things stood, Rowan would have suffered for longer, no doubt praying that the police would be out in force looking for her, desperately trying to keep the flame of hope alive and Rogers had done nothing to follow the leads
 .

Shaking her head to dislodge the feelings of disgust, Marnie walked around the bed and looked into the wardrobe. The space was empty apart from a couple of odd socks on the bottom shelf, sliding the door to the left revealed even more empty space
 .

‘I’ll check the bathroom,’ Bev said and Marnie nodded as she turned and looked around the room
 .

There was no dressing table, just a battered-looking running machine in the corner of the room, the obligatory pair of underpants dangled off the handle as if they had been kicked there by the owner. The view from the window revealed a lawn made up of scrub grass, over to the left stood a rusting Transit van standing on breezeblocks
 .

Marnie was in the process of bending to look under the bed when the scream erupted from the landing, she heard a yelp followed by a heavy thud and then a man flew past the open bedroom door. Leaping across the bed, Marnie bulleted across the room in time to see the figure hurtling down the stairs, his black coat billowing behind. She glanced right, Bev was sprawled on the floor, one hand held to her head. Turning left she saw Rogers standing in the bedroom doorway, his hands dangling by his side, his eyes saucer like as he looked at Marnie
 .

‘You OK, Bev?’ she asked, moving towards her colleague
 .

Bev managed to nod. ‘I’ll live,’ she said
 .

Marnie threw Rogers a poisonous look and then she was running for the stairs, her heart pounding as she dashed down to the hallway and sprinted out through the front door. The man was twenty yards away, still running full tilt, his arms pumping, his long legs eating up the ground
 .

Reaching up, Marnie gave her ponytail a vicious tug and then she exploded forwards, her face set with determination, her eyes locked on the running man. She saw him throw a look over his shoulder, his face twisted with hatred and then he turned back and concentrated on running
 .

By the time he made it to the road, Marnie had closed the gap to fifteen feet, the man was big which also meant he wouldn’t be able to keep up the ferocious pace for long
 .

She sprinted out onto the street to see him standing at the kerb as if waiting to hail a taxi, his face stark with anger
 .

‘Fucking bastard!’ he screamed into the squally air
 .

Marnie slowed her pace as he turned towards her, breathing heavily, his face coated with rain and sweat, his jaw clamped
 .

‘Your lift has vanished I see,’ Marnie said as she came to a halt
 .

The man glared and then he jabbed out a finger. ‘I didn’t kill that fucker,’ he snarled
 .

Marnie edged closer. ‘So, what were you doing at the house and why did you assault my colleague and run
 ?’

She watched as his features twisted with anguish and indecision, then he blew out and squared his shoulders. ‘Come any closer and I’ll snap your bastard neck,’ he warned
 .

Marnie shrugged as if unconcerned with the threat. ‘We both know you can’t outrun 
me
 —
 ’

‘I don’t need to outrun you, I can knock the shit out of you and walk away
 .’

Marnie felt the anger inside flare and then she smiled. ‘I don’t doubt you’re right but all I have to do is keep my distance because within the next few minutes a Transit van will come around that corner with half a dozen officers in it, you will be Tasered and locked in a cell until you decide to cooperate
 .’

‘I’ll never fucking talk!’ the man bellowed
 .

‘That’s what they all say but you were running from a house in which a man has been 
slaughtered
 —
 ’

‘I told you, I didn’t do it
 .’

‘So, who did and why has your driver left you stranded
 ?’

The man stepped towards Marnie, his face stark with fury, his hands opening and closing as if he couldn’t wait to get them around Marnie’s throat
 .

When the sound of the siren split the air, she saw him snarl as he realised he was seconds away from being collared
 .

‘Cunt!’ he spat and bulleted forwards
 .

Marnie didn’t run, she didn’t back off, instead she waited until he was almost upon her and then she dipped low and to the right, avoiding his outstretched arms before slamming her left elbow into his ribs
 .

The man grunted, thrown off course. He smashed into the lamp post with a sickening crunch. Turning, blood streaming from where his nose had collided with the metal post, he came after her again like some cumbersome automaton, his face flushed with rage and blood
 .

Marnie could hear the siren growing louder by the second as the man lashed out his right arm, fist clenched. She ducked her head, her right leg shot out, her boot slamming into his left knee. This time the attacker did more than grunt, he bellowed in pain, knee twisted out of shape, his leg gave way and he crashed to the floor splitting both lips and cracking his chin, just as the Transit screeched to halt by the kerb
 .

‘Everything OK, boss?’ PC Paul Clark asked as he leapt out from behind the wheel with two other officers close behind
 .

Marnie nodded as she looked down at the injured man, his eyes blazing up at her with hatred
 .

‘Just get him cuffed and back to the station
 …’

‘I’ll fucking remember you,’ he snarled up at her
 .

Marnie tilted her head and raised an eyebrow. ‘No need to remember me, we’ll be seeing a lot of one another over the next few days, Mr
 …?’

‘Get fucked!’ he bellowed
 .

Marnie turned to Paul. ‘If Mr Get Fucked gives you any trouble, Taser him,’ she said
 .

Paul Clark stifled a laugh as Marnie turned and walked away
 .

Stevie Harrow watched her vanish back down the drive. Then he turned and looked at the space where the car should have been. Acton had been keeping watch while he and Westy had gone into the house but now he had scarpered, leaving them to fucking dangle
 .

He had no idea where Paul West was, he had been out in the garden having a cig when the filth had arrived so no doubt Westy had headed for the fence at the back of the house to escape into the open fields beyond. As far as Harrow was concerned that was fine, he wouldn’t have expected Paul to hang about with the coppers closing in but Acton was a different matter entirely
 .

‘Are you going to behave yourself?’ Paul Clark asked
 .

Harrow sneered as he raised his fists. ‘What the fuck do you think, you piece of shit
 .’

Five seconds later, Stevie Harrow was jittering as the Taser did its job
 .
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T
 he woman looked
 out of the window at the garden, her eyes taking in the trees and bushes dripping with rainwater, her face serene as she sighed in satisfaction. At her back, the logs crackled in the open fire, the faint scent of applewood scented the air. She sniffed, her eyes closed for a moment as the memories pushed at her senses. Her father had always used applewood in the old family home, she could see him now, stacking the wood in the grate, his huge, calloused hands sorting the timber just so, his brow, as always, was furrowed, his eyes – a match for his daughter’s – were bright with dark anger and malice
 .

This time when the woman sighed it held a note of bitter sadness, she had loved her father though she doubted whether anyone would believe that fact. They just saw a hard man, a man who cared little for the world and how he was perceived by others. She thought back over the years back to when she had been a child, the family home had been perpetually cold, the furniture even back then had been careworn, each room had the basics and nothing more. The six bedrooms had a bed and a wardrobe. The kitchen had been huge, the Aga rumbling away in the corner. Though it failed to heat the huge house, she could recall sitting on the flagged floor with her back to the oven trying to absorb the meagre heat
 .

At her back, a knot in the wood popped with the heat and she opened her eyes, feeling the warmth at her back. Raising her right hand, her fingers ran over the string of pearls around her neck like a catholic rolling the rosary beads between her fingers
 .

When her phone rang she lifted it from her pocket and tapped at the screen without bothering to see who was calling
 .

‘Hello, Mr Williams, I assume you have news for me?’ she asked as she continued her vigil at the window
 .

‘The police arrived at Collier’s house
 .’

‘And?’

‘One of them got away but the police collared the second man
 .’

‘And what about Phelps and the girl
 ?’

‘They’re safe, don’t worry about that,’ Williams replied
 .

‘One thing you will learn, Mr Williams, is that I never worry, I leave all that to the people I employ
 .’

‘Very wise
 .’

‘Now, I think it’s time you delivered the letter
 .’

‘No problem
 .’

Ending the call, she moved closer to the window and studied her sepia reflection in the glass, her face looked distorted by the rain that ran down the windowpane. Reaching out her left hand she traced the water down the glass as if she were trying to brush away the tears from her reflection. The anger rose from the pit of her stomach, pulsating through her body like a vile black orgasm. Her right hand tightened on the beads and seconds later the thread snapped and the pearls fell, sounding like a rain of frozen tears as they hit the wooden floor and scattered in all directions
 .

‘Hate you!’ she hissed at the face that stared back at her in the glass
 .
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M
 arnie sat
 at the kitchen table, Bev opposite, her fingers tentatively exploring the lump on her head
 .

‘You sure you’re OK?’ Marnie asked
 .

‘I tried to stop the bugger but he just steamrollered me,’ Bev explained with a sigh
 .

‘Yeah well, he’s on his way to a cell now
 .’

‘I still can’t believe Rogers let you chase the guy on your own
 .’

‘Come on, Bev, you know the man can’t be trusted to follow a lead, so he’s hardly going to put himself in harm’s way
 .’

‘Bastard,’ Bev mumbled, her face sour with disgust
 .

‘I take it he’s still upstairs
 ?’

‘Yeah, securing the crime scene
 ,’ Bev snarled
 .

When they heard footsteps in the hall Marnie turned as Reese walked into the room looking anything but happy
 .

‘You OK, Bev?’ he asked as he dragged out a chair and sat down
 .

‘I’m fine, sir, just got a bit of a headache that’s all
 .’

Reese nodded before turning to Marnie. ‘So, what the hell happened here
 ?’

‘The man who attacked Bev was hiding in the 
bathroom
 —
 ’

‘Hang on, I thought Rogers was here?’ Reese asked, folding his arms
 .

‘He’s upstairs, playing detective,’ Marnie spoke the words before she had time to consider the implications
 .

Reese held her gaze for a moment before turning to Bev
 .

‘He arrived about two minutes after I got here and made me stand guard at the front door while he checked upstairs,’ she said
 .

‘And you arrived twenty minutes later?’ he asked, looking at Marnie
 .

Marnie nodded. ‘Bev met me at the front of the house and then DI Rogers appeared at the top of the stairs and lambasted us for “gossiping
 ”.’

Reese’s eyes widened in surprise. “Gossiping
 ?”

‘We went into the bedroom; the dead man was on the floor and then the DI told us to search the house and garden. I was in the process of checking one of the bedrooms and Bev headed to the bathroom
 .’

‘I’d just reached the door when it opened and the guy came blasting out,’ Bev explained
 .

‘So, this man had been hiding in the bloody bedroom while Rogers was dicking about upstairs?’ Reese’s face darkened as Bev reluctantly nodded
 .

‘So, who chased the nutter
 ?’

‘DS Hammond went after him,’ Bev finished
 .

Reese turned his gaze back to Marnie. ‘Did Rogers assist
 ?’

‘No,’ she replied without hesitation
 .

Instantly, Reese was back on his feet, he crossed the room and vanished from sight. ‘Rogers, get your arse down here – right now!’ he bellowed
 .

Back in the kitchen Bev winced and Marnie remained seated, her arms folded as Reese stormed back into the room closely followed by Rogers
 .

Reaching the table, the DCI turned and Rogers came to a halt snapping to attention
 .

‘I want to know why you didn’t chase this bastard?’ Reese demanded. ‘I want to know why you didn’t check the rest of the house,’ the DCI seemed to expand with anger. ‘I want to know what the fuck you are playing at
 !’

Colour flooded the DI’s face, he flicked a dark look at Marnie but Reese darted forwards. ‘Don’t you dare look to pass the buck over this, if it wasn’t for DS Hammond this animal would have escaped because all you did was stand around with your thumb up your arse
 !’

‘I was seeing to PC Harvey,’ Rogers mumbled
 .

Reese took a step back, his eyes laced with disgust. ‘So, while Hammond was chasing a possible killer you were getting the smelling salts out
 ?’

Rogers’s mouth opened and then he snapped it closed again, his face turning puce with a mixture of anger and shame
 .

‘Right, I want you standing guard at the end of the bloody drive,’ Reese barked
 .

‘But …’

‘You are not to be trusted,’ Reese jabbed out a finger, his hand shaking with fury
 .

Rogers fumed, spun on his heels and stormed from the room
 .

When Reese turned back to Marnie she could see the disbelief in his eyes as he shook his head. ‘Right, Bev, you stay here and take it easy, Marnie you’re with me,’ he walked from the room with Marnie close behind
 .

Bev watched them go before closing her eyes in an effort to steady her galloping heart
 .
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R
 owan looked
 around the room and tried to quell the feeling of fear that seemed to permanently swarm around her mind. When the man had come for, her she had screamed as he dragged her from the cellar and up the short flight of steps. She had tried to pull away but his hand had tightened on her arm until she gasped in pain
 .

‘Make a sound and I’ll break your fucking neck!’ he’d spat, pulling her along the hallway
 .

Rowan had tried to concentrate on the man but all she got was glimpses of his face, thinning hair that looked like rust, jowls wobbling as he pulled her out of the house. She remembered the smell of aftershave, sickly and sweet, then she had been locked into the rear of the van and the fear had closed around her as she cowered in the corner, the van swaying from side to side as they drove away
 .

Now, she looked around the threadbare room and tried to see an escape route, but the space had just the one door, the windows were pitted with crumbling plaster. Crossing the room, she tugged the handle, already resigned to the fact that it would be locked. Her hand fell away and her shoulders dropped as she realised that all that had happened was the fact that she had changed one prison for another. Then she thought of her father’s smiling face, she could see the encouragement shining in his eyes, willing her to remain calm, remain strong and he would find her
 .

Rowan’s face shifted and her eyes became infused with determination. She pictured the man who had taken her from the cellar, his grip had been firm but she suddenly recalled his eyes, eyes full of fear and panic. Then she thought of her dad’s eyes and her determination solidified into a solid block of anger
 .


‘The man is a weakling,’
 her dad whispered in her mind. ‘He’s nothing, Rowan, a pathetic nobody.’
 Rowan found herself nodding in agreement. ‘Remember what I taught you, remember the tricks,’
 her father said
 .

‘The tricks,’ Rowan repeated
 .

She recalled the long summer days as they built the tree house, her father had spent time teaching his daughter the basics of self-defence and he had said that she was a natural. Rowan remembered smiling as she swiped her father’s legs from beneath him and he had fallen to the ground, his face split with a smile of satisfaction
 .


‘Remember what I taught you, to wait and watch for your chance, because bad guys always slip up and you will get your chance, sweetheart
 .’


She continued to nod listening to the words of wisdom, and then she turned and studied the room with fresh eyes. As with the cellar, the room contained a single bed though this time there was no chemical toilet, Rowan frowned and then she shrugged as if it was of no real concern. Her dad had served in the army for twelve years and she doubted whether he would be concerned with the lack of a toilet. Walking over to the bed she grabbed the headboard and gave it a shake, the wooden spindles rocked back and forth and Rowan Hall smiled as she went to work, her young mind emptying itself until all that remained was her hands tugging and pulling at the wooden frame, her lips clamped together, her eyes lit with fervour
 .


‘I love you, Dad,’
 she whispered as she tugged at the wood
 .
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R
 eese wandered
 to the window and looked out over the garden. Marnie joined him and they both looked down at the rusting van on bricks. They were in the spare bedroom while Doc Kelly was taking a look at the body in the other room
 .

‘Things are happening too bloody fast,’ the DCI said. ‘First, we have Whitlow and Hamer – not to mention Chelsea Bold – and now this
 .’

‘How did you go on at the Phelps house?’ Marnie asked
 .

Reese gave her a grizzled smile. ‘Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten about Phelps or Rowan Hall
 .’

‘Will the Super draft in any help?’ Marnie asked
 .

‘He’ll have to because we can’t carry on like this
 .’

Rowan saw how much it hurt Reese to admit that they were getting swamped
 .

He continued to stare through the window. ‘It doesn’t help when you have spineless bastards like Rogers on the team
 .’

Marnie kept silent, reluctant to bad mouth the DI even though she agreed with Reese’s assessment
 .

‘Ever the diplomat,’ Reese said, as if he could read her mind
 .

Marnie smiled and gave the slightest of shrugs. ‘Where do we go from here?’ she asked in an effort to change the subject
 .

Reese checked his watch. ‘When was the last time you got any sleep?’ he asked
 .

Marnie tried to think but the word “sleep” made her yawn and Reese turned towards her
 .

‘Get yourself home, Marnie, tomorrow we can tackle the guy you collared leaving the house
 .’

‘Wouldn’t it be better to see to it now
 ?’

Reese thought for a moment before shaking his head. ‘No, let the bastard stew for a bit, besides it’s no use going in half-asleep, I want no fucks-up when we question the guy
 .’

Marnie yawned again, suddenly she felt tired out as the last of the adrenaline seeped from her system
 .

‘OK, what time do you want me the station
 ?’

‘Get there at half-six and with a bit of luck we’ll catch the guy still half-asleep
 .’

Marnie took a step towards the door and then stopped. ‘When I ran out into the street he was standing on the kerb fuming
 .’

Reese frowned. ‘I don’t follow
 .’

‘It was as if he expected to find a car there waiting for him, he was cursing but not at me, not then,’ she explained
 .

Reese nodded. ‘Someone was keeping an eye on the place and then you turned up and the watcher did a runner leaving his mate in the shit
 ?’

‘That’s what I think happened
 .’

Reese smiled. ‘Good, it might give us something to work with especially if this guy’s been shafted
 .’

‘Right, see you in the morning,’ she said, leaving the room and heading down the stairs
 .

Bev was standing at the front door looking out into the rain-soaked night
 .

‘What do you want me to do, boss?’ she asked
 .

Marnie slipped her hands into her pockets. ‘I’ve got a bottle of red in the fridge at home if you fancy helping me empty it
 ?’

Bev smiled and nodded. ‘Count me in.’ Two minutes later, they were in the car, at the end of the drive they spotted Rogers loitering under one of the tall trees in an effort to stay out of the rain
 .

‘Tosser,’ Marnie mouthed the word as the DI glared in at them as they pulled out into the road and vanished from sight
 .

The rain continued to fall from the leaden sky
 .












66












C
 onway parked
 the car in the lay-by and looked out at the rain-swept view, the darkness pushing at the windscreen in a solid block. He tried to think but his head felt clogged with raw emotion, thinking about what the female copper had told him
 .

John was dead, attacked from behind by some backstabbing bastard and left in the garage to rot. He thought back to their time in the army, the tight spots they had been in and yet neither man had ever had to worry, knowing that they had one another’s back no matter how bad the situation
 .

Conway closed his eyes and the tears trickled free. When John had met his future wife and left the army, Conway had been happy for them both, relieved that his friend was out of harm’s way and had found a woman he truly loved
 .

Two years later, Rowan had been born and the Hall family had been set for a life of good memories, a life of holidays and Christmases spent together, of love and laughter. Every time he came home on leave, Conway had seen the way having a wife and daughter had impacted on John’s life. Gone was the natural look of distrust in John’s eyes, gone were the frown lines that had constantly furrowed his brow. The last time they had met had been a couple of years after Carol had died, Rowan had been thrilled to see him and John had looked healed after the horror of losing the woman he loved. Conway remembered looking in the bathroom mirror and his
 frown lines had grown deeper, his
 eyes harder; that was when he had decided it was time to come out of the army and try to build a life in the real world
 .

Conway opened his eyes and watched the rain pattern the windscreen, inside the anger continued to build as he thought about the cruel twists of fate that life pushed your way. He pictured John sprawled on the floor of the garage and the anger bloomed into fury but then an image of Rowan swept in, replacing the fury with a feeling of crushing failure
 .

Pulling out the tobacco pouch, he rolled a cigarette with shaking hands before lighting the paper and taking a long pull, letting the smoke out on a shuddering sigh
 .

Then he pulled out his phone, finger tapping at the screen he typed the name Phelps into the search engine. Thirty seconds later, he had an image of the solicitor on the small screen, it had been taken at some charity event, the type of thing where the stinking rich made bids on certain items to raise cash for the needy. In the image, Phelps was smiling though when Conway checked his eyes he snarled as he recognised the look of a shark, someone hiding behind a façade and portraying himself as an upright citizen. He had headed out to the solicitor’s home only to find the copper in the cellar, a cellar that stank of human waste. Now, he was convinced that Rowan had been kept prisoner in the stinking room and the thought of her having to live in those squalid conditions raged through his mind
 .

But it was more than that, it was fury at what she had no doubt suffered at the hands of the smiling solicitor. Conway snarled as he crushed the burning cigarette in the palm of his left hand, feeling the heat flare as it burned the skin, the pain subsided but inside the rage increased
 .

He had to find Phelps, had to hope that Rowan was being kept alive and that God would allow him the time and energy to save her. He checked his watch and then clicked the seat back. Having spent so many years in the army he was used to shutting off his senses until the time came to act, though he was also acutely aware that time was limited, so he set the alarm on the phone and eased back in the seat
 .

Closing his eyes, he forced the parade of distressing images from his mind and slept
 .
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R
 ae slammed
 the door to the house with such force that it shook in the frame. He stood in the hallway for a moment, his chest rising and falling in anger
 .

Stalking through the house, he made his way to the kitchen and stood looking out into the darkness, every few seconds his face twitched as if his brain were misfiring
 .

After visiting Chelsea in hospital, he had gone straight to see the solicitor but when he had seen the police car parked at the front of the office he had carried on along the road, his eyes locked on the rear-view mirror in disbelief as the squad car diminished in size
 .

The feeling of panic had squirmed in his guts as he tried to figure what the filth could want with Phelps. Then the paranoia had sent in, perhaps the solicitor had called them himself. Rae pictured the scene as he drove along the busy high street, Phelps spilling his guts, grassing him up, squealing like a small, fat pig on his way to the slaughter house. Rae had gasped and got his foot down in an effort to shake the distressing image. The internal voice tried to convince him that Phelps wouldn’t be so stupid, but the chattering voice of madness was louder, strident in its certainty that Phelps was at this moment stabbing him in the back
 .

So, Rae had made his way straight to the solicitor’s house, his hands locked on the wheel, his eyes frantic. He had almost pulled onto the long drive and then at the last second, he had seen the Transit van with blacked-out windows parked at the front of the house, blue lights flashing, alongside a white van with the letters SOCO stencilled on the side. The panic he had been feeling quickly shifted into real fear as he spun the wheel and drove away
 .

Rae had spent the next hours driving around in a daze of confusion as he tried to fathom what had happened. He had found himself heading home and then the voice of paranoia had stopped him, taking great delight in pointing out that the police could well be waiting at the house
 .

To try and quell the feeling he had driven out of Kirkhead, heading out to the surrounding countryside, weaving his way along the narrow lanes and through the occasional village, the large houses set back well away from the ribbon of road
 .

Finding a lay-by, he had pulled up and tried to ring Acton but the phone had gone straight through to voicemail and Rae had snarled before trying again. On the fourth attempt, his hand had been shaking, his eyes bulging as he screamed into the phone
 .

‘Ring me right now, you useless cunt
 !’

Lighting a cigarette, he had thrust the door open and climbed out of the car, standing in the drizzling rain he had tilted his face to the sky, feeling the rain on his sweating brow. When the phone had rung he had flicked the cigarette away
 .

‘About fucking time,’ he had snarled, reaching into the car and grabbing the phone
 .

When he had seen Paul West’s name flashing on the screen, his face had creased in confusion
 .

‘What the fuck do you want?’ he’s barked
 .

‘It’s gone tits up, Jimmy,’ West had sounded out of breath, as if he had been running
 .

‘Put Acton on, I want a word with that bastard
 .’

‘I can’t, boss, he did a fucking runner and the cops have collared Stevie 
and
 —
 ’

‘What?’ Rae had exploded, as he stepped back into the rain
 .

He listened as West told him about what had gone down at Collier’s place, about how he had been downstairs with Stevie Harrow upstairs, taking a look in the bedrooms, then the wail of sirens and the flashing blue lights had arrived
 .

‘I managed to scarper out the back and made my way back to the road but the bastard was nowhere to be seen, I tried ringing the prick but he’s not answering,’ West finished with a heavy sigh
 .

Suddenly, Jimmy Rae’s paranoia went into overdrive as the pieces started to slot into place. The clouds in his mind parted briefly as he pictured Acton’s face, only now he saw a cunning in the man’s eyes, an insolence hidden in the depths
 .

‘You still there, Jimmy?’ West had asked
 .

‘What was Acton doing in the car, I told him I wanted him to check the house out and
 …’

‘He never mentioned that, he just parked up and told us to sort it
 .’

‘Bastard!’ Rae bellowed into the rain-drenched darkness. ‘I want to know where Acton is
 .’

‘I don’t have a bloody clue where he is, I mean, I was lucky to get out of there but I hung around until the coppers collared Stevie and then I did a runner
 .’

‘And you’re sure Acton had vanished
 ?’

‘Yeah, yeah, Jimmy, I’ve already told you he scarpered and left us in the shit
 .’

‘I want him found, and I want him found now
 !’

‘But I don’t even have any wheels, boss, I’m fucking drenched 
and
 —
 ’

‘Do you think I give a fuck about you being wet?’ Rae’s voice had matched the hissing of the rain
 .

‘I guess not,’ West had sounded disappointed as if he expected some sympathy from Rae
 .

‘Just find the cunt and when you do, I want to know ASAP
 .’

‘Right. Jimmy, 
I’ll
 —
 ’

Rae had jabbed at the phone, ending the call before climbing back into the car
 .

Now, he stood in the kitchen of his home, his shoes leaving small puddles of rainwater on the tiled floor. His mind crammed with faces, Phelps, Acton, Chelsea, and Tam all spinning around in his fractured mind, picking up speed until he couldn’t discern one from another
 .

Staggering across the room, he snatched the whisky bottle from the cupboard, spun the cap and took a glug, feeling the heat flow through his chest, stoking the embers of anger that smouldered in his soul
 .

Outside, the darkness was absolute
 .
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M
 arnie poured
 the drinks before sitting on the sofa and curling her legs beneath her
 .

‘Are you sure you’re OK
 ?’

Bev nodded and took a sip from the glass. ‘Yeah, I’m fine, the swine hurt my pride more than anything
 .’

Marnie smiled as she placed the drink on the table and slipped the cigarettes from her pocket
 .

‘I didn’t know you smoked?’ Bev said in surprise
 .

Marnie looked at the pack in disgust. ‘I like to pretend I don’t but smokers are always full of shit,’ she replied as she pulled one free and lit it
 .

‘Do you think the guy you collared did the killing
 ?’

Marnie had been giving the question some serious thought on the way back home, now she took another pull watching the smoke trail into the air but then she stubbed it out in disgust
 .

‘To be honest I’m not sure. I mean, you saw the body, the stains on the bedroom floor looked dry, which suggest the guy has been dead for more than a few hours
 .’

‘Maybe Doc Kelly will be able to tell us more,’ Bev offered
 .

Marnie picked up the drink and took a sip from the glass. ‘I just don’t get any of this. I mean, someone called the station about the killing, right
 ?’

Bev nodded and stifled a yawn. ‘That’s right
 .’

‘Well, if the man we have in custody was responsible then why was he still at the house and who the hell put the call in
 ?’

Bev frowned as she tried to think of a reply. ‘I have no idea, according to dispatch the caller just gave the address and said someone had been murdered before hanging up
 .’

‘So, someone must have been in the house before our man hid in the bathroom
 .’

‘It looks that way,’ Bev admitted
 .

‘And you said that you and Rogers arrived roughly at the same time
 ?’

‘That’s right,’ Bev said, stifling another yawn
 .

‘OK, chances are the guy hears you coming and he can’t escape through the front of the house so he panics and hides in the bathroom
 .’

‘But if he didn’t kill the man then what was he doing there in the first place
 ?’

This time it was Marnie’s turn to look perplexed. None of this made sense, and then her eyes narrowed momentarily as she went through the facts. When the notion popped into her head her eyes widened
 .

‘What if it was the real killer who put the call in
 ?’

‘But why would someone do that, what would be the point?’ Bev asked in reply
 .

Marnie chewed her bottom lip as her mind searched for an answer. ‘Perhaps they knew someone was in the house and they phoned it in to try and pin the blame on them
 .’

Bev touched the bump on her head and winced. ‘That makes a kind of sense I guess but it still doesn’t explain what the man was doing in the house in the first place
 .’

‘We need to identify the dead man then maybe we’ll find out what role they he had in all this
 .’

When Marnie glanced up, Bev’s eyes were closed
 .

‘Listen, why don’t you sleep here for the night
 ?’

Bev opened her eyes and smiled. ‘Sorry, it’s been an eventful day and I guess it’s catching up with me
 .’

‘What about the date you had planned
 ?’

‘I rang him from the house and cancelled,’ Bev explained
 .

‘OK, you know where the spare room is so why don’t you get your head down for a few hours
 ?’

Bev drained the glass before rising to her feet. ‘I’ll just rinse the glass and head upstairs
 .’

‘Give it here,’ Marnie said, taking the glass from her
 .

‘Thanks, boss, I owe you one.’ Bev crossed the room and headed into the hallway. Marnie eased back onto the sofa before reaching for another cigarette, she was just going to touch the flame to the paper when Bev reappeared
 .

‘I found this on the mat,’ she said, handing the manila-coloured envelope over
 .

Marnie looked at it in surprise
 .

‘Night, boss,’ Bev said, vanishing back through the door
 .

Marnie listened to her footfall on the stairs and then she lit the cigarette before placing it in the ashtray and looking at the plain envelope in her hand. Seconds later, she ripped it open and pulled out the folded piece of paper. Opening it, the gasp caught in her throat as she read the words
 .


Rowan Hall is alive – for now
 .


Marnie licked her lips, tasting wine and fear on her tongue as her eyes dropped down to the next line
 .


No doubt I now have your attention, your hand is shaking as you read this, your heart beating fast, your bitch mind trying to find the answers. Believe me, there are none, I am in control, I was ALWAYS in control
 .


Marnie tore her eyes away from the words and looked around the room, her breathing shallow and fast as she tried to steady her nerves. Then, taking a deep breath, she dipped her head and continued to read
 .


You know all about missing girls, don’t you, Sergeant Hammond? You know all about Conrad Boland and the fun he had, the joy that they provided
 .


Marnie almost crushed the paper as the words slammed into her
 .


You failed to save your sister – such a hothead – let’s see if you can do a better job of saving Rowan Hall
 .


Marnie sprang to her feet and dashed down the hallway, snatching open the front door. The wind blew into the hall bringing the rain with it, her eyes scanned left and right but the road was empty apart from the neighbour’s cars and a black cat that flitted across the road before vanishing into a bank of bushes. No one in sight. Not even a shadow remained
 .

She closed the door and looked down at the paper, her eyes skimming over the words until she reached the final paragraph
 .


So many bodies and yet you have no idea about the truth, do you? None of you do. Your boss, DCI Reese, has no more idea than PC Harvey. It’s amusing watching you all. You run around, so busy, and yet you get nowhere. First, Mr Whitlow, and then the puzzle of the decapitated man, and now Phelps is missing and so is poor Rowan, not to mention her dead father. Make no mistake, the clock is ticking and soon she will die, though not before THEY have their fun
 .


Marnie felt her stomach churn in fear as she read the words
 .


Of course, if you breathe a word of this to anyone then the girl dies, her blood will be on your hands and it will be another missing girl to add to your collection. Another body you will never find, more guilt, more blame. I wonder how much you can take before you lose your sanity
 ?



Ten girl’s names, live in Marnie’s head




Ten girl’s skulls, she takes them all to bed
 .



And if one more girl should accidentally die
 …



Well you get the picture, don’t you
 ?


Marnie felt her grip on reality slip as she read the words
 .


Now, try to do your job and let’s see how you fair, but remember, not a word or I will know and Rowan will die. Tick-tock, Detective Sergeant Marnie Hammond
 .


Seconds later, she had her coat on, car keys in hand as she headed out into the darkness, the wind and rain battering her senses
 .
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R
 ae sat in the darkness,
 the bottle of whisky within easy reach, his eyes glaring out through the French windows, the shotgun placed on the kitchen table
 .

His mind churned with emotion as he thought of the last few days and how his world was unravelling at an alarming rate. It had all started with Tam and then escalated as Chelsea was attacked by the unknown prick. She had tried to convince him that her attacker knew nothing about the death of Tam, but what if she had been lying? He pictured her bloodied face against the stark white pillow, her eyes wide and filled with fear, but had it been fear of him or what the attacker would do if she gave the game away
 ?

Lifting the bottle, he took another glug before wiping a hand across his lips
 .

Then there was Phelps who hadn’t even been in touch since Tam died and now the filth had been at his place of work and also at his home. The more the alcohol took hold the more he lost the ability to rationalise the situation, all the players became mixed together until he came to the conclusion that they were all working together in an effort to bring him down. Rae snarled as he pictured Acton, no doubt the leader of the bastards, working from the inside and telling tales. His fury gnawed away at his insides, how could he have missed the obvious? Someone had been feeding information to his enemy and it had to be Acton. Rae grunted, he fumbled in his pocket and pulled out his phone, when he saw the blank screen he slammed it down onto the table. He had left messages and still Acton had failed to respond, even Paul fucking West had vanished off the radar. In his drink-fuelled mind West simply became another name, another face that couldn’t be trusted
 .

The seconds slid into minutes as he remained seated at the table, the whisky fogging his thoughts, the anger stoking his paranoia
 .

Yet more whisky followed as he tried to obliterate the feeling of impotence, he tried to think of someone to call, someone to take his anger out on but every time he conjured a face his demented mind screamed the word traitor
 .

Slowly Rae slipped towards madness, he had lived his life balancing between paranoia and insanity and at last the pressure tipped him over the edge. As the darkness in his mind grew deeper Jimmy Rae knew only one thing with certainty, he would hunt them all down one by one and kill the fuckers, kill them all
 !
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M
 arnie pulled
 the car over to the side of the road, her hands resting on the wheel, her mind going over the letter again. Flicking off the wipers and lights she watched the rain pour down the glass and tried to filter her raw emotion from the equation
 .

Whoever had written the letter had mentioned Whitlow and the unnamed dead man at Collier’s house, they had known about John Hall and they claimed to have Rowan. There had been no mention of Hamer, no mention of Chelsea being attacked or Tom Conway
 .

Marnie looked out into the rippling darkness. When she had first read the letter the mention of her sister had felt like a knife to the heart, though the truth was anyone could have looked into her past without too much effort, it didn’t mean that the writer of the letter had some insight into what had happened to Abby. Marnie’s hands tightened on the wheel, she had to think straight and not let her emotions rule her head. The letter might have been a mixture of truth and fiction but there was little doubt that the author knew about Rowan Hall and Phelps. The trouble was, it was impossible to sort the truth from the lies, the letter had promised that if she sought help from her colleagues then the writer would know about it and Rowan would die. Marnie felt the pressure threatening to freeze her into immobility, she thrust the door open and clambered out into the darkness, the rain landing on her dark hair and peppering her face
 .

She set off walking, sure-footed on the uneven track, the potholes full to the brim with filthy rainwater, the wind blasting her hair back. Reaching the end of the row of terraced houses, she glanced into the darkened front room of Tom Conway’s home, then she moved left and paused for a moment before hammering on the door of Bill Armitage’s house
 .

Somewhere inside she heard the dog bark and hesitated for a moment then attacked the door again, when the hall light pinged to life she stepped back
 .

‘Who the bloody hell’s banging on my door at this time of night
 ?’

‘Mr Armitage, it’s Sergeant Hammond, we spoke the other day
 .’

She heard the click of the lock and the sound of a bolt being drawn back, then Bill Armitage peered out at her, he was dressed in striped pyjama bottoms and an off-white vest
 .

‘You look drenched,’ he said, stepping back and opening the door
 .

Marnie stepped over the threshold. ‘Has Tom Conway been in touch
 ?’

Bill closed the door and ushered her into the front room. ‘No, but your lot were at the house earlier banging the bloody door down,’ he said with a scowl
 .

Marnie ignored the look of anger on the old man’s face. ‘Listen to me, this is important, I really need to speak to Conway, so if you have any idea where he is


then—’

‘What makes you think I know where Tom is, he’s his own man
 ?’

Marnie stepped forward as the dog wandered in from the kitchen, tail wagging. ‘You’ve known Tom all his life, you went fishing together, you were friends with his mother and father
 .’

‘So what
 ?’

‘So, right now he doesn’t have many people he can call on for help, he murdered a man 
and
 —
 ’

‘What are you talking about?’ Bill demanded and licked his lips
 .

As soon as Marnie saw the reflex action her eyes narrowed. ‘He told you, didn’t he
 ?’

A flood of colour rose in his grizzled cheeks. ‘I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about, now it’s late
 …’

‘He told me himself that he killed a man named Hamer.’ Marnie tossed the hand grenade and watched Armitage bluster in disbelief
 .

‘Bollocks, Tom would 
never
 —
 ’

‘Kill anyone?’ she interrupted. ‘He’s served in the army for the best part of twenty years, it’s what he was trained to do, so don’t try and tell me that he’s not capable of killing
 .’

‘Oh, he’s capable all right but he would only do it if the bastard deserved it and he wouldn’t go telling no copper if he had
 .’

Marnie hesitated, she didn’t have the time to argue so she lifted the letter from her pocket and held it out
 .

Bill looked at it suspiciously before glancing up at Marnie. ‘What’s this
 ?’

Marnie extended her arm. ‘Just read it,’ she insisted
 .

Bill’s eyes widened slightly, reaching out a liver-spotted hand he plucked it from her fingers
 .

Marnie stepped back, the dog hovering by her side, reaching down she stroked its head, though she never took her eyes off Bill as he started to read. She watched as the colour that had flooded his cheeks vanished, his eyes widening in shock
 .

‘Some bastard’s got Rowan Hall?’ he glanced at Marnie and she nodded
 .

‘Finish it and then we’ll talk,’ she replied
 .

By the time he had read the letter, his hands were shaking, his eyes full of distress. ‘John’s dead?’ he looked up again, his face blasted with shock
 .

‘We found him at the family home, someone had attacked him in the garage
 .’

Bill’s face crumpled for a moment and then he straightened his shoulders. ‘I still don’t understand what you want Tom for. If what you say is true and he killed some bugger then he wouldn’t have done it without reason
 .’

Marnie closed her eyes for a moment, the voice of reason screaming that this was wrong, she shouldn’t be here telling a virtual stranger about an ongoing murder investigation but the threat in the letter was not something she was prepared to ignore. The thought that the writer would somehow know if she tried to involve her colleagues was a risk she wasn’t prepared to take. It hinted at them knowing someone on the force, someone who was passing on information
 .

‘You’ve read the letter, whoever wrote it knows a lot but there’s no mention of David 
Hamer
 —
 ’

‘Who’s Hamer
 ?’

‘The man that Tom Conway admitted killing, and after he’d finished he went to see Tam Whitlow’s sister and used a knife on her to get the information he wanted. Chelsea must have given him the name of a man called Phelps, he’s Jimmy Rae’s solicitor
 .’

‘I might have known Rae was involved somewhere,’ Bill grunted, easing down into the chair
 .

Marnie hesitated before sitting on the lumpy sofa. ‘I went to Phelps’s house and we’re certain that’s where Rowan was being kept but by the time I arrived there was no sign of Phelps or Rowan and that’s when Tom Conway turned up and told me about Hamer
 .’

Bill sighed heavily. ‘I told you he had a short fuse
 .’

‘I hope you’re not trying to lay the blame with the police over what your neighbour has done. The truth is he killed a man and yes, Hamer was a bastard but it changes nothing and when this is over I’ll still be looking to arrest him for murder and the assault on Chelsea Whitlow
 .’

For a moment, she saw the anger flare in Bill’s eyes and then he leaned forward and handed her the letter back
 .

‘Look, I know you think Tom is some kind of animal but after he lost his parents the only family he had left was John Hall, they were closer than brothers and then Rowan came along and Tom loves the bones of that girl and as far as I am concerned anything he does to get her back is fine by me
 .’

Marnie folded the letter and nodded. ‘I understand
 .’

‘Don’t give me that, how can someone like you understand what he must be going through? All you want to do is use him to try and get what you want, 
you
 —
 ’

‘I was eleven years old when my sister was taken, I was there when she was snatched and I couldn’t stop it happening. The bastard who stole her from me was called Boland
 .’

Bill lurched back in the chair, his gnarled hands gripping the arms of the chair. ‘What?’ he gasped
 .

‘I was there
 when they dug the bones up and every time they found new remains I thought it would be my sister they pulled out of the ground.’ Marnie could feel the turmoil inside as she let the memories flood out. ‘I was there
 when Boland died, I watched as he burned and I still don’t know what happened to Abby. So, when you say I have no idea how Tom Conway is feeling – you’re wrong. I’ve lived with the torment for almost sixteen years, the not knowing, the endless nightmares where she’s suffering at the hands of that monster, so you can take what you think your friend is feeling and multiply it ten times over and it will still come nowhere near to how I feel,’ she finished with a gasp
 .

Bill couldn’t move as her words pinned him back in the chair, he had read the papers and watched the news as the horror of what Boland had done was laid bare. The remains of the children they had found in dense woodland had made him heartsick and now he had this copper here telling him that she had been directly linked to Boland via her missing sister
 .

‘I’m sorry,’ he mumbled
 .

‘I don’t want your pity, I just want to know where Conway is?’ Bill could see the core of steel in her dark eyes
 .

‘You’ve read the letter, you’ve seen the line where the writer says Rowan will die after “they” have finished with her.’ Marnie let the words sink in, watching as Bill closed his eyes, his bottom lip trembling. When he opened them, she saw distress, the imagined horror, he rose and walked over to a small unit, pulling open the drawer he pulled out an iPhone
 .

Marnie looked on in surprise, he smiled sadly at her. ‘My grandson got it for me but I’ve never figured out how to use it properly,’ he handed it over
 .

‘Tom’s mobile number is stored under T,’ he said as he sat back down with a thump
 .

Marnie’s fingers danced over the screen until she found Conway’s number. ‘Do you have credit?’ she asked
 .

‘I think so, the grandson said he’d put ten quid on it but that was over four months ago
 .’

Marnie nodded, before tapping the screen. The phone started to drone and Bill eased back in the chair and closed his eyes, his false teeth clamped together as he waited for Tom to answer
 .
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C
 onway opened
 his eyes and blinked into the darkness as the phone droned. Leaning forwards, he lifted it from the dashboard, his face creasing in surprise when he saw the name Bill
 flash up at him, the small light illuminating the interior of the car
 .

Tapping the screen, he eased back and stifled a yawn. ‘Yeah, Bill, what can I do for you
 ?’

‘Whatever you do, don’t hang up, Mr Conway
 .’

Tom Conway was wide awake as he recognised the voice of the copper from the cellar. ‘Where’s Bill?’ he asked, sitting up straight and shaking off the last vestiges of sleep
 .

‘He’s here with me. I called at his house and he was kind enough to let me use his phone so I could contact you
 .’

Conway scowled at the news. ‘Did he now
 ?’

‘We need to talk and we need to do it now
 .’

‘What are you talking 
about
 —
 ’

‘It’s about Rowan
 .’

Rain blurred the windscreen, the silence stretched out
 .

‘What about her
 ?’

‘I’m not prepared to discuss things over the phone
 .’

Conway felt the anger flare in his brain. ‘You seriously expect me to meet with you – you’ll come down on me like a ton of bricks
 ?’

‘If you want to hear what I have to say, that’s a risk you’ll have to take
 .’

‘I don’t think so
 .’

‘Rowan Hall’s life could depend on what you decide to do, if you think meeting with me is beyond you then there’s nothing I can do about that but I had you tagged as an honourable man, someone who wants to do the right thing,’ she paused, ‘but it seems I was wrong
 .’

Conway started the engine and flicked on the wipers, watching as the water was swept away, revealing the blackness beyond. ‘When you’ve spent time in the army, you learn to be cautious,’ he replied, pulling the tobacco pouch from his jacket pocket
 .

‘Yes, well, I think the time for caution has passed
 .’

‘I—’

‘An hour ago, someone dropped a letter through my door, they claim to have Rowan and they say she will die soon unless I can find her
 .’

Tom hitched in a sharp breath, the tobacco pouch fell into his lap. ‘Who has her?’ he snarled
 .

He heard the sigh float from the phone. ‘The person who has her is no doubt insane but not mad enough to sign the letter.’ He could hear the hint of exasperation in her voice at the question and felt a vestige of heat in his cheeks
 .

‘OK, that was a dumb-ass question,’ he admitted
 .

‘So, you will you meet me
 ?’

Conway clicked on the heater and hesitated for a moment. ‘Yeah
 .’

‘Right, where are you
 ?’

‘Out on Dumbar Road, in a lay-by near the picnic area
 .’

‘I know the place, I’m leaving now so should be there in the next twenty minutes
 .’

‘I trust you’ll be coming alone
 ?’

‘Look, eventually you’ll have to pay for what you did to Hamer and Chelsea Whitlow but all I’m concerned with for now is finding out who has Rowan Hall and getting to her before it’s too late
 .’

Conway thought of his goddaughter, running to greet him, arms outstretched, all smiles as he lifted her onto his shoulders, the camera clicking, capturing her forever in mid-run. Then the word ‘capture’ pierced his heart. ‘I’ll be here, just don’t keep me waiting,’ he said, ending the call
 .

Tilting his head, he rolled the cigarette with shaking fingers before sparking up and stepping from the car, the wind swirled the rain into his face and he cupped his hand to keep the roll-up dry as he took a drag
 .

Truth was, he had been at a loss as to where to go next, Phelps had vanished and he suspected that he hadn’t told anyone where he was going when he took Rowan from the stinking cellar
 .

He would meet the copper and listen to what she had to say but if it turned out to be a dead end then he would find Rae and make him talk. After all, the man had to be involved in some way. Whitlow’s sister had told him enough for him to be sure that Rae was the lowest of the low, making his money through drugs and prostitution
 .

Smoking the cigarette, he ignored the weather that battered him as he waited for the copper to show, his mind locked in a dark world of revenge
 .
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W
 illiams waited at the door,
 protected from the downpour by the porch, he watched as a moth danced close to the light above his head. Eventually the door opened and the woman smiled out at him, as usual the warmth never came close to her piercing eyes
 .

‘You delivered the letter?’ she asked
 .

‘I did,’ he replied as he stepped forward
 .

She didn’t move and Williams came to a halt in front of her. ‘What about Phelps and the girl
 ?’

‘They’re at the house
 .’

‘I want to see them both,’ the woman said
 .

‘But—’

‘You can take me,’ she said, closing the door in his face
 .

Thrusting his hands into his pockets, Williams turned away from the door, his expression one of anger and frustration. Under normal circumstances he would have throttled the bitch but she still owed him half the money and the truth was he wasn’t quite sure what she had on him. There was something in her eyes, a warning of sorts and Williams had worked long enough in this murky world to know that it never paid to bite the hand that fed you until you knew what information they had and who they had passed it on to
 .

Still, a time would come when he had the money in his back pocket and then he would take great pleasure in cutting off her head, after all what was one more killing when your hands had been stained deep red for years
 ?

He heard the click of the door and turned to find the woman popping up an umbrella, her hand encased in leather gloves; she was wearing a full-length wax coat with a shoulder cape and dark-green Hunter wellingtons
 .

‘It’s only a short walk to the car and there’s a garage at the other end,’ he explained
 .

She looked at him and frowned. ‘I’m fully aware of that but it always pays to be prepared, Mr Williams, besides this is my cutting coat
 .’

Williams looked perplexed. ‘Cutting coat
 ?’

‘Mm, the blood washes off so easily,’ she brushed past him into the rain
 .

Williams watched as she strode away towards the car, her gait confident, her grey hair flying in the wind
 .

With a sigh, he closed the door and flicked up his collar before following her out into the downpour
 .
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D
 riving down the road,
 the temptation to flick on the flashing lights and siren ate away at Marnie’s defences but she resisted the temptation as her mind continued to go over the contents of the letter. The person responsible had claimed that they would know if she approached anyone at work for help, she had no idea if that were the case or not, but with Rowan’s life hanging in the balance she couldn’t take that chance
 .

Sliding the car into fourth gear, the weight of fear pressing down on her, she felt like the letter had transported her back to when she was eleven and Boland had taken her sister. She felt the same sense of helplessness, the same feeling that terrible things were in motion that couldn’t be halted. She checked the mirrors, afraid she would find someone following her to the clandestine meeting, only to report back to the writer of the letter. And then Rowan would die. The streetlights ended and she flicked on the main beam, her right foot automatically pressing down on the gas pedal as the fear grew. Fighting the sense of panic, Marnie slid the window down, wet air howled into the vehicle and she shook her head as if trying to dislodge the feeling of helplessness
 .

The road snaked left and right as she headed out of town, the lights lancing out into the darkness as her speed increased. She tried to fathom why she was doing this, ultimately, Conway was a killer, a man hell bent on finding those responsible for the death of his friend and the disappearance of his goddaughter. She tried to rationalise her decision to contact Conway but the only thing she could manage was the fact that he hadn’t been mentioned in the letter
 .

In her mind, she could feel the insidious worm, slinking and slithering, eating the facts and spewing out inconsequential lies. No doubt when Reese found out what she had done he would lose any trust in her and she would more than likely find herself bumped back down to uniform or, worse still, they could fire her on the spot. Her foot eased off the gas as she thought through the implications of what she was doing. The voice of reason tried to get her to see sense and Marnie gritted her teeth against the onslaught, she knew how cruel life could be and how it paid to listen to your gut feelings. The facts were that John Hall had been murdered and his daughter taken, then the letter had dropped through her door claiming to have the girl. As far as Marnie was concerned that was enough to try and keep things hidden from her superiors, at least until she knew more about what had happened to Rowan
 .

The road started to climb and she dropped a gear, occasionally there would be a break in the hawthorn bushes that grew close to the road and she would catch a glimpse of darkened fields dotted here and there with white, cotton-wool sheep. The rain increased and she upped the speed of the wipers in an effort to cope with the downpour. Reaching the brow of the hill, she saw the turning on the left and eased down it, the road dipped and then started to rise again, then the lights caught the saloon car parked on the left
 .

Marnie didn’t bother indicating but pulled up behind it. Leaving the lights on she waited, the seconds sliding by, the tension mounting. The driver’s door opened and she drew in a sharp breath as Tom Conway walked towards the passenger door
 .

Saying a silent prayer, Marnie popped the lock, then he was by her side, his hair and jacket were soaked as if he had spent time standing in the rain waiting for her to turn up
 .

‘You either came alone or you have backup on the way,’ he mused, twisting in the seat to look to her
 .

‘No backup
 .’

Conway studied the woman behind the wheel, she looked to be in her mid- to late twenties, her hair tied back, her eyes held a note of caution but no fear
 .

‘My name is Marnie by the way
 .’

Conway hesitated before thrusting out his hand. ‘And you know who I am
 .’

Marnie looked at the offered hand and then she gave it a shake, her eyes locked on his face
 .

‘Now, the letter?’ he asked
 .

Lifting the paper from her pocket she handed it over and waited while Conway read the words
 .

‘Your sister went missing?’ he asked, glancing up at her
 .

‘She still is or she’s dead, I have no idea which,’ Marnie replied in a worn-out voice. Conway grunted noncommittally before carrying on reading, she could see the anger in his eyes as he quickly scanned the letter
 .

‘Bastard,’ he hissed
 .

Marnie turned and looked through the windscreen, the view, nebulous, shapeless, the rain bounced off the roof of the car sounding loud in the confined space. ‘I have no real idea what I’m doing here,’ she admitted
 .

Conway eased back into the seat, both looking out into the night, lost in their own thoughts of despair
 .

‘What do you know about Phelps?’ he eventually asked
 .

‘To be honest, not much, in fact I would imagine you know more than we do at the moment
 .’

‘His main client is Jimmy Rae
 .’

Marnie pulled out her cigarettes and lit one before offering the pack
 .

‘Prefer a roll-up,’ he said with a ragged smile as Marnie slid the window down slightly
 .

Conway took out the makings. ‘According to Chelsea Whitlow, Phelps has worked for Rae for over ten years
 .’

‘So, he’ll know all the scams that Rae has going
 .’

‘Yeah, but what I want to know is how much Rae knows about Phelps
 .’

Marnie thought for a moment, the smoke drifted out through the window. ‘Well, we suspect Rae makes some of his money through prostitution, though so far, no one has been willing to come forward and testify. Besides, chances are the girls have no idea who they are really working for, Rae will let the pimps run the business while he takes all the profit
 .’

Conway looked down at the glowing tip of the cigarette, his eyes burning with fierce intensity. ‘Hamer worked for Rae though he told me he dealt with Whitlow on a day-to-day basis
 .’

‘Was that before or after you broke his fingers?’ she asked, raising an eyebrow
 .

Conway looked sideways at her. ‘During,’ he replied, without a flicker of remorse. He faced front again, taking a pull on the cigarette
 .

Marnie felt a shiver run over her flesh, ‘We were called out to a house earlier, someone rang the station anonymously and told us there was dead body at an address on the outskirts of town
 .’

‘I don’t know anything about that
 .’

Marnie drummed her fingers on the wheel. ‘The victim had been killed exactly like Whitlow, there was a man at the house – he tried to make a run for it but we’ve got him locked up,’ she explained
 .

‘Was he the killer
 ?’

Marnie dropped the half-smoked cigarette through the window, watching the smoke trail out into the soggy night air. ‘I don’t think so, I can’t see the killer hanging around and the body had been there for a while
 .’

‘What’s this got to do with Rowan
 ?’

Marnie pointed at the letter in Conway’s right hand. ‘Whoever took Rowan also knew about the body on the bed and I think that whoever wrote the letter made the call to the station
 .’

‘But why would they do something like that?’ he asked, his brow creased in confusion
 .

Marnie turned in her seat and looked at the tall, ex-army man in the passenger seat. ‘If you look at the letter, the person says there are no answers to any of this and that they are in control
 …’

‘I know but
 …!’

‘“Always
 in control”’, Marnie quoted
 .

‘So?’

‘So, they are either delusional,’ she paused, ‘or they have done something similar before
 .’

Conway looked back down at the letter, his eyes scanning over the words, only this time he read it as a whole and not just the sections where Rowan’s name leapt out at him
 .

When he reached the line where the writer had stated that Rowan would die but not before “they” had their fun with her he felt his jaw lock with fury
 .

Marnie watched his hands shake with pent-up rage. When he eventually turned to her she could see the tears sparkling in his eyes. ‘The man who took your sister was called Boland, right
 ?’

On hearing the hated name, Marnie winced. ‘That’s right
 .’

‘Wait here,’ Conway said, as he pushed the door open and stepped out into the rain
 .

Marnie opened her mouth to question him but the door slammed shut and she watched him walk between the cars. For a moment, he was caught in the headlights’ glare, then he pulled the driver’s door open and leaned inside the vehicle. The urge for another cigarette grew and Marnie fumbled one from the packet, by the time he climbed back into the passenger seat she was blowing smoke through the open window
 .

‘You know I ransacked Phelps’s office
 ?’

She looked at the small, leather-bound book that was placed on his knees, his large hands folded over the book as if it were a precious bible
 .

‘Well, I kind of guessed when you turned up at the house that it was you who broke into his place of work
 .’

‘And you didn’t hang around to go through the files
 ?’

Marnie took another pull, her hand shaking as she shook her head. ‘No, I headed straight over to the house
 .’

‘Most of the stuff was the kind of thing you would expect to find in a solicitor’s office, letters to and from clients, written in a language designed to confuse the reader
 .’

Marnie could feel her frustration start to build as Conway took a deep breath. ‘I found this locked away in his office drawer,’ he lifted the book and held it up
 .

Marnie held out her hand and Conway turned on the interior light and flicked through the first few pages before handing it over
 .

‘Halfway down the page,’ he said
 .

Marnie took the diary and looked at a page dated five months earlier, her eyes taking in the small, neat writing. When she saw the name Boland, her hands gripped the book tight, her heart seemed to stall for a moment before thudding back to life
 .

‘There’s no mention of Rowan but the name Boland rang a bell and then I remembered John emailing me about what had gone on a few months ago
 .’

Marnie never heard him, her eyes were fixed on the page, the word Boland was coupled with Rae, a short dash separating the two names with a reminder to contact Rae in the margin
 .

Marnie scanned the rest of the page that consisted of what she assumed were phone numbers and strange doodles of swirls and dots, the kind someone would make whilst their mind wandered during a boring phone conversation
 .

‘I have no idea why Rae and Boland would be linked,’ Conway said. ‘But we need to find Phelps, he kept Rowan prisoner 
and
 —
 ’

‘Phelps isn’t working alone, he didn’t send the letter,’ Marnie interrupted
 .

Conway looked at her and nodded. ‘I get that but we know he kept Rowan in the cellar so we follow the leads
 .’

Marnie thought of the girl kept in the squalid space while above, Phelps lived in luxury, the hot tub, the gleaming kitchen; the place reeked of money. She pictured the screwed-up, brown paper bags, no doubt they had contained fast food tossed in by Phelps to keep the girl alive. Yet something had made him bolt from the house, driven him to take the girl and make a run for it. The question was: where had he gone and more importantly why had he decided it was no longer safe to stay in his house
 ?

‘Phelps ran and we have to assume he took Rowan with him
 .’

‘Agreed,’ Conway replied
 .

‘The writer of the letter mentions Whitlow and John Hall,’ she saw the sudden hurt spring into Conway’s eyes. ‘They know about Rowan so they must also know that Phelps had been keeping her at the house, 
they
 —
 ’

‘You don’t know that,’ he growled
 .

Marnie held his gaze and chose to ignore the pain and anguish. ‘They knew
 about the body on the bed, they put the call into the station because it suited them to do so
 .’

‘Are you making this up as you go along
 ?’

Marnie closed both hands over the steering wheel. ‘You sound like my boss,’ she said sadly as she thought of Reese and how he would respond when he found out that she was talking about the case with a known killer
 .

‘This is a game to someone, no more than that
 .’


‘A fucking “game”!’
 Conway leaned towards her, his face twisted in fury
 .

Marnie kept her eyes locked on the windscreen. ‘The body had been on the bed for more than a few hours and yet no one reported it until someone else was in the house and they would only have done that in the hope that we would turn up when our man was still inside
 .’

‘Look, I don’t care about any of that, it has fuck-all to do with finding Rowan, 
I
 —
 ’

‘It has everything
 to do with finding her,’ Marnie snapped back. ‘The letter proves that they are all linked and the only name that isn’t on there is yours
 .’

Conway eased back a fraction. ‘That’s why you came here, isn’t it
 ?’

‘There’s no mention of Hamer, no mention of Rae or Chelsea, 
and
 —
 ’

‘Are you trying to use me
 ?’

Marnie turned slowly to look at the man beside her. ‘In the same way you’re trying to use me, you mean
 ?’

Conway opened his mouth but nothing came out
 .

‘You killed a man and yet I’m here asking for your help in sorting this. By rights, I should be trying to take you in
 .’

‘Yeah, well we both know how that would end, don’t we
 ?’

Marnie tilted her head slightly, her dark eyes instantly flooded with a hardness that made Conway frown in surprise
 .

‘If we ever get this sorted then maybe we’ll find out,’ she replied in a quiet voice
 .

The two of them glared at one another, their eyes locked as if a battle of wills was taking place in the confined space. The rain continued to bounce off the metal roof
 .

‘I just want my goddaughter back in one piece,’ he eventually said as he faced front again
 .

Marnie tossed the cigarette out of the window. ‘I know you do.’ They fell silent and Marnie rubbed at her tired eyes as she tried to find a way forward
 .

‘Do you know how many girls Boland killed?’ The question came out of the blue and took Marnie’s breath away, she closed her eyes for a moment and sure enough, Abby was there waiting, her hair swaying as Boland carried her away through the trees, the torrential rain turning everything grey with its intensity
 .

‘We managed to name ten, 
but
 —
 ’

‘Ten
 ?’

Marnie whipped her head around, her eyes blazing, the words firing out of her mouth, a stream of anguish and anger as she told him all about Boland, about how he had worked as a dentist for years, travelling the country, visiting schools to check on the kid’s teeth whilst in secret he selected his next victim. She told him how Boland had procured them for men with specific tastes before they were handed back to him, their usefulness over, how he killed them in the rambling old house, disposing of their dismembered bodies in local woodland. All Conway could do was absorb what she was saying, he could hear the heartbreak in every word, see the anguish and horror in her eyes. Sweat coated her brow as she told him about the mad dash to Boland’s house only to find the place in flames
 .

Marnie tried to stop herself but it was as if once the floodgates had been opened then it was impossible to stop the deluge of filth and horror that poured forth
 .

Conway eased further to the side as she told him all about Boland burning, his face in ruins, his flame-filled mouth screaming out in madness as he died. When she finished, she slumped forward, resting her forehead against the wheel
 .

Tom Conway tried to think of a reply but he simply couldn’t find the words, he had come here with the intention of grilling the woman, taking whatever information she provided and then heading out to sort this nightmare. He studied his own pain, the loss of his friend and the disappearance of Rowan and suddenly he knew that Marnie had been living with the same horror for almost sixteen years. He tried to imagine what it was like for her carrying the guilt year after year and even when she had found the man responsible, he had died leaving her forever locked in a world of bitter pain and remorse
 .

‘That’s why you became a copper, isn’t it
 ?’

Marnie lifted her head and turned to look at him, Conway was surprised to see her eyes shimmer with tears though none had spilled onto her cheeks
 .

‘I wanted to find out what had happened to her and I couldn’t do that living the life of a civilian
 .’

Conway felt his admiration for the young woman grow, she had moulded herself into someone capable of catching a monster like Boland, taken the only path that would give her that one chance to make things right. He had no doubt that she had bent her will to this one thing, driven by the need to attain her goal, to be ready when the chance came. She had caught her man but fate had played a cruel trick and Boland had died without revealing what had happened to her sister. Conway closed his eyes for a moment as he imagined the horror of her situation, the never-ending feeling that she could have done more, got to the truth sooner and perhaps had closure on the disappearance of her sister
 .

‘I’m sorry,’ he mumbled as he opened his eyes
 .

Marnie was looking at him and then she shrugged, her eyes lost the bewildered look replaced by a hard core of steel
 .

‘I want to know why Phelps had Boland and Rae’s name in his diary
 .’

Conway sighed. ‘Rowan’s 
my
 —
 ’

‘I’m not doing this to score points, Mr Conway. We have no idea where Phelps is hiding, Boland is dead,’ she paused, ‘but Rae isn’t
 .’

She saw his eyes widen slightly. ‘And what if Rae has no idea about what Phelps was up to
 ?’

‘Believe me, Rae likes to keep on top of things and let’s be honest here, someone like Rae would have no problem with a sick bastard like Phelps. In fact, he’d see it as leverage, a way to keep the solicitor just where he wanted him
 .’

Conway thought about what she was saying and all of a sudden, he knew that she was right. ‘OK, but what about Whitlow
 ?’

Marnie frowned in confusion. ‘What about him
 ?’

‘Well, someone is trying to take over from Rae, they killed Whitlow and according to you they used the same MO on the guy on the bed
 .’

‘Which only goes to prove that all this is linked,’ she said forcefully. ‘Like I said, this is a game to someone, someone who thinks they are pulling all the strings, they know all about me, about what happened to my sister, but they know nothing about you. You are the one factor that they haven’t allowed for and we have to make sure we use that while we still have the chance
 .’

‘But—’

‘Because if we don’t, then whoever is doing this will eventually tire of all this and Rowan will die
 .’

Conway tried to formulate a denial but he knew that what Marnie was saying was the truth
 .

‘They will kill her and vanish,’ Marnie said softly to hammer home the truth. ‘Do you know where Rae lives
 ?’

‘No.’

‘OK, then perhaps you’d like to follow me and we can go and have a word
 ?’

Conway nodded and reached for the handle, then he stopped as he felt Marnie’s hand grip his arm
 .

‘This has to be done on the quiet, if we believe what’s in the letter then we can’t take the chance of being seen
 .’

Conway smiled though there was no hint of warmth in his eyes. ‘I was trained not to be seen,’ he replied
 .

‘Yes, well I was trained to be highly visible so I’m in your hands until we get into the house. And then you leave Rae to me
 .’

She saw the look of anger flare in his eyes
 .

‘That’s the deal,’ she said. ‘I want your word that you won’t go all Rambo when we get there or you don’t get the address
 .’

Tom Conway snapped a nod. ‘OK, deal
 .’

‘Remember, I was honest with you, I stuck to my side of the bargain and I expect you to do the same
 .’

‘You have my word,’ he replied, stepping out into the rain and closing the door
 .

When her phone began to drone, she lifted it from her pocket, seeing Bev’s name flashing on the screen Marnie grimaced, before dropping it back into her pocket
 .


‘Traitor,’
 the voice inside whispered as she started the car and wiped a hand across her feverish brow
 .
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P
 helps stood,
 agitated, at the bottom of the stairs, sweat plastering his hair to his head, his palms clammy as he wiped them on the front of his trousers in distress
 .

He looked back along the gloomy hallway, the walls covered by a hideous brown wallpaper with faded flower patterns of yellow. When he had received the phone call, the man had given him the address and told him to take the girl and lock her in the upstairs room and wait there. During the brief conversation, he had desperately tried to bargain with the man only to be told he had fifteen minutes to vacate his house or he would find the police pulling onto his long drive and then he would be left to explain why he had been keeping the girl in his cellar
 .

Phelps hadn’t bothered to argue, besides what choice did he have? Now, he stood at the bottom of the stairs feeling the howling wind blowing through the house before vanishing under the front door, taking his life with it
 .

Closing his tormented eyes, he thought of all the careful plans he had made to escape from Rae’s clutches, squirrelling away his little acorns of truth, storing them up for the day when he would need them. Now, they meant nothing and he knew that while he had been busy collecting the money and making plans, someone else had been doing exactly the same with him. He tried to think who the man could be that knew so much about him, it could be a number of people, people who shared the same pastime that he did
 .

He could see the parade of faces, all men of a certain age, who had two things in common – they were successful and they loved to have sex with underage girls
 .

The voice in his head snorted at the notion, ‘They’re not underage girls, they’re children,’
 the voice hissed
 .

Phelps whimpered at the truth, the voice was right, they were children. He snapped open his eyes as another howl of wind rattled the front door
 .

How had it come to this? One minute he was in his beautiful home and the next thing the phone had rang and the man had started to tell him some home truths, truths that had rocked him back on his expensive loafers. The true horror was that the voice on the phone had known everything, every single thing about Arnie Phelps, his true self laid bare. The façade he liked to cultivate had been stripped away as the voice gave him names and dates, the parties, the children, the amounts of money he had spent to satisfy his perverted need
 .

The faces of the other men swirled around his mind, he would latch onto one and try to see the truth hidden in their fevered eyes and yet the truth was, they were all pathetic, all driven to perform acts that everyone else would find abhorrent. This single truth is what bonded them together, the same truth that kept them from revealing their names or what they did for a living. Anonymity was key and crucial, an unspoken rule that they all abided by. Though Arnie now knew that someone had not been playing by the rules, someone had been gathering information and now he was caught in a web that would be impossible to escape from
 .

The fear inside turned to anger as he thought of the girl in the room upstairs. Phelps had no real idea of her age, he just knew she was too old for his taste, too mature for his subtle pallet. Suddenly, her face lanced into the forefront of his mind, this was all her
 fault, he had been fine until she
 came into his life. The parties at the house with all the young, bright things and then every few months, the special parties, the ones he had loved above all others
 .

Only now he knew that those days were over, there would be no more parties, no more anticipation as the date grew closer
 .

Phelps placed a foot on the first step as he thought back over the years. He had attended ten parties and each one was emblazoned on his dark mind as a high point in his life, each a memory to be cherished and relived at every opportunity. Another step and he recalled the first time he had been invited into the inner circle, the thrill and anticipation had been immense and the night had surpassed his wildest expectations. Now, the memories started to fade as he realised there would be no more fun and games, no more children to be shared amongst the chosen few
 .

He tried to drag their faces into the forefront of his mind as he took two more faltering steps. But the truth was the memories were fading at an alarming rate, as if his mind were erasing all the things he had done, no doubt trying to prepare in case the police got their hands on him. All his life, Arnie had been good at ignoring the bad things he had done, managing to convince himself that it was the rest of the world that didn’t understand his nature. He told himself he had been born this way and that you couldn’t change your genes, couldn’t alter the way you were made. Occasionally, over the years he had felt a sliver of disgust at the things he had done yet he had always managed to quash the feelings of loathing. No doubt people would judge him harshly if they knew the truth but that was down to their narrow-minded outlook on life. The fact that he was a solicitor meant he had seen the worst of people on a daily basis. He continued to climb the stairs as he thought about all deals he had done over the years. Before Rae had come along to feather his nest he had specialised in divorce and family law. He could remember families at war after a parent died and a house was up for grabs, the spite and hatred as one sibling tried to crush another just so they could get their hands on the money. He recalled a father fighting for custody of his young daughter, the man had been wealthy and Phelps had bled him dry. In the end, the courts had allowed access, he could remember the man shaking his hand in joy and Phelps had smiled right back as he thought of the thousands of pounds in his bank. Six months later, the man had been taken into custody for abusing his daughter and Phelps had carried on as if nothing had happened, promising the desperate people who sat in his office that he was the man who could sort their problems. They would hang on his every word, their eyes wide and filled with hope as he laid out his plan of action and then watched as they maxed out their credit cards. Sometimes he would get lucky and manage to get the result they wanted and sometimes he didn’t. Yet the truth was it didn’t matter, the money was in the bank a never-ending pile that grew and grew and had Phelps rubbing his hands together in glee
 .

Reaching the landing, he blinked in surprise before turning left, he looked at the door at the end of the shabby corridor and felt the anger build. Arnie Phelps was not a violent man, at least he wasn’t violent to other men. When you were only five feet six inches tall with a flabby body to match, then you tended to avoid violence, especially against those who could fight back. He looked down at his small hands and imagined them clamped around an even smaller arm, a child’s arm. His eyes lost focus and in the semi-darkness he saw a nameless child looking up at him, pleading, begging, her bottom lip quivering, her saucer-like eyes springing with tears as he tightened his grip
 .

With a snarl of hatred Arnie Phelps walked towards the door, his feet making the floorboards creak, his temper rising until he was blind to everything except the girl who had led him to this shithole of a house, his life, his wonderful life in pieces
 .

He would make her pay until she screamed, a scream so primal, so blood-curdling, the scream of someone whose mind has just been shattered, the pain so exquisitely intense that it would go on forever, and to his raw soul he knew it would feel like a soothing balm
 .
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B
 ev paced the kitchen,
 the phone in her right hand, her face creased with anxiety. She had rung Marnie three times and got no reply, on the fourth time she had left a voicemail asking her if everything was OK
 .

The tension mounted as she tried to figure out what to do. She had gone up to the bedroom and had just been ready to get into bed when she’d heard the sound of an engine outside. By the time she had made it to the window, Marnie had been driving away from the house, the red tail lights vanishing into the darkness
 .

Now, she paced the kitchen, every few seconds she glanced at the phone willing it to ring. She had worked with Marnie for over three years and in all that time she had never known her to be secretive. In fact, she had been the opposite, willing to share her thoughts on the cases they had been involved in, and more importantly she had listened to what Bev had to say. The total opposite to DI Rogers and his stinking attitude, treating anyone of lower rank as no more than skivvies, simply there to follow his orders and carry out the donkey work
 .

Marnie understood the benefits of listening to her colleagues, yet it was more than that, more than simply buttering up the people she worked with to get the best results. Bev looked around the kitchen and realised that she now classed Marnie not just as someone she worked with but also as a friend
 .

‘Come on, Marnie, what are you up to?’ she pondered as the clock on the wall continued to tick away the minutes
 .

She knew it had to be connected to this latest case, picturing John Hall, dead, his head smashed, lying in his own blood, his daughter missing. She had seen the picture of Rowan on the shoulders of Tom Conway, both smiling for the camera without a care in the world. Marnie had told her about the cellar at the solicitor’s house, the squalid bed, the stinking portable toilet, screwed-up, empty McDonald’s bags littering the floor. The more she turned things over in her mind, the more the feeling of concern morphed into one of real fear
 .

Marnie must have read the letter and whatever it contained had forced her from the house without confiding in her. She passed the phone from one hand to the other in agitation as she reasoned things out in her faltering mind
 .

If the letter had contained anything about Jimmy Rae then Marnie would have shared it with her, she was sure of it. The one thing – the only thing – that could have sealed Marnie’s lips was if it had something to do with the missing Rowan Hall. Suddenly, the pieces began to slot into place. She remembered how Marnie had been when she had got the break on Boland, how driven, how reckless she had been to hunt the monster down. Oh, she had put in a call for backup as she reached the burning house but by rights she should have done it sooner, but the hatred she felt for Boland had blinded her to the rules and regulations
 .

Marnie had never confided in her about what had happened that night at Boland’s house, though Bev knew that ultimately Marnie had been left in the dark about what had happened to her sister. She tried to imagine what it must have been like for her to have Boland chase her through the house, the man who had killed so many children, and yet within the scattering of bones they had discovered none had been a match for Abby Hammond. Boland had died leaving Marnie in a world of impotent rage still not knowing the truth
 .

Now, Rowan Hall had been taken and all at once Bev Harvey knew that it was the one thing that would stop Marnie from asking for help from her colleagues
 .

She realised that the letter must have offered some form of clue as to what had happened to Rowan, and Marnie had left the house determined to follow up on the lead no matter what the cost
 .

Bev glanced at the clock on the wall, watching the second hand as it seemed to increase in speed, every second equating to valuable time lost while she sat staring at her phone
 .

Taking a deep breath, she came to a decision and rang DCI Reese
 .
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P
 helps hesitated
 in front of the door with the peeling paint, his hand hovering near the key, his brain trying to tell him to calm down, that things could still turn out OK
 .

His hands shook with fear as he tried to regain control of his raging emotions. Perhaps it wasn’t too late, maybe he could simply leave this place, leave the girl, get in the car and drive away. He could head back into town and raid the cash machines with his multitude of credit cards and then find somewhere to lie low for a while until he could make further plans
 .

He stood on the draughty landing and nodded to himself, then another idea squirmed free of the confusion. The face of Jimmy Rae swam before his eyes and he swiftly realised he still had all the dirt on Rae, he could turn the screw and threaten to expose him unless he helped him get away. Phelps almost slapped a hand to his head, baffled by his own stupidity. Yes, someone had been keeping tabs on him, someone who knew his darkest secrets and sooner or later, they would turn up at this stinking house and he had no doubt they would want more from him, more than he was capable of giving. But if he went now, he could contact Rae and get his hands on enough cash for him to start a new life abroad, somewhere quiet, somewhere where they didn’t ask too many questions about his pastime
 .

The hope spluttered to life and Phelps nurtured the feeling, convinced that he could escape the steel trap, he wasn’t a stupid man, he could make this work
 .

‘Yes!’ he hissed as he backed away from the door, his hands still shaking but now they shook with excitement rather that fear
 .

Turning, he hurried back along the landing, his heart thumping, his gruesome comb-over like a rotting ear of corn on his head
 .

Reaching the top of the stairs he stopped, one hand grasping the banister he peered down into the gloom. Turning, he looked back towards the door, his face creased with a sour frown
 .

When he had been forced to keep the girl in his home he had made sure that she had never set eyes on him, he had always been careful when he opened the door and tossed the takeaway bags into the stinking room. In fact, he didn’t even know her name, had no clue who she was or where she came from, let alone why she had been foisted onto him
 .

Until now
 .

‘She’s seen my face,’ Phelps mumbled, hesitating at the top of the stairs
 .

The sense of hope began to fade, the fear came tearing back into his mind. He had no idea what was in store for the girl, or why she had been taken but could he really afford to leave her here, leave her alive? He imagined a scenario, one in which the nameless girl was talking to the police, giving them a description of the man who had dragged her from the cellar and forced her into the car only to lock her up again in a damp bedroom with grey mould flourishing on the walls. He had never hurt her, not really, he had fed and watered the little bitch but that would count for nothing with the bastard police, they would hunt him down and grab him and that would be the end of his freedom
 .

Phelps tried to rationalise things in his tormented mind, but clarity of thought seemed to desert him as he stood swaying at the top of the stairs. He had never actually killed anyone before, though he had come close on a couple of occasions with the children he paid to torment. But the truth was, the disposal of the children had always been done by someone else, someone who had no problem with the slaughter of the innocent. Phelps swallowed the terror as he recalled the conversation he’d had a few years ago with one of the other men in the inner circle. They had been relaxing and drinking expensive brandy in the house where the parties took place and Phelps had made the mistake of enquiring what happened to the girls after they had finished with them
 .

He could see the man clearly, lounging in the high-backed leather chair, dressed in a white bathrobe speckled with blood, his jowls wobbling as he shook his head
 .

‘Believe me, you do not want to know,’ he had replied
 .

Arnie Phelps knew he should have left it at that but he was feeling euphoric after a night like no other, so he had leaned forwards in his chair and smiled
 .

‘Come on, why the big secret?’ he’d enquired
 .

The man had straightaway looked uneasy and then he had pulled the robe tight around his rotund body. ‘Let’s just say that the girls are spirited away
 .’

Phelps had frowned at the words; the truth was he had never given a moment’s thought to what happened to the children when they had finished with them. It was yet another black stain that he had managed to expunge, pushing it away from the front of his mind to bury it deep in the dark places he never ventured
 .

‘“Spirited away,”’ he had whispered the words before licking his dry lips
 .

The man had leaned further forwards as if afraid of being overheard. ‘Think about it, the children are provided for us and we pay handsomely for the privilege but I’ve been coming here for over five years and after a while I started to wonder where they got the children from, so I made a few enquires, nothing major, I just looked on the Internet and I found one of them,’ he whispered
 .

Arnie had wanted to clap his hands over his ears and run from the room but it was as if he were anchored to the chair, unable to move a muscle
 .

‘She was here in this house just like the others. So, I kept my eye on the news coverage and let’s just say that as far as the police are concerned she is still missing and that was over ten years ago.’ The man had nodded his head and winked before easing back into the chair
 .

The seconds had stretched out and Phelps had struggled to understand what the fat man was telling him. When the truth hit, it hit like a thunderbolt
 .

‘She’s dead?
 ’ he hissed
 .

The man had looked alarmed at the volume in Arnie’s voice and he had quickly put a finger to his lips. Phelps had closed his mouth with a snap
 .

‘Come on, man, wake up for God’s sake, the children who are brought here are all still missing not one has ever been found, I’ve checked, I know,’ he said sotto voce
 .

‘You mean
 …’

The man had nodded again. ‘They’re all dead, dead and buried,’ he finished with a tormented sigh
 .

It had taken Arnie Phelps months to come to terms with what had been revealed that night and for a few weeks he had managed to convince himself that he would never go to another party, he would stay away and try to get on with his life. After all, he had the money to throw his own parties, he would flash the cash and some nubile hanger-on would blow him as he sat in the recliner surrounded by the young and the beautiful as they guzzled expensive champagne and snorted copious amounts of cocaine
 .

However, when the call had come through to inform him that another party had been arranged, Phelps had transferred payment to the familiar account without a moment’s hesitation, the excitement already starting to build, the anticipation heightened by facts revealed to him by the man in the blood-speckled bathrobe
 .

Now, he turned back towards the door, he could feel the erection straining at the front of his expensive trousers, the blood lust rising as he started to backtrack
 .

This time he didn’t hesitate, suddenly the thought of committing murder overruled all other emotions, instead of his hand squeezing a child’s arm, he thought of them tightening around the young bitch’s throat
 .

Snatching the key, he twisted it and grabbed the handle, his mind already feeding off the screams and blood and childish pleas
 .

Arnie Phelps flung the door open, the room was in semi-darkness, he saw the girl standing by the side of the bed, head held high, eyes glaring at him
 .


‘Cunt!’
 he started to run towards her, his heart thudding, the sweat pouring down his pasty face, his man breasts bouncing
 .

Rowan Hall waited. The man approached, his arms outstretched, and instantly she was in the garden with her dad and he was showing how to defend herself against just such an attack
 .

Time seemed to slow down, she could see the smear of hatred on his fat, greasy face and she shivered with disgust, then the anger took over, cold hard anger that saw the man for what he really was
 .

‘Coward!’ she screamed and saw the shock appear on his florid face. Saw his feet slither on the floor as he tried desperately to stop
 .

Then Rowan sprang low and left, her right arm moved in a blur of speed as she lashed out to the side
 .

She had the spindle of wood from the bedstead held tight in her right hand and sticking out from the bottom was the long metal screw that attached it the bed frame
 .

She felt the makeshift weapon slam home and then the man was screaming. Rowan glanced right to see the screw had gouged through his plump cheek, blood spewed from the ragged hole, the horrible mewling sound bubbling out as she yanked the screw free
 .

Then she pivoted on her left leg and lashed out again, this time the metal tore across his forehead and he staggered back, the blood flowed and dripped down his face, any thought of murder abruptly vanished from his agony-filled eyes
 .

Rowan waited, her body shaking with dread and fury and then the man collapsed to his knees, his right hand clasped to his face as the blood seeped out between his fingers, his left reaching out to her, the fingers opening and closing, grabbing at the fetid air
 .

The sight got Rowan moving and she dashed across the room, reaching the doorway she turned and looked at the man, he remained on his knees, his face quivering with pain, the blood splattering to the twisted floorboards
 .

Stepping through the door, she slammed it shut, turning the key she leaned forward and rested her head against the woodwork, her heart slamming in terror, her breath coming in short, sharp bursts of fear
 .

She could hear the whimpers coming from beyond the door, the feeble cries of agony as she slowly backed away along the landing
 .

Then the adrenalin surged again and she turned and ran, feet flying she reached the stairs and thundered down. At the bottom, she turned right and sprinted to the front door. Yanking it open, she felt the wind howl into her face, peppering her with rain. She looked out into the alien world of darkness and trees, the drive ran away from the house before curling left and vanishing through the curtain of rain into the yawning grave of the dark night beyond
 .

Hesitating in the doorway she felt the fear grow, the fear of stepping out into the darkness matching the fear of staying at the house. Rowan rocked back and forth in indecision then she saw a sparkle of light in the distance and took a step back at the sight of it. The glare from the light increased for a second and then vanished, Rowan blinked and wondered if her mind was playing tricks on her as the terror continued to rumble through her brain. Suddenly, they reappeared – brighter this time – and the fear increased as she realised that a car was approaching the house. Any thought of running forward to meet the occupier of the vehicle vanished and then she heard her father’s voice, so clear that she looked around as if she expected him to be standing behind her watching the proceedings
 .


‘Run!’
 his voice boomed inside her head, and Rowan bolted from the doorway and ran to the left as the car lights flared from behind the trees
 .

Her feet flying, arms pumping, she listened to the sound of the engine rising, Rowan didn’t dare look as she ran headlong into the darkness, the rain lashed at her face, the wind tossed back her hair. She made it to the bank of bushes just as the car reached the front of the house. Throwing herself to the floor she bellied her way through the undergrowth, her clothes instantly saturated, the tears mingling with the rain as the terror ripped through her young mind
 .

She heard the engine die, the lights vanished and she threw a glance over her shoulder in time to see a man running towards the front of the house, his long coat flapping behind. Rowan swivelled her eyes left – to the outline of someone standing beneath a huge umbrella – the figure didn’t move forward but remained by the side of the car as if waiting for something
 .


‘You have to move, Rowan
 .’


This time, her father’s voice was no more than an urgent whisper and Rowan backed off slowly, her eyes still fixed on the front of the house. Then she turned and ran, vanishing into the trees. Rowan Hall ran for her life
 .
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M
 arnie pulled
 up to the kerb and turned off the lights and engine as Conway eased in behind the car. Large trees bordered the road, dripping water onto the car roof. Pulling out her phone she saw the missed calls from Bev and the two voicemails, sighing she tapped at the screen, the first voicemail was short and to the point
 .

‘I’m worried, boss, can you give me a call
 .’

Marnie deleted it and opened the second, as soon as she heard the hesitancy in Bev’s voice she feared the worst
 .

‘I’ve called Reese, I’m sorry but I didn’t know what else to do,’ her voice held a note of pleading as if she were asking for Marnie’s forgiveness for going over her head
 .

‘Shit,’ Marnie mumbled as she looked down at the phone
 .

She heard the tap on the side window, sliding it down a fraction just as the phone flashed and DCI Reese’s name appeared on the screen
 .

Beckoning Conway to get in, she shut the window, listening as the phone finally stopped ringing
 .

A gust of wind blew in the car with Conway, bringing with it a spray of rain. He looked quizzically at the phone
 .

‘That was my boss, he knows I’m holding out on him,’ she explained
 .

Conway wiped a hand down his face. ‘What do you want to do
 ?’

Before Marnie could answer, the phone started to ring again. ‘I need to speak to him
 .’

‘No, you don’t, we need to get to Rae and sort this
 .’

Marnie shook her head. ‘You’re wrong,’ she replied, tapping at the icon on the screen
 .

Suddenly, Reese’s voice filled the car, angry and frustrated
 .

‘Marnie, where the hell are you
 ?’

‘I—’

‘Bev Harvey contacted me to say you’d had a letter delivered and did a runner straight after. So, I want to know exactly where you are and what the fuck you think you are doing
 ?’

‘I can’t do that,’ she replied
 .

Conway watched Marnie close her eyes, her face blighted with distress. She started to talk, explaining about the letter and its contents, when she reached the part where she had gone to meet Conway, Reese exploded
 .

‘You went to see a known killer and
 …’

‘He’s here with me now,’ Marnie admitted in a small voice
 .

Silence filled the car, broken only by Marnie’s breathing as she tried to control her emotions
 .

When Reese did speak, his voice had dropped an octave, each word packed with fury. ‘Tell me where you are. Right now
 .’

‘I’m sorry but I can’t,’ she replied, her voice cracked with pain and regret
 .

‘Can’t or won’t?’ he fired back
 .

‘I’ve told you what was in the letter, whoever wrote it knows all about me, they know about what happened to Abby, they named you and Bev
 .’

Reese blasted out a sigh of frustration. ‘Jesus Christ, do you really expect me talk about any of this when you have the man who stamped all over Hamer’s head with you
 ?’

Marnie glanced sideways, Conway looked at her and raised a questioning eyebrow
 .

‘We can trust him,’ she replied automatically
 .

‘Trust him?’ Reese repeated in disbelief. ‘OK, Sergeant Hammond, listen to me very carefully, I know what you went through over Boland, I know what you are still going through over you sister but deep down you know this is wrong. Wrong on so many levels I don’t even know where to start
 .’

‘I couldn’t tell you about any of this, the writer of the letter knows things and they said Rowan Hall would die if I tried to ask for your help
 .’

‘And how would they have known, Marnie, answer me that
 ?’

‘Someone must be passing on information, someone in the team
 …’

‘The facts are you believed what was in the letter because it suited your need to try and put things right, but you never stopped to think it through, you never did your bloody job!’ his voice started to rise again and Marnie knew her boss would be gripping the phone tight, his face florid with colour
 .

‘I won’t risk another girl’s life,’ she shot back, her own anger rising through the turmoil
 .

‘So, rather than trust those you work with you thought you’d conspire with a killer, is that what you’re telling me
 ?’

Marnie could hear the anger but there was disappointment, bitter disappointment that she had chosen not to tell him about the letter
 .

‘I thought you trusted me, Marnie, I mean, what did you think I would do? Did you think I would just steamroller your feelings into the ground
 ?’

Marnie closed her eyes again as his words hit home, Reese was right, she should have gone to him, after all, he was one of the few people in her life that she did trust and yet she hadn’t stopped to think, hadn’t truly considered her actions
 .

‘You are there with Conway, so what do you expect me to do, Marnie, come on, tell me, I’m bloody dying to hear what excuse you come up with next
 ?’

‘I…’

‘The truth is you can’t because in reality, what happened to your sister will always cloud your judgment when it comes to cases like this
 .’

Marnie winced at the words
 .

‘You are a good copper but I know you only ever took the job because you thought it would help you get to the truth, the rest of it is just a by-product to you, isn’t it
 ?’

Marnie tried to think of a denial but in a way, she knew that DCI Reese was speaking the truth
 .

Conway eased back in the seat, his bunched hands resting on his knees, the urge to find Rae building with every second that passed
 .

‘Listen to me, Marnie, we all have our reasons for doing this job and normally it can be traced back to some injustice that we saw as kids. I get that, I understand it, so I am going to cut you some slack
 .’

Marnie opened her eyes in surprise
 .

‘If you think that the person responsible has Rowan Hall or knows where she is, then I accept that
 .’

‘Thank you,’ she whispered
 .

‘Are you there, Mr Conway?’ Reese asked
 .

‘I’m here
 .’

‘I dare say Marnie has told you about the death of your friend and part of me understands what you are trying to accomplish, but you killed Hamer and tortured Chelsea Whitlow
 .’

‘That’s correct,’ Conway answered in a heartbeat
 .

Reese sighed again as if he couldn’t even believe he was holding the conversation
 .

‘If you do the right thing, if you let me know where you are and promise not to get involved then I swear we will do everything we can to get Rowan back
 .’

‘And how would you do that
 ?’

‘By doing our jobs, 
we
 —
 ’

‘John Hall lay dead in his garage for five weeks and so far, you have found fuck-all,’ Conway replied, his jaw tightening in anger
 .

‘That doesn’t make what you did right, you killed a 
man
 —
 ’

‘He deserved it
 .’

Marnie looked at Conway, searching his profile for any hint of remorse but found none
 .

‘I’ll find Rowan and anyone who gets in my way or holds out on me is fair game,’ Conway finished
 .

‘Does that include the woman who is trying to help you?’ Reese demanded
 .

Marnie saw a flicker of emotion pass over Conway’s face. ‘I just want her


found—’

‘That’s what we all want, but this isn’t the way to do it
 .’

‘Yeah, well, I don’t have the luxury of time, I need answers 
and
 —
 ’

‘So where will you get these answers
 .’

Conway smiled. ‘Nice try
 .’

Marnie’s hand tightened around the phone as silence descended and then the wind blew a scattering of rain on the roof sounding almost like a spray of bullets
 .

‘We’re parked on the street where Rae lives,’ she said. Conway snapped his head around, the anger blazing in his eyes. Marnie didn’t flinch, didn’t look away as he continued to glare at her
 .

‘You’re there because his name was linked with Boland in the diary?’ the DCI asked
 .

‘It’s the only lead we have,’ Marnie offered
 .

Silence drifted out of the phone. ‘I’m setting off now, I’ll be there in fifteen minutes, then 
we
 —
 ’

‘You can’t,’ Marnie pleaded
 .

‘I’ll be coming alone,’ Reese explained
 .

Marnie felt the surprise widen her eyes
 .

‘Listen to me, Marnie, I want to find the girl as much as you do and I agree that the contents of the letter points to the person knowing more than they should about you and the rest of the team. All I ask is that you wait for me before you go storming in
 ?’

‘You seriously expect me to wait here while you come mob-handed to take me down?’ Conway snarled
 .

‘If he says he’ll come alone then he will,’ Marnie bit back
 .

Tom Conway wiped the back of his hand across his brow, the fissures in his mind widening as the pressure piled on. The clock was ticking and every second wasted left Rowan in danger. An image of John came into his mind, they had been serving together in Iraq – their third tour of duty – and things had been bad, though the group of men who served in the unit had functioned as one, watching one another’s backs at all times and they had all made it home relatively unscathed and in part that had been down to John Hall. He had always been cautious, making sure that they covered all the angles before they acted
 .

In his mind, he heard his late friend whisper the single word. ‘Wait
 .’


Tom turned to Marnie and gave a sharp nod. ‘Fifteen minutes and if he isn’t here, then I’m going in
 .’

Marnie opened her mouth but Reese’s voice filled the gap
 .

‘I’ll be there,’ the DCI said
 .

The phone beeped and died. Marnie closed her eyes and said a silent prayer
 .
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‘F
 ind her,’
 the woman demanded, her face stark with fury, her eyes sparkling with ice-cold hatred. They were standing outside the open bedroom door, watching Phelps writhe on the floor, both hands held to his bloodied face
 .

Williams sighed. ‘How am I meant to find her, she could have been gone for hours, 
she
 —
 ’

‘The front door was open and the hallway was dry; it’s been raining all day so if she had escaped hours ago the hallway would have been flooded
 .’

Williams felt a flicker of admiration for her reasoning but then the wind howled outside and he shivered at the prospect of heading out into the filthy night
 .

‘Do you really need her?’ he asked
 .

‘Of course I need her,’ she hissed as she walked into the room, leaving Williams in the doorway. Reaching the slumped form of Phelps, she looked down. ‘Contact Acton and tell him to get here, there’s only one road onto this property so sooner or later, she will have to use it
 .’

Williams pulled out his phone as the woman lifted the heavy blade from the inside of the wax coat. Tapping in the number, he placed the phone to his ear, listening to it ring. She turned and looked at him, her eyes seemed to shine in the darkness as she reached down and grabbed hold of Phelps’s comb-over. The solicitor cried out in pain and the woman hauled him around until he was leaning back against her legs, like a lamb to the slaughter. Just as Acton answered the phone the woman started cutting, swiping the blade high across Phelps forehead and pulling back on the strands of paltry hair
 .

Arnie Phelps screamed, the blood poured down his face and into his eyes, his legs thrashed back and forth
 .

‘Jesus Christ, what’s that?’ Acton gasped down the phone
 .

Williams moved out onto the landing as the blade took another slice of flesh, parting the scalp from the skull
 .

‘I need you out at the old house, the fucking girl’s escaped so keep your eyes out for her, is that understood
 ?’

‘Look, I did my side of the job, I told you about Rae and
 …’

‘Fuck Rae, he’s nothing,’ Williams barked
 .

‘But…’

‘You know the score; the woman is paying you to be her beck and call boy. And the screaming you can hear is the mad bitch scalping the bent solicitor
 .’

‘Arnie!?’ Acton panted in shock
 .

‘Yes, fucking Arnie, so unless you want to end up the same way then you get here, park at the end of the lane keep and your eyes peeled. If you find the girl then no doubt the woman will pin a smiley badge on your chest
 .’

‘I…’

‘If you decide to run she will find you – make no mistake about that – but before she does she will pay your family a visit and let you have a front-row seat while she cuts them to pieces, so do the right thing and get your arse over here, NOW
 !’

‘OK, OK. I’m on my way
 .’

‘You’d better be,’ Williams warned and then grimaced as Arnie’s scream reached a new high
 .

‘Fuck me,’ Acton said, and ended the call
 .

Williams watched the woman work, she finished with a flourish, the flap of skin came free and she held it up for a moment studying the grisly memento. Before tossing it onto the bed, she looked across the room at Williams. ‘What are you still doing here
 ?’

‘Acton’s on his way
 .’

‘Of course he is, now go and bring me the girl
 .’

Williams nodded, turning away and striding along the landing. By the time he reached the bottom of the stairs Phelps was screaming again. A woman’s work is never done, he thought, a cruel smile twisting his mouth
 .
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C
 onway checked
 the clock on the dashboard. ‘Fourteen minutes,’ he said in a deadpan voice
 .

‘He’ll be here
 .’

‘Well, he has sixty seconds and then I’m out of here, I’ll find Rae and
 …’

‘You don’t know which house he lives at
 .’

He turned to look at her. ‘You’ll tell me
 .’

‘You really think so, do you
 ?’

‘I know so
 .’

Marnie felt the anger shift inside as she glared at Conway. ‘So far, all you have done is kill a man and torture a woman
 …’

‘I found the diary that led us here,’ he replied with a scowl
 .

Lifting her hands, Marnie placed them on the wheel, her grip tightening. ‘I
 …’

Lights flared, a car rounded the corner and Marnie watched through the mirror as Reese pulled up behind Conway’s car
 .

‘Remember what I said, I won’t let anyone stop me from finding Rowan,’ the ex-soldier said
 .

Ignoring him Marnie pushed the door open and stepped out into the darkness
 .

By the time the DCI emerged through the downpour, Conway had climbed out and was standing by the side of the car
 .

Reese glanced at him then looked at Marnie. ‘Are you OK?’ he asked
 .

‘I’m sorry, I should have contacted you, I should have stopped and thought things through
 .’

Reese slipped his hands into his pockets. ‘The main thing is you came clean in the end but for Christ’s sake, don’t make a habit of going it alone
 .’

Marnie nodded, grateful for his understanding
 .

‘Right, let’s go and have a word with Rae, see what the tosser has to say for himself,’ Reese said
 .

Conway walked onto the pavement and Reese treated him to a hard stare and then they were striding along, past the first two houses on the right. Reaching Rae’s drive, they could see the house was in darkness, the black Range Rover parked in front, at some stage the front window had been replaced
 .

Marnie broke into a run and then Conway and Reese followed, keeping low as they sprinted towards the house. Marnie angled right, ignoring the front door she headed towards the side of the house and along a path crammed with bushes, the wind battering them, spray flying from the leaves
 .

Reaching the end, she stopped and looked out into a garden smothered in shadow, she could hear the two men at her back breathing rapidly as she edged out onto the patio and turned left
 .

At the French doors, she peered into the darkened kitchen, when she saw the shape slumped at the kitchen table she stepped back into the shadows then Conway was by her side, grabbing the handle he twisted it open
 .

‘Stay where you are,’ Reese hissed
 .

Ignoring the order, Conway pushed the door, as soon as the lock clicked Marnie saw Rae lift his head, his eyes blinking in confusion and then he bolted from the chair sending it crashing to the floor as Conway flung the door open
 .

When Marnie saw Rae reach down, her eyes widened
 .

‘Gun!’ she bellowed as Rae snatched it up and aimed it at them
 .

Reaching forwards, Reese grabbed the collar of Conway’s jacket and yanked him back as Marnie lunged to the right
 .

She caught a swift blinding flash of light and then the glass in the door exploded outwards
 .

Glancing left, she saw the two men flattened to the wall as the lead screamed out into the darkness
 .

‘Bastard!’ Conway snarled, he risked a quick glance around the corner before pulling back to safety
 .

A second explosion erupted from inside the house, blowing away a chunk of the doorframe and then Conway was moving in a crouch as he dashed into the room
 .

Marnie and Reese hesitated and then they gave chase in time to see Conway hurl himself over the kitchen table and slam into Rae, who was trying to reload the shotgun
 .

The gun fell from his hands and clattered to tiles, the two men vanished from view, landing on the floor in a melee of thrashing limbs
 .

‘Hit the light,’ Reese shouted running towards them
 .

Marnie dashed across the room and slapped the palm of her hand against the switch, the kitchen was blasted with stark white light and she squinted against the sudden onslaught
 .

She turned in time to see Conway slam his fist into Rae’s face, then Reese grabbed him and hauled Conway to one side
 .

Pushing himself into a sitting position, Rae’s eyes darted left, as soon as he saw the gun he tried to scuttle towards it but Marnie got there first, slamming her boot down on his hand as his grasping fingers reached for the stock
 .

Jimmy Rae bellowed in fury watching Marnie pick up the weapon
 .

Reese still had hold of Conway though it seemed as if the ex-soldier was offering no resistance to being kept back
 .

‘What the fuck are you two doing here?’ Rae snarled then looked at Conway. ‘And who the fuck are you?’ he demanded, flexing his fingers, checking for broken bones
 .

Marnie held the shotgun in her right hand, the sawn-off barrel pointing at the floor. ‘Have you heard from your solicitor lately?’ she asked
 .

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he spat
 .

‘Arnie Phelps has gone missing and he has a girl with him,’ Marnie took a step closer
 .

The big man unexpectedly looked puzzled and Marnie felt her stomach sink in disappointment
 .

‘Like I said, I don’t have a clue what you’re waffling on about,’ Rae slowly pushed himself to his feet
 .

‘Don’t fucking lie!’ Conway snarled. ‘Chelsea Whitlow told me all about you and Phelps, about how he takes care of the money you make and ferrets it away. Money made through drugs and prostitution, money made through murder!’
 His voice rose as he moved forward
 .

Rae turned to the look at the man, his eyes narrowing, Marnie took her chance, bending down she quickly picked up two of the spilled cartridges from the floor, stepped back and cracked the barrel open
 .

The tension in the room suddenly increased as she slid the shells home and snapped the gun closed again
 .

Rae glanced at her and sneered before looking back at Conway. ‘So, you’re the cunt who took care of Tam
 ?’

Conway smiled and Rae fumed
 .

‘I never touched your friend, that was someone else, someone who wants to make you suffer
 .’

‘Fucking liar,’ Rae bit back, spittle flying from his mouth
 .

Reese moved to one side and held out his hands as if trying to placate the big man. ‘He’s telling the truth, you’re just too stupid to see it
 .’

Rae continued to fume, his hate-filled eyes flicking from one to the other like a cornered animal ready to attack
 .

‘I know how you bastards work.’ His eyes rapidly took on a cunning look. ‘But what I want to know is what two coppers are doing breaking into my house with a man who admits to torturing Chelsea
 ?’

‘I want to know about Rowan Hall?’ Conway asked, ignoring the question
 .

‘Never heard of her,’ Rae hurled back, his eyes full of contempt
 .

‘What about Conrad Boland?’ Marnie swallowed as she spoke the name she hated above all others
 .

Suddenly, all expression left Rae’s face and he took a step back towards the fridge
 .

‘Never heard of him either,’ he mumbled
 .

Marnie felt the weight of the gun in her hands as Rae glanced at her
 .

‘You’ve never heard of a mass killer of children who lived in the same town you were raised and lived in all your life?’ Marnie asked, her words spat out in disgust
 .

‘That’s right,’ Rae replied lamely
 .

‘Do you have any idea how pathetic that sounds?’ she asked, inching closer to the man
 .

‘We’ll see who looks pathetic when you have to explain what the fuck you are doing here
 .’

‘You fired a loaded gun at us,’ Reese said with a frown
 .

‘You broke in, it was dark and I thought I was being robbed so I defended myself,’ the smile grew on Rae’s face, his eyes held a hint of enjoyment. ‘Besides, if you had anything on me you would have come mob-handed yet look at you, two idiots and some wannabee vigilante. I’m no expert but I just bet no other bugger knows you’re here 
and
 —
 ’

The shotgun exploded with a deafening roar, the microwave on the worktop was thrown into the air, the glass in the door went with a bang
 .

Any hint of humour left Jimmy Rae’s face as he leapt to the left. ‘You mad fucking cunt!’ he screamed
 .

‘Tell me why your name was coupled with that of a child killer or I will blow your bastard head off!?’ Marnie’s face was pale with fury, her finger tightening on the second trigger
 .

Rae held his hands up, his face instantly flooded with fear. ‘I’ve told you, I don’t know what the fuck you are talking about
 .’

‘Marnie don’t!’ Reese warned
 .

The air seemed to crackle with tension then she slowly lowered the gun and Rae heaved out a heavy sigh of relief
 .

‘I’ll finish you for that,’ he gulped, the hatred reignited on his face
 .

When Conway moved, he moved fast. Reese managed to pluck at his sleeve but before he could tighten his grip Conway had closed the gap. Rae twisted to face the attack but Conway merely slammed his way through the defences and then he pulled a knife, yanking Rae forwards he spun behind him and pressed the shining blade to the big man’s pulsating throat
 .

‘Shit,’ Reese gasped as he wavered in indecision. ‘Mad fucker, you are so dead!’ Rae tried to twist his head to spit at Conway but then the blade moved left and swept upwards, a chunk of Rae’s left ear was sliced away
 .

Blood spurted but before Rae had the time to shout out the pain, the knife was back at his throat, slicing into the taught skin
 .

Marnie shivered in disgust as the slice of flesh dropped to the floor
 .
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R
 owan ran through the trees,
 her heart racing, her eyes squinting against the rain as she dodged around another gnarled trunk that loomed out of the darkness. The ground beneath her feet felt slippery, her trainers squelched as they took on water. Every few yards her feet seemed to sink in a trough of freezing water, though she refused to let the elements slow her down; all she could picture was her father rushing towards her and gathering her up in his arms, both of them crying in relief at the miracle of finding one another
 .

Suddenly, the rain intensified, she could hear it hissing around her as she stumbled forward in the dark. Time lost all meaning, all she knew was that she was free, free of the dread and fear, free of the certainty that she was going to die – and die badly. When her foot slipped on the thick tree root she yelped, her leg slewed to the right, her arms fought for balance but it was too late and she hit the ground hard, the heavy root grinding into her ribs as she fell
 .

Rowan Hall lay in the darkness and abruptly the euphoria vanished as she realised she had no idea where she was. Her mind seemed to delight in tormenting her, pointing out that this woodland could go on for miles. She had no clue that she was even running in the right direction, when she had seen the car lights approaching she had simply dashed into the trees in an effort to escape
 .

Now, she lay on the sodden grass and all the old fairy tale nightmares came flooding back to haunt her – the child missing in the woods – and suddenly she was certain the same woods that had offered sanctuary now offered only torment and death. Ancient trees would rip up their roots from the dark earth, branches would wrap her in their deadly embrace, bark would split and timber would groan as the trees opened their hidden mouths ready to crush bones and drink sap
 .

She started to shake in fear, her saturated clothes clung to her skin
 .

When she saw the flash of light in the trees the fear turned to terror, the light bounced of the trunks, searching, probing, looking for
 …

Her heart stalled, they were looking for 
her
 .


Despite the pain she leapt to her feet and pushed the wet hair from her eyes, straining to see into the darkness as, all of a sudden, the light vanished. She stood, shoulders hunched, her arms wrapped around her slender body, holding her breath but then the light lanced out again and she gasped as it came within fifteen feet of finding her
 .

Turning, she started to run, the adrenalin flowed giving her extra speed, yet already she could feel the impermanence of the added burst of power. Coordination seemed to desert her and she ran blindly, all the terror was now back, threatening to stop her in her tracks, yet she kept running, kept trying
 .

She burst out into the open field, her senses reeled at the sudden change and she staggered to a halt. When she saw the tiny lights sparkling in the distance she felt a sliver of hope germinate in her mind. She knew they were roadside lights, like a string of pearls shining in the darkness, the sight started her running again, the sudden hope sent a last surge through her system as she sprinted out into the darkness
 .


‘Run, sweetheart
 .’


She heard her father’s voice ring clear and true in her mind and the sound spurred her on, her arms and legs pumping, desperate to cross the barren tundra before the torchlight lanced out of the trees to pinpoint her. The ground started to rise and her pace slowed, the muscles in her legs burning with pain, her ribs seemed to grind together with every step she took, yet she refused to give in to the pain. She reached the crest of the field, she could see the land gradually sloping down towards a dry-stone wall in the distance
 .

Rowan glanced back towards the trees just as the light shone out, searching, seeking. With a cry of fear, she threw herself forward, the white light sweeping back and forth. Bellying forwards, she snaked over the rise and then paused for a moment, her face planted in the wet earth, her hands tearing at the grass, then the heavens opened once more
 .
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‘I
 have some questions for you,’
 Conway snarled as Rae continued to groan, the blood seeping down the side of his face. ‘Every time you stall or say you don’t have the answer then I cut you
 .’

Rae’s eyes bulged, all his life he had been the one holding the knife, the one demanding answers from the terrified but now the tables were turned and he quickly realised what it meant to have real fear come calling
 .

‘Tell me why Phelps had your name linked to Boland’s
 ?’

The blade at Rae’s neck sliced a little deeper, the side of his head felt on fire
 .

Reese started to move forward and Conway looked at him through narrowed eyes. ‘One more step and I’ll cut off his nose
 .’

The words brought Reese to a stuttering halt
 .

Conway tightened his grip on Rae’s shoulder. ‘Now talk
 .’

Rae felt the knife slice deeper into his flesh, blood oozed over the blade and yet he still tried to hold onto the bravado
 .

‘Get fucked, you wanker.’ He managed to get the words out but there was no force behind them just fear, fear of what the next few seconds would bring
 .

The knife eased a little and Rae gasped in relief and then the pain exploded as another chunk of his ear fell to the floor
 .

The terror blasted through his defences as he realised he was seconds from death
 .

‘Someone wanted a job doing and they contacted Phelps,’ he spurted the words out, his face locked in a grimace of terror
 .

Marnie held her breath, the blood flowed from the side of Rae’s head, Reese seemed rooted to the spot, his face lit with a mixture of anger and apprehension
 .

‘What job?’ Conway hissed into the damaged ear as he pressed the blade back to Rae’s throat
 .

‘They wanted someone taking care of
 .’

‘Tell me the fucking name?’ Conway demanded
 .

Rae swallowed and felt the blade parting his flesh. ‘Boland,’
 his voice came out as a hiss of petrified air
 .

Marnie felt the confusion crash into her, picturing the monster with his head wreathed in flame
 .

Reese watched as she started to raise the gun again, moving quickly to the right he placed his hand on the stunted barrel, forcing it back down
 .

Marnie looked at him and he could see the void of loss in her eyes, the remembered horror of what Boland had done to the children he had slaughtered
 .

Then her eyes seemed to cloud over and she leaned forward. ‘Someone wanted you to kill Boland?’ she asked, through cold thin lips
 .

Rae swivelled his eyes towards her and tried to nod then yelped as the blade sliced a millimetre deeper. ‘Yeah, yeah, but I didn’t do it, I fucking swear I didn’t top the cunt
 .’

Suddenly, Marnie saw a flash of truth and, dropping the gun, she stumbled forward but Reese grabbed her before she fell to her knees. ‘You would have done but by that time Boland was already dead, wasn’t he
 ?’

She saw the truth in Jimmy Rae’s eyes as Reese held her up. ‘Who wanted him dead?’ she asked, as her blood ran cold
 .

Rae shook his head, oblivious to the blood that flowed down his shirt front. ‘I can’t tell you that, no fucking way
 .’

‘Was it one of the parents of the children he killed?’ Reese asked and then looked on in amazement as Rae started to laugh, the sound held more than a hint of madness, tears flowed from his eyes
 .

‘No comment,’
 he bellowed before breaking into even more gales of manic laughter
 .

Conway moved the blade in a blur of speed and the end of Rae’s nose was cut free
 .

The laughter stopped and Rae screamed, really screamed, his voice pitched high and full of agony, blood spurted from the gristly holes in his face
 .

‘Name?’ Conway yelled
 .

‘I only know her as the “woman”,’ Rae cried
 .

Marnie managed to struggle free from Reese’s embrace and moved forward until she was standing in front of the big man, his eyes streaming with tears of anguish, she could see his teeth stained red in a rictus grin of fear
 .

‘Why did she want Boland dead
 ?’

Rae licked his lips, the fear growing in his eyes as he tasted the blood on his tongue. ‘I don’t have a fucking clue
 .’

‘And I don’t believe you
 .’

‘I don’t give a shit what you 
believe
 —
 ’

‘You may not know her name but it’s obvious you’ve worked for her before,’ Marnie said as she jabbed a finger into Rae’s chest. ‘I want to know what you did, I want to know everything about this woman
 .’

‘You don’t get it do you, no fucker knows who she is, 
she
 —
 ’

‘Phelps was her go-between
 ?’

‘Yeah, yeah but even that little cunt didn’t have a name
 .’

‘And how do you know that?’ Conway asked, the blade never wavering
 .

‘Because I fucking asked him but he was clueless
 .’

‘He could have been lying to you
 .’

‘No way, Phelps wouldn’t 
dare
 —
 ’

‘If you think that then you are even more delusional than I thought,’ Marnie sneered. ‘Phelps is missing and he has Rowan Hall with him
 .’

‘I’ve already told you I’ve never heard of her,’ Rae pleaded
 .

‘No, but someone has been trying to muscle in on your patch, they must have been getting their information from somewhere, and I know how your sick mind works. It will have been driving you mad – not knowing who was behind all this – and now your personal solicitor is missing. You’ve convinced yourself that Phelps wouldn’t dare turn on you but I can smell the fear coming off you and it’s all down to this woman you claim to know nothing about
 .’

‘I—’

‘But what if she was threatening Phelps, what would he have done – what would you have done?’ she finished, watching Rae’s face go slack-jawed with the realisation of the truth
 .

‘Little cunt!’ he roared
 .

Marnie looked around the empty room, a frown forming on her face. ‘You were sitting here in the dark and you stink of booze, so where are the rest of your cronies?’ she turned back to face him
 .

Rae snapped his mouth closed, blood dribbled down his chin
 .

‘Answer her,’ Conway demanded, the knife moved again
 .

‘I don’t fucking know where they are, no bastard is answering their phone
 .’

An image of the headless body on the bedroom floor flashed into Marnie’s mind and then she thought of the man elbowing Bev Harvey to one side as he made a break from the house
 .

‘Do you know anyone named Collier’?’ she asked
 .

Rae’s face was flooded with rage. ‘Little fucker,’ he snarled
 .

‘Why would you say that?’ Reese asked as he stepped to Marnie’s side
 .

‘And don’t even think about saying no comment,’ Conway warned, increasing the pressure on the knife
 .

‘The bastard was running a knocking shop,’ Rae mumbled
 .

‘And no one does that without your say so, that’s right isn’t it
 ?’

Rae glared at Marnie, his eyes brittle with hate. ‘That’s fucking right
 !’

Marnie thought for a moment, absorbing the anger that spewed from the injured man
 .

‘You sent a man to his house, didn’t you
 ?’

Rae’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘How do you know that
 ?’

Marnie’s lips curled in a grin that never reached her eyes. ‘Because as soon as he set foot in the place, someone called the station to tell us that a murder had taken place at the address,’ she paused, ‘your friend was there when we arrived. In fact, we have him locked up
 .’

Rae’s mouth opened and closed like a grounded fish
 .

‘Earlier this evening I had a letter delivered to my house,’ Marnie started to talk, the words coming out clipped and sharp, the more she spoke the redder Rae’s face became
 .

‘So, you see, someone knows all about me, 
and
 —
 ’

‘That’s why you didn’t come mob-handed, you want to save the girl?’ Rae interrupted
 .

Marnie pushed her face in close. ‘Rowan Hall is thirteen years old and she is all
 that matters, your solicitor has been keeping her locked in a filthy cellar, now why would he do that
 ?’

‘How am I meant to answer that, if Phelps’s tastes are for the kids then it has fuck all to do with me
 !’

Marnie flicked a glance over his shoulder, she could see the rage in Conway’s face, his eyes blasted with hatred
 .

‘I want to know what this woman has to do with Boland, I want to know why she wanted you to kill him?’ Marnie snatched the front of Rae’s jacket, he tried to recoil from the look in her eyes but he had nowhere to go
 .

‘I …’

‘If you are scared of her, that tells me you have worked for her in the past; it also tells me she must be sick to put the fear of God into a piece of shit like you
 .’

Rae’s eyes continued to shine with fury and terror
 .

‘Cat got your tongue?’ Conway asked as he loomed over Rae’s shoulder
 .

‘I …’

‘Answer the woman or you will never be able to wear sunglasses again
 .’

Rae shivered at the implication and started to slump forward but the knife didn’t move instead it sliced deeper into the flesh, forcing him to snap his head back
 .

‘Please, 
I
 —
 ’

‘Tell us!’ Conway bellowed, the hand holding the knife shook with rage
 .


‘Doc Hardy!’
 Rae screamed and screwed his eyes closed – waiting for death
 .

Marnie blinked in confusion at the name, her hands fell away from Rae’s crumpled jacket
 .

She thought of Bev Harvey sitting at the computer and telling her all about Polly Hardy’s husband, a local doctor, who had died after falling down the steps of a multi-storey car park attached to the hospital
 .

‘You killed Hardy?’ she whispered
 .

Rae’s eyes remained screwed shut, his quivering lips clamped together
 .

‘Marnie, are you OK?’ Reese asked
 .

She turned to face her boss, her face etched with confusion. ‘They found Hardy dead at a multi-storey in town, Bev Harvey was involved in the case and in the end the pathologist put it down to accidental death
 .’

Reese glanced at Rae. ‘But he was responsible
 ?’

Marnie nodded
 .

‘Why did this mystery woman want him dead?’ Conway suddenly asked
 .

‘Please, I don’t know, I mean, I didn’t even kill the 
guy
 —
 ’

‘No, but you sent someone to do the job didn’t you, someone to push him down the fucking steps?’ Marnie snarled
 .

‘I …’

‘Hardy dies, his wife works at the hostel, my best mate is killed and his daughter vanishes and you know the reason why!’ Conway lifted the knife away from Rae’s throat and the big man gulped in a mouthful of air, the blood oozing from the slice in his neck
 .

‘Look, the woman contacted Phelps and he said killing Hardy was urgent and it needed to look like an accident and that is all I know
 .’

Conway still had his left hand clamped on Rae’s shoulder. ‘How does she contact you
 ?’

‘I’ve told you she doesn’t, Phelps gets in touch, I’ve never seen her, don’t know her name, I swear to God
 .’

‘So, you’ve told us all you know?’ Conway asked, his voice no more than a whisper
 .

‘I swear
 …’

‘Then you’ve served your purpose
 .’

Rae opened his mouth, unsure what he was going to say but Conway slammed the knife into the back of his head, the heavy blade split the skull and skewered his brain. Jimmy Rae started to jitter as Conway snatched the knife free and thrust him forwards
 .

Marnie jumped back, shock keeping the scream locked in her throat as Rae slammed face first onto the table before crashing to the floor
 .

‘You murdering bastard!’ Reese gasped
 .

Conway jabbed the knife at his face. ‘I told you, anyone who gets in my way is fair game.’ Keeping the blade held out he moved left, Marnie looked for a chance to attack but the blade never wavered
 .

‘You won’t get away with this, you bloody animal,’ Reese snarled as Rae continued to jitter on the floor
 .

‘You don’t get it, do you? I have no interest in getting away with anything, all I want is to get Rowan 
back
 —
 ’

‘And how do you think she would feel knowing you went on a killing spree to rescue her?’ Reese demanded
 .

Conway paused for a moment before answering. ‘She might hate me but at least she’ll be alive. Now, turn around the pair of you
 .’

Both Marnie and Reese held their ground, their faces stamped with shock
 .

Rae died with a final gasp
 .

Conway raised the knife. ‘I won’t tell you again,’ he warned
 .

As they turned, they locked eyes and Marnie could see in the DCI’s gaze, a look of disgust and sorrow
 .

Marnie opened her mouth to apologise, to say she was sorry for how things had turned out but then Reese crashed to the ground, his eyes flickering closed as he hit the floor. Marnie felt the anger wash away the fear, she spun around to find Conway backing off, the knife aimed at the oak boards
 .

‘You can either come with me to try and sort this or you can stay here, it’s up to you
 ?’

Marnie looked at the two men sprawled on the floor, she could see the blood still seeping from beneath Rae’s head, mixing in with threads of grey brain matter. Reese had his hands out on front of him, his head on one side, eyes closed
 .

‘I’ll make you pay for this,’ she said in a cold voice as she looked up at Conway
 .

‘Yes, well it will have to wait because we need a word with Polly Hardy
 .’

‘Not a chance
 .’

Conway’s eyes widened in surprise
 .

‘If you think I’m going to provide the address so you can pay her a visit and start cutting her, then you are as deranged as he was,’ she said, jabbing a finger towards Rae
 .

The knife started to rise. ‘You have more invested in this than anyone
 …’

‘I won’t see anyone else hurt just so you can live out your vendetta
 .’

‘I need to find her,’ Conway said, for the first time Marnie noticed the shake in his hands
 .

‘And I need to call for help
 .’

‘No way
 …’

‘The second you hit my boss you blew your chance of me helping you,’ Marnie said. Conway looked at her, he could see the determination in her eyes, the unwavering belief that she would die rather than put someone else at risk
 .

‘If you come with me now, once we’ve found Polly Hardy you can ring for help,’ as soon as he spoke the words he knew she wouldn’t be swayed by his offer
 .

‘I won’t do it
 .’

‘But …’

‘Reese tried to help you, he said he would come alone and he did, and yet this is how you repay him,’ she leaned forward, the anger rising through her body in a black wave
 .

Tom Conway hissed in a breath, all at once he saw himself through Marnie’s eyes, saw the blood on his hands, felt the fanaticism that he knew would be shining from his eyes
 .

Slowly, he lowered the blade as if the weight of it was too much to bear. ‘John Hall was a good man, one of the best, he served his country with honour and he didn’t deserve to end his life on some garage floor while some bastard took his daughter.’ He pointed down at Rae. ‘If we lived in a world where the likes of him had their way then life wouldn’t be worth living, he spent a lifetime using people, getting young girls like Emma Winstanley hooked on drugs and then selling them for sex while he hid behind the façade of a property developer. Whitlow’s sister told me of at least two men
 she knows he had murdered, and the thought that a bastard pervert like Phelps has been holding Rowan prisoner for five weeks turns my stomach,’ he finished with a shuddering gasp
 .

Marnie felt her resolve start to waver, everything that Conway said was true but then she looked at her boss on the floor and shook her head, her teeth grinding in anger
 .

‘Please help me sort it
 .’

She looked up to find Tom Conway crying, the tears rolled down his cheeks, the sight of his grief took her breath away
 .

‘I can’t do this alone,’ he paused to wipe the tears away, ‘I’ve got cancer, the doctors have given me six months and that was over four months ago
 .’

Marnie was suddenly at a loss for words, he wiped a hand across his brow leaving a smear of Jimmy Rae’s blood on his skin
 .

‘Dying doesn’t bother me but I can’t go to my grave not knowing what happened to Rowan
 .’

Reese groaned and Marnie looked down in relief, her mind still frozen with what Conway had revealed
 .

Dropping the knife, he stepped closer to her. ‘Rowan’s a good kid, she lost her mother when she was eight and John brought her up the right way, he taught her how to look after herself and she will have tried to stay alive no matter what and I can’t just leave her to some bastard, I just can’t,’ his voice cracked as more tears flowed
 .

Marnie felt his pain, felt it resonate with her own, the lost years, the years of torment that she carried with her every second of every day
 .

‘I need to get help for my boss and then I’ll find out where Polly Hardy lives but I want your word that you won’t hurt her
 .’

Conway nodded in understanding. ‘I swear to God I won’t harm her
 .’

Marnie drew in a deep breath before pulling out her phone, outside the rain increased, blowing in through the broken glass of the French windows
 .
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R
 eaching the boundary wall,
 Rowan rested her hands against the wet stone, legs shaking with fatigue, breathing laboured, her hair plastered to her head, the rain continued to batter down on her from the black sky
 .

Beyond the wall, she could see the narrow lane snaking away into the darkness, hear the rain as it beat a tattoo on the black, pitted tarmac
 .

Looking over her shoulder, she swallowed in relief when she failed to see the beam cutting through the darkness. She looked left and right, desperately searching for a gate or a break in the wall but there was none. Another glance over shoulder, the fear spearing through her mind, if she stayed here and the man with the torch reached the top of the hill then he would see her clearly and she would be trapped in the glare of the light
 .

She started to climb, her feet scrabbled, looking for a foothold, her tired arms trying to haul her upwards, reaching the top she swung her legs over and risked another look back. When she saw the light crest the hill she gasped before leaping from the wall into the muddy verge below, her feet sinking ankle deep in freezing water
 .

Standing up slowly, she turned left and started to run, her eyes looked longingly at the road to her right but she knew she couldn’t risk moving to the tarmac for fear that the beam of light would find her and track her as she ran. So, she stayed close to the wall, running in a crouch; back aching, she tried to pick up the pace but every footfall seemed to find a divot of muddy water. Twice she fell to her knees, her hands grasping at the grass trying to regain her balance before staggering forward again
 .

She was so absorbed with making her escape, so locked in her own insular world of terror that she never saw the flash of light in the distance, a brief, twin sparkle that flared and died as a car vanished around a bend. The ache in her legs increased with every painful step and her body started to shake as her rain-drenched clothes sucked the heat from her body. Yet still she stumbled on, the determination burning inside, her father’s face planted in the forefront of her frantic mind. Another ten feet and she stopped and moved to the wall, taking a lungful of wet air, she rose slowly and peeped over the top of the stone, sure enough the torchlight was there but this time it was moving over to the right and she made fists of her blue-knuckled hands as she felt the euphoria soar through her body
 .

Mind made up, she squelched her way to the road and started to run, instantly her feet felt lighter on the solid surface and she sped up; the wind howling in her face, her teeth flashing white, she sprinted forwards
 .

When the headlights swept around the corner and blasted into her face Rowan gasped and threw up her arms in an effort to block the assault on her eyes. She heard the screech of tyres on the wet surface and stopped, her heart leaping in her chest in fear
 .

She could see the rain falling in the headlights glare and she waited, waited for someone to step forward to ask her what she was doing running down a rain-swept lane in the middle of the night
 .

Seconds seemed to turn into minutes, she could hear the rumble of an engine then the sound of a heavy door being slammed shut
 .


‘Run!
 ’ her father’s voice screamed
 .

Rowan leapt back at the deafening sound, her hands raised as the shape appeared in front of the car
 .

‘You’re a slippery little fucker, aren’t you?’ the man asked
 .

Rowan felt everything inside her drain away, all hope gone leaving only a black pit of despair
 .

The man strode forward out of the darkness
 .
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M
 arnie didn’t give
 time for Bev Harvey to interrupt, the words flowed out as she explained all that had happened at Rae’s house, ending in the death of the big man and DCI Reese being knocked out cold
 .

‘Is he OK?’ Bev eventually managed to ask, her voice high-pitched with disbelief
 .

‘We stayed with him until the ambulance arrived,’ Marnie explained as Conway concentrated on the road ahead, the headlights punching holes in the darkness
 .

‘And you’re sure he’s going to be all right?’ Bev repeated nervously
 .

‘Yeah, Bev, he’s going to be fine. Listen, I know after what’s happened I have no right to ask,’ she paused, ‘but I really need a favour.’ The silence stretched out and Marnie waited with bated breath
 .

‘If I can help then I will,’ Bev replied after what seemed like an age
 .

‘I need an address for Polly Hardy
 ?’

‘She lives at number two Leyland Avenue
 .’

Marnie sighed, a mixture of surprise and relief
 .

‘I only know because I acted as liaison after her husband died,’ Bev explained
 .

‘Thanks, Bev, I owe you one
 .’

‘Why do you want her address
 ?’

As Marnie explained what Rae had said about Doctor Hardy’s death not being accidental but murder, Bev gasped, ‘I bloody knew it was dodgy from the off, I mean, we spoke to security at the car park and they said that Hardy had worked at the hospital for over eight years and in all that time he had always used the lift, never the stairs
 .’

‘What about the security cameras?’ Marnie asked
 .

‘They were checked but you know what that place is like, there are always people coming and going all day, we checked everyone we could trace but nothing flagged as suspicious
 .’

Marnie watched as the road straightened out. ‘What else do we know about Hardy
 ?’

Conway indicated and pulled over to the side of the road before pulling out his tobacco pouch and rolling a cigarette
 .

‘He was a consultant paediatrician, very highly thought of, a member of the Rotary Club, he sat on two boards of charities and as far as I can gather he seemed like one of the good guys
 .’

Marnie felt something shift inside as Conway blew out a plume of smoke
 .

‘But I take it we didn’t dig too deep?’ she asked
 .

‘As soon as the coroner put accidental death on the certificate we closed the case,’ Bev explained
 .

‘What about the wife
 ?’

‘Well, she worked at the hostel but I think it was on a temporary basis and I’m pretty sure she worked there voluntarily
 .’

‘She wasn’t on a salary
 ?’

‘Wait till you see her house, then you’ll know why she didn’t need the money
 .’

Conway looked sideways at Marnie who nodded and pointed down the road, Checking the mirrors he pulled away from the kerb
 .

‘What about children?’ she asked as Conway went through the gears
 .

‘They have a daughter, though to be honest they hadn’t see her in years
 .’

‘Any idea why
 ?’

‘Not sure to be honest, when I asked Mrs Hardy about any relatives that needed to be informed she said she had a daughter but that they didn’t speak, hadn’t done for quite a while
 .’

‘Do you know if she managed to contact the daughter to let her know what had happened
 ?’

‘I’m sorry, boss, I’ve not a clue to be honest. You know how it is, something else always comes along and with it being pegged as accidental, we backed away and left her to it
 .’

‘No problem, and listen, Bev, if anyone asks you where I am 
then
 —
 ’

‘I’ll act dumb,’ Bev interrupted
 .

‘I was going to say you let them know
 .’

‘Look, I take it none of this is being done by the book
 ?’

Marnie smiled sadly. ‘You could say that
 .’

‘OK, I’m not due on shift till eight in the morning so if anyone apart from you or DCI Reese ring then I’ll ignore my phone
 .’

From the corner of her eye Marnie saw Conway nod in satisfaction
 .

‘Thanks, I’d appreciate that, Bev
 .’

‘OK, and good luck,’ Bev replied
 .

The phone flashed and died, Marnie slipped it into her pocket
 .

‘Which way?’ Conway asked, approaching the roundabout
 .

‘Take a right, and head out of town
 .’

Conway did as she said and Marnie took the opportunity to study the man behind the wheel. His face had, at first, appeared lean, only now she re-evaluated her appraisal, he looked gaunt, haggard even, his chin and cheeks covered with stubble and not of the designer type, his eyes red rimmed with black smudges beneath. She watched as he wiped a film of sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand, his eyes haunted, his lips moving as if he were whispering some silent prayer to a God he probably didn’t believe in
 .

Ten minutes later, they pulled up in front of the large house
 .

‘Your colleague was right when she said Polly Hardy didn’t need the money,’ he said, unclipping the seat belt
 .

Marnie eased back in the seat. ‘Do you trust me
 ?’

Conway turned to face her, his face inscrutable. ‘I don’t trust anyone, not at this stage
 .’

‘I want you to wait here while I go and see her
 .’

‘No way, 
I
 —
 ’

‘Listen to me, 
it’s
 —
 ’

‘I said no,’ he growled, reaching for the door handle
 .

Marnie shot a hand and grabbed his arm. ‘You’re not thinking this through. I have a reason to be here and you don’t, how do you think she will react when she sees you there with blood on your hands and clothes
 ?’

Conway looked down at his blood-stained hands, his lips pressed together. ‘I don’t care, 
she’s
 —
 ’

‘A victim,
 ’ Marnie snapped. ‘Her husband was killed, now, she thinks it was accidental so how will she react when I tell her he was murdered
 ?’

He looked at her, his eyes narrowing. ‘Yeah, but why
 was he killed? – that’s what I want to know
 .’

‘And that’s what I’ll be trying to find out but I refuse to do it with you looming over her looking like that
 .’

Conway frowned in confusion. ‘Like what
 ?’

‘As if you’re ready to commit another murder,’ she replied, snapping open her seat belt. ‘This is my job, it’s what I do, so leave me to it; if I don’t come back within the next half an hour then you can come and find me
 .’

‘I—’

‘That’s the deal,’ she said fixing him with a hard, brittle stare
 .

Tom Conway thought for a moment, part of him wanted to walk up the long driveway and kick down the door but another part of his psyche told him to trust Marnie. She had stuck to her word so far so why should she change now
 .

As soon as he nodded, Marnie had the door open, the wind howled and he watched as, seconds later, she vanished into the darkness
 .

Conway pulled out the makings and rolled a cigarette, his trembling fingers leaving the stain of Jimmy Rae’s blood on the white cylinder of paper
 .
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‘T
 hank fuck you found her,’
 Williams said, climbing into the passenger seat and wiping a hand across his rain-wet face, mimicking the wipers that cleared the rain from the windscreen
 .

Acton’s hands gripped the wheel tight, he could feel his balls tighten in fear. ‘Listen, I shouldn’t even be here, I did the job and I know Jimmy Rae – he’ll have sussed what’s going on and he’ll have every fucker out looking for me
 .’

Rowan lay on the back seat, her mind slowly closing down as she realised that her escape had failed and she would never get another chance. This time, she somehow knew that the men wouldn’t be satisfied with keeping her locked in a room, this time they would kill her and her father would never know what had happened to her. Tears leaked from her eyes, her soul shrivelling in fear of what was to come
 .

‘You knew what you were getting into, it’s too late to start whingeing now, so just get back to the house 
and
 —
 ’

‘Just quit with the lecture, give me the cash and then I can vanish, otherwise I am well and truly fucked
 .’

‘You are well and truly fucked if you don’t get moving,’ Williams warned in a low voice. Acton sighed heavily before sliding the gear lever into drive and moving forward. Williams glanced into the back seat, he could see the girl, her hands over her head, her wet hair dripping onto the leather seats
 .

Facing front, he wiped the rain from his eyes. ‘Just remember, if you play your cards right, you’ll take over from Rae, basically, that’s what you wanted, isn’t it
 ?’

Acton kept his eyes locked on the private road as the car crawled along at a snail’s pace. He tried to think when he had first got the notion to try and stitch Rae up and realised that until Williams came into his life, he had been content to keep doing exactly as Rae said. Yes, Jimmy could be a pain in the arse, always screaming and bawling, but overall the money had been good and the work easy. Yet somehow, he had allowed Williams to drip feed poisonous words into his ear, by the time he had finished Acton had been convinced that he should be running the town not Jimmy bloody Rae. Only now he was starting to see another scenario, one in which Rae spent the rest of his life hunting down the man who had betrayed him. The fact Acton had never thought things through properly now slammed home like a wrecking ball. As soon as Tam had died he should have left town but Williams had kept him just where he wanted him – with the promise of more cash and more power to come
 .

The car jolted down a pothole and Acton blinked in surprise as his mind was dragged back to the present
 .

‘Come on, you tosser, get your foot down,’ Williams mumbled
 .

Acton swallowed the fear and pressed his right foot down on the gas, his heart thudding, fear crawling over him, consuming him completely
 .
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P
 olly Hardy opened the door,
 her face registering surprise when she saw Marnie standing, drenched, under the front porch
 .

‘Sergeant Hammond!’ she said, pulling the fluffy bathrobe tight around her body but affording her little protection against the howling wind
 .

‘I’m sorry to call in the middle of the night but I need a word
 .’

‘Is it about John?’ she asked, stepping back
 .

Marnie thought of John Hall and realised that she was clueless about his death. Stepping over the threshold, she waited for Polly to close the door before replying
 .

‘I’m sorry but John Hall has been murdered
 .’

Polly stepped back, her face visceral with shock and sadness. ‘Murdered?’
 she whispered
 .

‘I’m afraid so
 .’

‘What about Rowan, please tell me she’s OK?’ Polly’s hands fluttered into the air, her face flush with panic
 .

‘Look, is there somewhere we could talk?’ Marnie asked, noticing her shoes had left two small puddles of water on the tiled floor
 .

Polly looked at the floor before nodding. ‘Of course, I’m sorry,’ she headed down a long, oak-panelled hallway and into a kitchen bathed in mellow light
 .

As soon as the door opened, Marnie could feel the heat being pumped out by the Aga in the corner
 .

‘You look frozen, can I get you a drink – tea, coffee perhaps
 ?’

Marnie almost sighed as the heat enveloped her like a warm comforting embrace. ‘No thank you, I just need to ask you a few questions
 .’

Polly pulled out a couple of chairs from a pine kitchen table
 .

Marnie unzipped her jacket and sat down. ‘This isn’t easy, Mrs Hardy, 
but
 —
 ’

‘Please, call me Polly,’ she said with a nervous smile as she sat in the other chair
 .

Marnie placed her hands flat on the table. ‘Have you ever heard of a man named Jimmy Rae
 ?’

‘I don’t think so, has he something to do with poor John
 ?’

Marnie thought about Rae denying any knowledge of Hall or his daughter, even when the knife sliced off a chunk of his ear
 .

She shivered at the memory. ‘To be honest, I don’t think so. But you see we questioned him earlier this evening and he mentioned your husband
 .’

Polly Hardy stiffened in surprise. ‘Carl
 ?’

‘There’s no easy way to say this but he we think Rae was involved in the death of your husband
 .’

Instantly, Polly was on her feet, her face torn apart with shock. ‘What are you talking about, he slipped and fell down the steps, 
he
 —
 ?’

‘Was pushed, he didn’t fall,’ Marnie interrupted
 .

‘But—’

‘Rae admitted to having your husband killed
 .’

‘But why?’ Polly gasped
 .

‘That’s what we need to find out,’ Marnie replied
 .

Polly Hardy took a step back, her eyes alight with fear. ‘I don’t understand, the police went through everything and they said it was an accident
 .’

‘I’m afraid that wasn’t the case, according to Rae he was under instruction to make it look that way
 .’

Polly grabbed the back of the chair, her knuckles white as she held on, her legs weak and unsteady. ‘Instructed? By who?’ she whispered
 .

‘Rae claimed not to have a name, all he would admit to is that she was known as The Woman
 .’

Polly Hardy staggered back, taking the chair with her, the distress writ large on her pale face. Marnie watched as Polly righted herself, ‘“The Woman?”’
 Polly hissed
 .

The urge to rise from the chair ate away at Marnie but she stayed put, her hands gripping the corner of the table. She saw recognition bloom in Hardy’s eyes. ‘You’ve heard of her, haven’t you?’ Marnie asked, hardly daring to hope
 .

Polly blinked, her teeth chewing at her bottom lip until they drew blood. ‘I’m sorry, it’s nothing,’ she replied in a shaking voice
 .

Easing forwards, Marnie leaned her elbows on the table. ‘Do you have any idea why someone would pay to have your husband killed
 ?’

Polly’s eyes darted around the room, the tears welling up. ‘Carl was a good man, he had no enemies, he spent his life caring for sick children, he saved
 lives!’ her voice rose in disbelief at what she was hearing
 .

Marnie thought for a moment, the woman continued to sway, the chair still held in a death-like grip
 .

‘What about your daughter?’ Marnie asked
 .

Polly Hardy stopped swaying and the tears spilled over. ‘How do you know about Beth?’ she asked, wiping the tears away with the sleeve of her robe
 .

‘I spoke to a colleague who looked into the death of your husband and she mentioned that you had an estranged daughter
 .’

Moving around to the front of the chair Polly sat down with a thump, her hands pulling at the robe in agitation. ‘I haven’t seen Beth in years,’ she replied sadly
 .

‘Do you mind me asking why
 ?’

Polly sniffed back the tears. ‘She was something of a rebel I’m afraid. She was always the same and by the time she reached her mid-teens she went off the rails completely
 .’

‘What was she rebelling against?’ Marnie asked, her eyes never leaving the woman’s face
 .

‘Carl mainly,’ she admitted, her hands still twisting at the robe
 .

‘Her father
 ?’

Polly shook her head. ‘He wasn’t her biological father but he always treated her as if she were his own
 .’

Sliding a strand of hair behind her right ear, Marnie watched more tears slide down Polly’s face. ‘So, Beth rebelled against her stepfather
 ?’

Polly looked up and smiled sadly. ‘I bet you hear this kind of thing all the time,’ she said. ‘But Carl loved her, in some ways I think he tried too hard to be what Beth wanted
 .’

‘You told her that your husband wasn’t her father then
 ?’

‘We thought long and hard about what to do but in the end, we decided she had a right to know. Looking back, it’s when the problems really started, you know what children can be like and as soon as Beth knew then she started to rebel. Every time Carl would try to get her to calm down she would hurl abuse, claiming that he wasn’t her father so he had no say in what she did with her life
 .’

Marnie felt for the woman, after all it was a common enough occurrence but when you were living in the thick of it, then it could become a nightmare of giant proportions
 .

‘Carl was never heavy-handed, he worked with children on a daily basis, but Beth would never listen. She seemed to go out of her way to make all our lives as difficult as possible
 .’

For the first time, Marnie heard a hint of annoyance in the woman’s voice, a hint of anger
 .

‘I take it she started to mix with the wrong sort of people?’ Marnie asked, although from the look on Polly’s face she already knew the answer
 .

‘She did it to spite us, to spite Carl,’ she spat out the words. ‘She knew what he did for a living, knew he was well respected so she tried to ruin his reputation just because she thought it would be 
fun

 !’

Marnie felt something inside her mind shift as she watched the sudden vitriol appear on Polly’s face
 .

‘How did she try to do that
 ?’

Polly looked up and stared at Marnie in surprise as if she had forgotten she was even in the room. ‘Look, it’s not important, what I want to know, need to know, is why someone killed my husband
 ?’

Marnie held her gaze and then she edged forward slightly. ‘It’s important to me, so tell me what your daughter did
 ?’

For the briefest of moments, anger flared behind the tears and Polly looked at Marnie with a hardness that seemed out of place with the middle-aged woman in the fluffy bathrobe
 .

‘When she was sixteen she accused Carl of going into her bedroom and abusing her. She had times, dates, everything, but I knew she was lying because on at least four of the occasions she said I was out but I wasn’t, I was here all the time
 .’

‘Did the police get involved
 ?’

Polly lowered her head again, her short hair shone in the overhead lights. ‘Yes, but in the end Beth admitted that it was all a pack of lies
 .’

‘She actually said that?’ Marnie asked in surprise
 .

‘Oh, she dragged it out, really made us suffer, Carl was suspended from work and he was on the verge of losing his job when she admitted it had all been nothing but vicious lies
 .’

Marnie eased back in the chair and folded her arms, the rain continued to batter the kitchen window. ‘What happened
 ?’

Polly snapped her head up, the anger still hovering in her eyes. ‘All charges were dropped, shortly after we moved here to Kirkhead
 .’

‘For a fresh start?’ Marnie asked
 .

Polly nodded. ‘Beth started to have therapy and for a while it seemed as if she had calmed down, but then she met this man and she soon went back to her old ways
 .’

‘I take it she moved out to be with him
 ?’

‘By this time Carl was afraid to say anything in case she made up more sick stories. I tried to get her to see sense but she wouldn’t listen, she never listened to either of us really
 .’

The sadness was back in Polly’s eyes, sadness for the lost years and for a daughter that she no longer saw
 .

‘When your husband died, did you try to contact her
 ?’

‘I tried, though to be honest I didn’t know where to start, you see after she left we lost contact and the years went by and then Carl died and I had no last-known address or contact number
 .’

Marnie looked around the huge kitchen, everything gleamed, every appliance looked to be new and expensive. She thought of the size of the house and front garden, the place reeked of money and yet Polly had made only a token gesture to find her daughter after her husband died
 .

‘I suppose you think I’m heartless not doing more to find her?’ Polly asked, as if she had somehow picked up on Marnie’s thought process
 .

‘That was your choice
 .’

Polly sighed again. ‘You don’t know what she was like, she could have ruined my marriage, Carl’s career, yet she never showed any remorse, never apologised for the things she did, and to be honest, life was easier without her in it
 .’

Marnie tried to steady her emotions, one minute she felt sorry for the woman with tears trickling from her eyes but the next instance she looked like a cold-hearted bitch who was interested only in herself and her place in the world
 .

‘Is that why you worked at the hostel, to try and ease your conscience?’ Marnie asked
 .

Suddenly, the hardness was back in Polly’s eyes. ‘I don’t need to ease my conscience, Beth had a good life, a comfortable home and parents who loved her – unlike most of the girls in the hostel who never had the luxury of living like this
 .’

Marnie thought about what she was saying and to an extent Polly was right, though Marnie had seen enough domestics to know that even people from the middle classes could kick off with the best of them given the right situation
 .

‘I work there on a voluntary basis because I don’t want to sit in this house all day doing nothing, so I try to give something back to those who need it,’ she explained with a scowl fixed on her face
 .

‘When I mentioned “the woman” earlier you seemed a little taken aback,’ Marnie said
 .

Polly waved a dismissive hand in the air. ‘It was just something that Carl used to say and it threw me for a moment, that’s all
 .’

Marnie felt the confusion clouding her thoughts. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t follow
 ?’

Polly adjusted the robe so it covered her knees. ‘Carl sat on the board of a couple of charities, one of them was for children and women. In fact, she oversees the hostel that I work in along with about three other places
 .’

‘Who does?’ Marnie asked
 .

‘Clarisse Wold but Carl always referred to her as “the woman”,’ Polly replied
 .

‘Do you have any idea why
 ?’

Producing a piece of tissue from the pocket of the robe she dabbed at her eyes. ‘I asked him once and he said she was something of a cold fish and those who knew her just used the phrase “the woman”, he said everyone knew instantly who you meant when you said that
 .’

Marnie felt the gears straining in her head, closing her eyes she tried to sort out the confusion that swarmed around her mind, but all she could see was a mash of images mingling together in a distressing tableau. Hamer with his face caved in, Emma Winstanley with tears rolling from her stunned eyes, the image shifted to Tam Whitlow’s body parts crammed into a bag and tossed through Rae’s front window. The images increased in speed, flying through her mind with dizzying speed, Collier sprawled on the bedroom floor with his head three feet away. Jimmy Rae bellowing as his ear fell to the floor and then gasping in shock as Conway plunged the blade through his skull, his eyes springing wide in disbelief as he died
 .

Then she pictured the faceless Carl Hardy, a consultant who treated children and yet his stepdaughter had accused him of abuse and then retracted her story, leaving Hardy to try and pick up the pieces of his life with Polly
 .

Marnie paused for a moment, what would make a girl go to such lengths to try and get back at a man who, according to Polly, had treated her like his own
 .

Finally, she tried to picture the woman named Wold, she had known Carl Hardy served on the same board of charities, the same charity that John Hall had worked for, then Hall had been murdered and Rowan taken
 .

Marnie opened her eyes to find Polly looking at her closely
 .

‘Are you OK?’ she asked
 .

‘Do you have any pictures of Clarisse Wold
 ?’

Polly Hardy nodded
 .
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R
 owan tried
 to dig her heels into the gravel of the driveway as the man dragged her towards the front door
 .

‘Keep moving, you little bitch!’ Acton snarled, his hand tightening on her wrist
 .

Williams strode off, leaving him to struggle on his own, he dragged in a lungful of wet air and, head bent against the driving rain, pulled again, finally managing to get her to the front door
 .

He could see Williams standing in the hallway, flapping his coat in an effort to shake the droplets of water away
 .

The hatred he felt towards the man gave him the strength to thrust the girl into the house, Rowan stumbled forward and almost fell to her knees, throwing a last look over her shoulder as the door slammed shut. The two men stood looking at her, wearing matching scowls of anger
 .

‘These shoes cost me two hundred quid and now they’re ruined,’ Williams moaned as he slipped the torch into his pocket
 .

Rowan shivered, the cold eked into her bones, her hair dripped down onto her sweatshirt, the sleeves hanging three inches over the ends of her freezing fingers, the bottom dripping water onto the ancient parquet flooring
 .

‘Right, let’s get her upstairs then the woman can sort it,’ Williams moved forward
 .

Acton hesitated as if reluctant to move further into the gloomy house
 .

Williams paused to look over his shoulder, his face fixed in a frown of aggravation. ‘Problem?’ he asked
 .

‘Look, just give me the cash, I don’t need to be here, you don’t need me for this
 .’

Williams jabbed out a finger. ‘I’ve already told you, you’ll get fuck-all else until she says so
 .’

Rowan tried to concentrate on the words but her mind, frozen with fear, left no room for rational thought
 .

Acton licked his lips in apprehension and then he nodded slowly. ‘Yeah, yeah OK, just make it quick though
 ?’

Williams mouth twisted in a savage grin. ‘I’ll let you tell her to get a move on. Now shift your arse,’ he barked
 .

Acton shot forwards and Rowan quivered in fear, he grabbed her arm and led her along the hallway. Reaching the stairs, she started to cry as Williams thudded his way up
 .

‘Get moving,’ Acton demanded, pushing her forwards
 .

Heart slamming, tears streaming from her eyes, Rowan was left with no alternative but to obey the command. Each footstep took a giant effort as her legs shook with tension. Rowan looked up the stairs just in time to see the man in front turn left and vanish from sight. She tried to think, tried to fathom a plan of escape but her mind and body were locked in the moment, there was no escape to be made, she had tried and failed and now all that was left was to die
 .

Rowan tried to conjure her dad’s voice but even that small comfort was denied to her. She would die in this stinking house, and she would die alone without any comforting thoughts, without her father’s voice telling her it would all be OK. Reaching the top step, she automatically turned left, head bowed as she concentrated on the worn floorboards beneath her feet. Trying to block out any emotion, she shuffled towards the room in which she knew her life would end
 .

‘I love you, Dad,’ she whispered the words and felt her young heart break
 .

‘Rowan, how lovely to see you again
 .’

Rowan paused in utter confusion, she knew the voice, recognised the welcoming tone. Her head snapped up, a tiny spark of hope rose in her shattered heart. When she saw the familiar woman standing in the room her mouth sprang open, though when she spotted the body at her feet, all that came out was a scream of horror. The man who had held her captive first in the cellar and then in this small, festering bedroom, was sprawled on the floor; what little hair he had possessed had gone leaving behind a skull cap slick with blood
 .

‘Fuck me,’ she heard the man at her back hiss in shock
 .

Rowan’s eyes felt as if they were locked open, all she could see was blood, blood everywhere, sprayed up the walls, over the floor, down the woman’s coat, dripping off the huge knife in her gloved hand, then her eyes moved lower and the true horror slammed home as saw the grey slithering entrails that spilled from the stomach cavity of the dead man
 .

Rowan heard the strange sound bouncing around the room, she had no idea that it was her own scream blasting out in a never-ending torrent of terror
 .

The woman smiled, her right hand holding the knife that continued to drip blood onto the cutting-room floor
 .

‘Don’t just stand there, Rowan, come closer then I can see you properly
 .’

Rowan’s young mind could take no more and she pitched forwards into an abyss of darkness
 .

For a moment, the woman looked disappointed but then she shrugged, the smile still on her blood-speckled face
 .

‘Honestly, children today have no stomach for the harsher side of life,’ she said easily
 .

Acton looked into the room in disbelief, when she turned her cold eyes on him he felt his insides curdle
 .

‘Come in, Mr Acton, I want a word with you
 .’

Taking a quick gasp of offal-stinking air, Acton did as he was told
 .
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‘I
 don’t really come
 into Carl’s study anymore,’ Polly explained as they stood in the small, carpeted room. The blinds were up, the rain loud as it hit the glass, the darkness outside was absolute. A computer stood on a walnut table in front of the large window, a well-used red Chesterfield chair in the corner. One wall was taken up by a huge bookcase crammed with medical tomes, another wall, to Marnie’s left, had three wall shelves, each lined with pictures in small silver frames
 .

Squeezing past, Polly moved to the shelves and lifted down a picture. ‘Clarisse Wold is the lady in the middle with the white hair,’ she handed the picture over
 .

Marnie studied the image, it had been taken at some black-tie function, half a dozen people were lined up for the camera, four men and two women. Marnie looked closely at Wold, she looked to have been in her late fifties, tall and sturdy, she held herself with a kind of stiffness that matched her smile, almost as if she found the whole ‘smile for the camera’ business tedious. She looked like the type of woman who loved the outdoors, possibly riding a horse across someone’s land as she chased a fox down, her eyes shone forth from a narrow face topped with steel-grey hair
 .

Marnie looked at the two men who flanked her, neither of them looked happy to be in close proximity to the stern-looking woman
 .

Polly pointed to the one on the right. ‘That’s Carl,’ she explained wistfully. ‘And the one on the left is 
Arnie
 —
 ’


‘Arnie?’
 Marnie’s head snapped up
 .

‘Mm, he’s a solicitor, 
he
 —
 ’

‘Phelps?’

Polly looked surprised for a moment and then she nodded. ‘That’s right, he was Carl’s solicitor and worked for the board of trustees. Do you know him
 ?’

Marnie looked back at the image, Phelps was smaller than the woman at his side, and looked on the portly side, his shirt stretched over his ample stomach, his bow tie slightly askew as if he was unused to wearing one
 .

‘I know of him,’ Marnie replied as she thought of Phelps keeping Rowan Hall locked in his cellar, the chemical toilet in the corner, the stink of the place – cloying and foul
 .

Walking over to the shelf, Marnie placed the picture back before looking at the other images. When she spotted the young woman smiling in a large garden she lifted it down and turned to Polly
 .

‘Is this Beth
 ?’

Polly sighed and nodded. ‘We look alike, I know. That was taken during her therapy when we thought she had turned a corner
 .’

Marnie glanced at Polly before looking back at the picture, they did look alike, both mother and daughter sharing the same genes, the same slender face and fresh good looks
 .

‘Do you have any idea why someone would want to kill my husband?’ Polly asked again, the tremor back in her voice
 .

Marnie looked up at her before turning to place the photograph back on the shelf, her eyes straying back to the image of Wold with Phelps on one side and Hardy on the other. The woman’s eyes appeared to glare out at her, a coldness in the depths
 .

Turning, she drew in a short breath. ‘Arnie Phelps is missing, we know he had been keeping Rowan locked in the cellar of his home, but by the time we arrived he had vanished, taking the girl with him
 .’

Polly’s mouth dropped open in astonishment. ‘What
 ?’

‘And now he turns up in a photograph with your husband and Clarisse Wold
 .’

‘But—’

‘You said Wold works on the board of charities that oversee the hostel where you work
 ?’

‘Well yes, 
but
 —
 ’

‘The same hostel that John Hall worked at
 ?’

Polly’s hands were suddenly clamped beneath her chin. ‘What are you suggesting?’ she whispered
 .

‘In my experience, people are normally killed because they have found out something, something that others want to keep hidden
 .’

‘But that’s ridiculous
 …’

‘Is it
 ?’

Polly tried to think of a reply but all of a sudden she was lost for words
 .

‘Did your husband ever mention anything to you, any worries or suspicions about Wold or Phelps
 ?’

‘No, never,’ she replied instantly
 .

Marnie closed her eyes in concentration as she worked through the facts, when the door in her mind opened and the truth showed its face she almost gasped. She thought of the three of them in the picture, each linked, each working for the charity, now Hardy was dead and Phelps missing along with Rowan Hall. Polly had stated that her husband had never mentioned anything untoward to her about either Phelps or Wold and yet he had ended up dead and the only reason Hardy would keep his mouth closed was if he was involved in some way. But involved in what? Marnie pictured a young Beth Hardy going off the rails rebelling against a stepfather who seemingly treated her like his own. Polly had said that Beth had everything a girl could want and Marnie had no doubt that she had worn all the latest fashions, had all the latest accessories, but in the end what value could you put on material things if you were unhappy. She thought of the accusations made against Carl Hardy by his stepdaughter, but what if the lies hadn’t been lies? What if Beth had been telling the truth and she had been threatened in some way to retract her statement
 ?

‘Are you sure about Arnie Phelps?’ Polly asked nervously, her hands still clasped beneath her chin
 .

Marnie blinked herself back to the here and now. ‘We’re positive. Now, I want to know about Wold – where she lives and how she made her money
 ?’

A sudden blast of wind threw a scattering of leaves against the window and Marnie saw Polly Hardy jump at the sound
 .

‘I don’t know much to be honest
 .’

‘You’ve met the woman
 ?’

‘Well, yes of course, 
we
 —
 ’

‘What did you make of her
 ?’

Polly Hardy grimaced. ‘Let’s just say she wasn’t the feminine type
 .’

‘What does that mean exactly
 ?’

Polly started to pull at the robe again in agitation. ‘I always got the impression that she thought the majority of women were weak. As if the fact she had been born female had made her somehow harder, as if she had to prove herself in a man’s world
 .’

‘And did she
 ?’

‘God yes, she made a success of her life but at what cost
 ?’

‘Did she ever marry
 ?’

Polly nodded. ‘Yes, but I believe her husband died some years ago
 .’

‘What about children
 ?’

Polly pulled a face. ‘Not according to Carl, besides I could never imagine someone like her having kids
 .’

‘Why not
 ?’

Polly thought for a moment before answering. ‘The truth is, I only met her on a handful of occasions; don’t get me wrong, she was brilliant, absolutely brilliant at raising funds for the hostel and the other homes. But I always got the impression that she had no actual interest in those who were forced to stay there
 .’

‘Perhaps it was just a power trip for her,’ Marnie offered
 .

Polly started to chew her bottom lip again, her hands twisting together, fingers entwined. ‘I remember one occasion; she was there at the hostel and a child of one of the women had picked some flowers from the garden, she ran over to Wold to give them to her. But instead of just taking them she started to lecture the girl about picking flowers. In the end, the girl was in tears but it didn’t seem to bother Wold at all, she just turned and walked away as if she couldn’t abide the show of emotion
 .’

‘What about money?’ Marnie asked as another howl of wind punched the window
 .

‘To be honest, I’m not entirely sure how she made her money, though I do remember Carl once telling me that her husband had worked in the medical profession
 .’

‘So, your husband had known the man
 ?’

‘Oh no, he’d died long before Carl came into contact with Clarisse Wold
 .’

Marnie felt the pressure of time tighten around her heart, she had come here hoping to learn more and yet now she had more questions than answers
 .

Then she thought of Rowan and her resolve hardened. ‘Do you have an address for Wold
 ?’

‘She lives in a huge, rambling pile on Maypole Hill, I only know because Carl had to drop some paperwork off there once. I waited in the car, I can still see her now, standing at the door, I waved and she ignored me completely
 .’

‘Can you give me directions
 ?’

‘Do you know the Star Inn on Maypole Lane
 ?’

Marnie nodded
 .

‘Well, turn right at the side of the pub and follow the road to the top of the hill, you’ll see the house on the left – it’s the only one for miles around
 .’

‘OK and thanks for your help, 
I
 —
 ’

‘But what about Carl? What about this Jimmy Rae?’ Polly asked
 .

Marnie hesitated. ‘Look, I promise as soon as I know more then I’ll come and tell you
 .’

Polly nodded tearfully, ‘Thank you, I’d appreciate that,’ she said, following Marnie back through the house to the front door. Opening it, Marnie grimaced as the wind howled and the rain lashed down
 .

‘Thanks again,’ she said and before Polly could reply she was running down the drive, the wind tossing her hair across her face
 .

Polly Hardy wiped yet more tears from her cheeks before closing the door quietly
 .
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A
 cton tried
 to avoid looking at the body on the floor, he knew he was standing in a mess of blood and chunks of flesh but the woman who stood before him seemed unconcerned. Williams was standing to the left, well away from the gore, the girl lay where she had fell
 .

Acton glanced at the wax coat the woman was wearing, he could see the blood glistening on the fabric like a slaughter man after making a kill
 .

‘So, Mr Acton, we meet at last,’ she said, the smile still hovering around her thin mouth, her eyes shining ice-cold
 .

Acton opened his mouth, unsure what he was going to say. ‘Look, I was telling Williams that I’ve done as you asked, 
I
 —
 ’

‘You have performed admirably, Mr Acton, and I dare say all you want is to collect the rest of your earnings then you can run and hide from Mr Rae
 ?’

Acton tried not to breathe through his nose for fear of catching the scent he knew was there, the stink of the disembowelled, the dark tang of spilled blood
 .

‘Rae will be looking for me and I can’t stay around here,’ he replied in a quiet voice
 .

The woman looked up at him and yet to Acton she seemed to fill the room with her presence. He thought of Rae and the temper tantrums he had thrown over the years, the way he would rage and stamp his feet before lashing out. Over time he had got used to the way his boss behaved and occasionally he had found Rae’s antics comical in an overblown way
 .

But there was nothing comical about the woman who stood before him, her hands dripping blood, no humour in her eyes, just a cold, dark void of nothingness
 .

‘I thought you wanted to take over from Rae?’ she asked, tilting her head slightly
 .

‘Well, yeah, but I can’t do that while he’s still around, can I
 ?’

The woman shrugged, lifting her shoulders inside the heavy jacket. ‘So, what would you suggest
 ?’

Acton licked his lips in indecision. ‘If you could take care of him then I’d be prepared to wave the rest of the cash.’ From the corner of his eye, Acton saw Williams flicker a tight grin
 .

‘You want me
 to kill Rae – is that what you’re suggesting
 ?’

Acton nodded
 .

The woman broke eye contact to look at Williams. ‘I think our friend here has been labouring under a misconception, Mr Williams.’ Williams grunted and she turned back to Acton, he could feel the clammy sweat of fear clinging to him as she fixed him with her piercing eyes
 .

‘I have no interest in Rae’s pitiful empire, no interest in his drugs and whorehouses. The truth is he served a purpose, muddied the waters but I am more than happy to leave him be for now
 .’

Acton felt his mouth drop open in shock. ‘But I 
thought
 —
 ’

‘You thought you would fill his shoes, thought you would stab him in the back and take over,’ she took a step forwards and Acton shrivelled inside. ‘The truth is, Mr Acton, I like to have people around me I can trust and you most certainly don’t fall into that category
 .’

‘But he said it would all be sorted, he told me Rae was finished and if I did this thing then I would have it all,’ Acton’s voice rose anger as he jabbed a finger at Williams
 .

‘I think you’ll find that Mr Williams implied
 certain things but he made no promises. He suggested certain scenarios and your greedy little mind filled in the gaps
 .’

‘But—’

‘You see, I told Mr Williams what to tell you and I trust him
 implicitly so I know exactly what was said and what was promised. I agreed to pay you a set amount for doing certain things. Now, I agree you have done what was asked of you but for now you will stay here 
and
 —
 ’

‘Here?’ Acton gasped
 .

The woman smiled. ‘Come, Mr Acton, I am sure you have stayed in worse places
 .’

‘But why
 ?’

Her face changed, the smile fell from her lips, her narrow cheeks seemed to draw in and her eyes ignited. ‘Never question me,
 ’ she spat, ‘I own you, Mr Acton, body and soul
 .’

Acton swallowed the terror and nodded his head rapidly
 .

‘Now, get the girl and put her on the bed, you fucking imbecile!
 ’ she roared, the spittle flying from her mouth
 .

Acton spun away, shocked at the sudden change in the woman. Walking across the room, he dipped and picked the girl up, then turned and walked on unsteady legs towards the bed, every step drove home the fact that the woman now owned him. Dropping the girl onto the bed he felt his soul shrivel as he realised he was damned
 .
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C
 onway had
 his foot planted to the floor, the car blasted along the road, the wind buffeting the vehicle, rain lashing the windscreen
 .

‘Slow down,’ Marnie warned
 .

Conway glanced at her, his face coated in sweat, his face gaunt. ‘But
 …’

‘If you want to get pulled for speeding then be my guest but the time wasted explaining what we are doing hitting seventy in a forty zone will be down to you
 .’

With a heavy sigh, Conway eased off the gas as Marnie’s phone rang, she snatched it from her pocket and checked the number, when she saw Reese’s name flashing up at her she tapped at the screen in relief
 .

‘Are you OK?’ she asked, hurriedly
 .

‘I’ll live. Now tell me where you are?’ The DCI replied in a gruff voice
 .

Marnie started to talk, explaining about her conversation with Polly Hardy and how she had come away with the name Clarisse Wold
 .

‘And you think Wold could be involved in some way
 ?’

Marnie paused before answering. ‘To be honest, I haven’t a clue but she’s the one thing that links Carl Hardy, Phelps, and the hostel
 .’

Silence stretched out, broken only by the howl of the wind and rain
 .

‘OK, check her out but make sure you take that bastard with you
 .’

Marnie frowned in surprise. ‘I thought you would have wanted Conway left in the car
 ?’

‘Yes, well, we both know that won’t be happening, besides the whole thing is already fucked, at the end of the day someone cut up Whitlow and the guy on the bed so I don’t want you going in there alone
 .’

‘Clarisse Wold has to be at least sixty, I can’t see her taking on someone like Whitlow 
and
 —
 ’

‘Whoever is doing this isn’t working alone, Marnie, so don’t make that mistake
 .’

Conway wiped a hand across his brow as the road continued to run arrow straight through open countryside
 .

‘Got you,’ Marnie replied
 .

‘Right, keep your phone on and make sure you answer the bloody thing
 .’

Before she could reply the phone beeped and died
 .

When she looked sideways, Conway had a bitter smile on his face. ‘I don’t know why you’re looking so smug, sooner or later, Reese will collar you for knocking him flat
 .’

Conway kept his eyes on the road. ‘Yeah, well, I don’t mind dying in jail as long as Rowan’s safe
 .’

Amidst all the chaos Marnie had forgotten that Conway was living on borrowed time
 .

‘How are you feeling?’ she asked, as their speed increased
 .

‘I probably look like shit and to be honest I feel the same way
 .’

‘What about medication
 ?’

Conway shook his head. ‘I have some back at the house but I can’t afford to be drugged, not now
 .’

Marnie could see the pain making the sweat stand out on his face, his skin looked grey and clung tight to the bone beneath
 .

‘I’m sorry,’ she said
 .

This time Conway looked at her, his face registering surprise. ‘You have nothing to be sorry for
 .’

‘I know what it’s like to feel helpless, God knows I’ve felt the same way for almost sixteen years
 .’

‘Yeah but you got the sick fuck, you made sure he couldn’t kill any more kids
 .’

Marnie hands closed together, gripping tight. ‘SOCO found images of some of the kids at Boland’s house, they found one of my sister with the words “the one that got away” written on the back
 .’

Conway licked his dry lips as he absorbed her words. ‘And they never found her remains
 ?’

‘No, but we have no real idea how many he murdered, there could be another burial site out there that we know nothing about
 .’

‘Jesus,’ Conway mumbled
 .

‘Turn right at the Star Inn,’ Marnie said
 .

Conway spotted the pub in the distance, the place was in darkness and he slowed the vehicle down before turning onto the narrow country lane
 .

The road was bordered on either side by tall trees, the branches swaying in the wind, the road coated with wet leaves
 .

Flicking on the main beam, he slowed down, Marnie lit two cigarettes and handed one over
 .

‘Thanks,’ Conway said, taking a long pull before cracking the window open. The engine laboured as the road started the long climb up Maypole Hill
 .

Conway dropped a gear, the cigarette clamped between his fingers. ‘Do you think Wold has anything to do with any of this?’ he asked, his voice laced with desperation
 .

‘Well, we’ll soon know one way or another,’ she replied absently, her mind full of images of her sister as Boland carried her away into the falling rain
 .

The trees ended and the wind slammed into the car from the left, Conway grunted and flicked the wheel to compensate. The road grew steeper forcing him to drop yet another gear. Thirty seconds later, engine whining, they reached the top
 .

‘There it is,’ Marnie said, pointing left
 .

Even through the heavy rain they could see the house standing in the middle of the field, a monolith of heavy grey stone and slate. The opening to the driveway appeared on the left and Conway turned onto it
 .

Leaning forward he peered at the house. ‘No lights on,’ he said, the disappointment evident in his voice
 .

Marnie didn’t reply. The house seemed to loom out of the night. Seconds later, Conway pulled up in front of the property
 .

‘Looks like something from The Addams Family
 ,’ he said as he thrust the door open
 .

Marnie followed suit and then they were heading for the front door
 .

‘No doorbell,’ she noted, grabbing the heavy knocker and slamming it against the woodwork
 .

Conway went to peer in through one of the mullioned windows
 .

Feeling her heart sink, Marnie knocked again, harder this time, but the house remained in darkness
 .

She stepped back just as Conway hurled the rockery stone through the front window, the sound of breaking glass muffled in the savage wind
 .

With a sigh of resignation, she moved right as Conway hauled himself onto the sill, she heard more glass fall to the paved flags and then he leapt inside before vanishing into the darkness
 .

Seconds later, the front door opened and Conway looked out at her. Seeing the look on her face he shrugged. ‘I think a bit of breaking and entering is the least of my problems, don’t you
 ?’

Marnie didn’t reply, stepping over the threshold it felt colder in the house than it did outside and she rubbed her hands together in an attempt to generate some heat. She looked at the bare bulb dangling from the twisted piece of flex above, the meagre light making no attempt to illuminate the long dreary hallway
 .

Conway closed the door and they headed back into the lounge area, Marnie could see the curtains billowing from where the glass had been shattered, the chunk of rock lay on the bare oak boards. Looking past at the black maw of the huge fireplace, the two battered-looking sofas in the centre of the room made the rest of the space look even larger
 .

‘Looks as if Wold isn’t interested in home comforts,’ Conway commented as he looked around the bleak room
 .

They backtracked into the hall before heading up the stairs, side by side, each step creaked with age. Reaching the top, Marnie spotted the light switch on the wall and flicked it on. Again, another sickly splodge of light seeped out as Conway pushed open the first door on the left. A single bed without a mattress was the only furniture in the room, the springs looked ancient and bloomed with rust. A pair of heavy, moth-eaten, brown drapes hung from the dirt-encrusted window, the room itself had a faint odour of mildew and damp
 .

‘I don’t get it, I mean, look at the size of this place and yet it looks virtually derelict,’ Conway said as they came out of the room
 .

‘Polly Hardy said she used to be married but her husband died and let’s face it, this is a big house for one person to cope with,’ Marnie offered as she pushed open another door to reveal a huge, freezing bathroom, the once-luxurious room still had an enamel tub with clawed feet. Now, though, the tub had green copper stains from the dripping tap, the old-fashioned sink and toilet bowl tarnished and coated in dust
 .

They continued their search, each barren room left Marnie feeling more and more disenchanted
 .

Once the last room had been looked into they headed back down the stairs in silence, both feeling the tension in the air as they realised there would be no instant conclusion to the puzzle of finding Rowan
 .

On the way to the kitchen Marnie paused as she spotted five short stairs leading down to a black door. Conway carried on walking, shoulders slumped in exhaustion he entered the kitchen
 .

Moving left Marnie reached out and turned the handle, pushing the door open. Her hand fumbled left on the wall until she located the switch and pressed it. Blinding white light assaulted her eyes and Marnie had to screw them shut, sparkles danced behind her closed lids
 .

When she cracked them open she gasped – seeing the cellar laid out before her – it resembled some medieval torture chamber. Her eyes widened as she saw the racks attached to the wall, whips and chains hung from hooks, four cages took up the space beneath
 .

‘What the fuck!’ Conway appeared at her shoulder, his eyes blazing with anger
 .

Pushing past her he stormed into the room, Marnie followed, her eyes taking in everything, and the more she saw the more the fear and disgust grew inside
 .

Conway looked at her. ‘You said she was in her bloody 
sixties
 —
 ’

‘What the hell has age got to do with anything?’ Marnie bit back
 .

They stood glaring at one another, then Conway turned away, his hands clenched, his face pinched with anger
 .

Marnie sighed as she took in bondage equipment, she pictured Wold in the photograph her face stern, back straight, eyes shining out from a narrow face. Hardy to her left and the pervert Phelps to her right, like minions in service to some ice queen, a woman with not an ounce of warmth in her soul, a dominatrix in the true sense of the word
 .

She thought of Polly Hardy telling her about the little girl who had approached Wold armed with a small collection of flowers, and instead of a smile and a thank you the girl had been left in tears by the head of the board
 .

‘Fucking look at this!’ Conway spun around, in his right hand he held a small denim skirt, in his left an equally small T-shirt with a colourful unicorn printed on the front. Marnie felt her blood run cold at the sight of them
 .

‘We have to find her,’ Tom Conway said, his face torn with the horror of what he had found
 .

Marnie pulled out her phone and then Conway took a step towards her. ‘What are you doing
 ?’

‘We need help, 
we
 —
 ’

‘You can’t risk it, if you get your mates out here and she
 finds out 
then
 —
 ’

‘I’m not calling in the cavalry,’ she dragged up Bev’s number and tapped the screen, when she failed to get a signal she scowled and headed for the stairs
 .

‘Where are you going?’ Conway shouted after her
 .

‘I can’t get a signal down here, you keep looking while I make the call,’ she said as she ran up the wooden steps before vanishing from the cellar room
 .

Conway looked down at the clothing in his hand, fear erupted through his mind as he stood in the torture chamber, the despair closing tight around his mind
 .
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C
 larisse Wold wandered
 through the house, going from room to room, her face blank as she looked into yet another empty space devoid of furniture
 .

Her husband had owned this house, been brought up here but as soon as they got married Clarisse had insisted they move
 .

Marvin Wold had known better than to refuse her demands so they had moved the short distance to the house on Maypole Hill. The truth was she had liked this house better but getting her husband to move had been a way to reinforce her control over the marriage, over her husband, over every single thing in their lives
 .

Besides the house on Maypole had an extensive cellar ideal to be transformed into a play room for the wealthy. For those with money and certain tastes in life that they had to keep hidden
 .

She walked through a set of double doors into the kitchen, the place looked barren, the floor warped with age, a smothering of cobwebs covered the sink and taps. Part of the plaster coving had fallen to the floor and smashed, leaving smears of white dust on the floor
 .

Closing her eyes, her mind raced through the facts, she had made her plans and now all she had to do was wait. She had sent the letter and no doubt the bitch was trying her hardest to follow the clues. The trouble was, did she have the brains to work things out? No doubt she would know that Phelps had vanished, she would have made the links between Rae and the solicitor, gone to the house and seen the cellar where Phelps had kept the girl
 .

The woman opened her eyes and sighed as she realised that the one named Hammond may not have the wherewithal to discover the truth. A scowl settled on her face, her brow knitted together
 .

She had no doubt the sergeant would be working alone, she would not have risked involving others, the stakes were too high, too close to home. The smile leached onto her face as she pictured the hated woman kneeling in front of her, the horror on her face as the truth was revealed. She would make her kneel as she cut young Rowan Hall to shreds in front of her terrified eyes. Then she would make the cunt really suffer, take her time, make her scream and beg for death
 .

Clarisse Wold shivered at the imagery and then she looked around the kitchen one last time before making her way back along the hallway to the front door
 .

Opening it, she stepped out into the rain, her face tilted to the black void, her eyes closed as the hammering rain washed the blood and gore from the wax coat
 .

She knew she had to be patient though it was proving more difficult than she imagined. When you lived a life of control you became accustomed to getting what you wanted at all times. She had plenty of people under her sway, people who would move mountains to do exactly as she said when she said, because to refuse would mean ruin or worse
 .

Opening her mouth, she felt the rain on her tongue and sighed, her moment would come and then Hammond would die in a way that would make even the devils wince
 .

‘Come on, whore, shape yourself,’ she hissed into the downpour
 .
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M
 arnie sighed
 in relief as she ended the call, to find a signal she’d had to go into the kitchen and then through into a large conservatory, standing in the window at the furthest point. She now stood and looked around the room. Unlike the rest of the house it had a sofa, TV, and a large chest of drawers over to the right, an oasis of normality amongst the empty rooms that showed a sad, neglected history of dust and grime
 .

Hearing the sounds of footsteps, she turned to find Conway striding towards her
 .

‘What are you doing?’ he asked, his face still locked in a scowl of disgust and fear
 .

‘I’ve asked Bev Harvey to find out if Wold owns any other properties
 .’

‘Why?’

‘Because she isn’t here and we need to find her
 .’

‘I realise that but she could be anywhere for Christ’s sake
 .’

She could see the concern in his eyes, the fear that the clock was ticking and every second counted. ‘OK, what do you suggest?’ she asked
 .

Conway scrubbed a hand across his face, his mind still in the dungeon room with the human-sized cages and whips and chains handing from the hooks on the wall. The box with the scattering of clothes in, children’s clothes
 .

‘I don’t know what to do,’ he gasped and started to cough, bent double as his chest heaved
 .

Marnie looked concerned when she saw the blood speckling into his cupped hands. After what seemed like an eternity he looked up, his eyes streaming, his face ragged. He had aged in seconds. Wiping a hand across his lips, he gulped a mouthful of air
 .

‘Are you sure you don’t want to rest?’ Marnie asked
 .

‘I’ll be fine,’ he lied just as the pain in his guts twisted, only just managing to keep from groaning out loud
 .

Turning away, she made her way to the dresser and pulled open one of the drawers. The space was crammed with papers and Marnie lifted out a handful, flicking through them she could see most were utility bills, she checked the dates and frowned, some dated back over ten years. Grabbing another handful, she looked through them; disheartened, nerves jangling she only found more bills and junk mail
 .

Slamming the drawer closed, she moved to the next and yanked it open, the frustration turning to anger as she desperately searched for a clue, anything that would shine more light on Clarisse Wold
 .

Dumping more useless bits of paper onto the top of the dresser, she looked down at a mess of elastic bands and safety pins, pushing them to one side she spotted an envelope and lifted it out before flipping it open
 .

A sliver of negatives slipped out and fell back into the drawer as Marnie pulled out the pictures. The first two showed Wold as a younger woman; she looked to be in her thirties, sporting the same close-cropped hair, though this time it was black rather than grey. Her face was still narrow, her eyes piercing, her mouth set in the usual thin line of disapproval. Both images had been taken in front of the house that Marnie now stood in. Though back then the place was festooned with colourful pots of flowers, the windows open as if to let in the light and warm summer breeze. Wold was dressed in dungarees, her feet encased in green Hunter boots her hands on her hips, chin tilted slightly as if in defiance
 .

Slipping them to the bottom of the pile Marnie moved through the next three, two showed Wold sat on a thoroughbred horse, dressed in immaculate hunting gear, the crop held in her right hand, in the third she was surrounded by dogs, her hair looked a little longer, her face tinted by the sun
 .

When she looked at the next image in her hand Marnie hissed in a sharp breath, it showed a young girl no more than eleven – twelve at the most – her hair corkscrewed around her head, she wore a dress and her face was set in a sour scowl as if she hated the fact that she was being made to look like a girl. Marnie lifted the image closer, her eyes studying the girl who glared back at her over the decades, the same hardness in her eyes even back then, she even had her hands on her hips, mirroring the picture taken years later
 .

Marnie looked at the house in the background and felt something in her brain start to strain as she concentrated on the building. It looked to be another large property with the same sort of mullioned windows that Conway had smashed
 .

Shaking her head, Marnie slid it from view and then her heart seemed to stall as she looked at the next picture in her hand
 .

It was almost a doppelganger of the first, young Clarisse Wold looking petulant for the camera. But this time Marnie could see a face through one of the window panes in the background, a young face with dark hair and matching eyes, his pallor pale as if the boy rarely saw the sunshine
 .

Marnie felt the door in her mind swing open and heard the rumble of thunder mixed with rolling laughter, laughter so dark and full of foreboding that she felt her flesh crawl
 .

‘It can’t be,’ she whispered, her eyes quickly scanned the image, trying to see every detail at once
 .

Her hands shook as she moved the image to one side revealing the last one, it showed the house from a distance and Marnie felt her mind start to crack
 .

The last time she had seen the property it had been in flames, and Luke Croft had been banging on the glass of the small window set high at the top of the old house
 .

Marnie’s fingers sprang open and the images fell to the floor, as all the horror swept back into her mind. Dropping the child through the smoke, hoping Luke could catch her, the flames roaring at her back, the monster Boland screaming in frustration, the sirens screeching
 …

‘Your phone!’ Conway shouted
 .

Marnie jumped, the sirens faded, the phone took over, sounding loud in the glass conservatory. Dipping a hand into her pocket she pulled it out, her eyes blurred with tears, her mind so fogged in confusion she didn’t bother checking the number
 .

‘Hello,’ she whispered in a voice thick with the horror of what she had seen in the pictures
 .

‘I’ve got another address for you, boss,’ Bev said
 .

Marnie felt her mind reeling, the disbelief flying around her shocked brain
 .

‘Give it to me,’ she hissed
 .

‘You OK?’ Bev asked
 .

‘Just do it!’ Marnie virtually screamed
 .

Tom Conway stepped back in shock as he looked at Marnie’s profile, her face fixed in a snarl of pure hatred, her teeth bared, her eyes ablaze with fury
 .
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‘L
 ook,
 what the fuck is happening here?’ Acton asked
 .

Williams had a cigarette on the go, his eyes fixed on Rowan who still lay slumped on the grotty bed, her dark hair covering her face
 .

‘What do you mean?’ he asked, as the smoke drifted into the room
 .

‘Well, you do realise she is fucking cracked,’ Acton whispered, his voice quivering with fear
 .

Williams glanced at him and smiled and Acton instantly remembered he was trying to rationalise with a man who cut off body parts for a living. Over the years, Acton had dished out his fair share of beatings – normally at Jimmy Rae’s request – he was used to the sight of blood and gore. But it was the madness he had seen in the woman’s eyes that really spooked him. When she had looked at him it was as if she were looking at a lower life form, something to be crushed underfoot without a second thought. Now, he saw a similar look in Williams’s dark eyes, a twisted kind of insanity lurking in the depths
 .

‘When you took the cash, you agreed to see the job through,’ Williams said, taking another long pull on the cigarette
 .

‘But I thought I was working for you, I thought you
 wanted to take over from Jimmy, 
I
 —
 ’

‘Yeah well, you should have read the small print
 .’

‘Small print, what bloody small print
 ?’

Williams smiled. ‘Too late now, you’ve taken the Queen’s shilling, my friend, and once you do that then you belong to her until she decides otherwise
 .’

Acton licked his lips nervously. ‘Look, I thought all this was about Rae, I didn’t know anything about taking a fucking kid. I mean, what is this all about and why did she kill Phelps
 ?’

Williams looked at Acton through a cloud of smoke, the smile still curling his lips. ‘I’ve worked for Clarisse Wold for over ten years and I learned a long time ago that it’s pointless trying to figure out how her mind works
 .’

‘But—’

‘All you have to do is say yes, no matter what she asks of you
 .’

‘But this is fucking madness, she’s just a bloody 
woman
 —
 ’

‘Remember the man you shackled with chains and then dumped in a local quarry
 ?’

Acton took a step back in shock. ‘What
 ?’

‘Rae told you he was a grass who owed him money, right
 ?’

Acton started to shake his head, his mind splintered by the shock of what he was hearing. ‘I
 …’

‘Rae lied to you, it was the woman who wanted him dead – don’t ask me why, I have no idea – but he did it without a second thought because he knew the consequences if he said no to her
 .’

Acton couldn’t speak, couldn’t move
 .

Williams dropped the cigarette to the floor and folded his arms. ‘She knows all about you, your family, friends, and now she has you. So, if you want my advice then you’ll keep your mouth shut and do exactly as she says. And don’t get any ideas about taking care of her yourself, she has plans in place if she dies and believe me, lots of people will do anything to make sure she keeps breathing.’ Williams stepped closer. ‘I’ve thought about cutting off her head many times but I know the price would be too high, not for myself but for the ones I care about
 .’

The thought that the killer, Williams, cared about anyone else seemed preposterous but Acton believed him utterly
 .

‘Smile and nod and learn how to say yes and you’ll be fine
 .’

“‘Fine!”’ Acton almost screamed
 .

Williams shrugged. ‘You’ll learn soon enough that you have no choice
 .’

On the bed, Rowan groaned and Williams looked at her and sighed
 .

‘Go and find the woman and let her know the girl is waking up
 .’

Acton hesitated, his mind still on a fast spin cycle
 .

Williams looked at him. ‘Move your sorry arse,’ he spat
 .

Acton almost ran across the room, his stride long, the terror with him every step of the way
 .
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‘I
 ’ll drive,’
 Marnie said, pulling open the driver’s door, the wind snatching it from her hand as she jumped behind the wheel. She managed to grab the handle and slam the door closed just as Conway flopped into the passenger seat and handed her the keys
 .

It took Marnie three attempts to force the key into the ignition, firing the engine she snapped on the headlights and glanced at Conway, he had his head resting back against the headrest. Even in the darkness she could see blood on his lips, dark and wet, his eyes screwed shut, fighting the pain
 .

‘Shit,’ Marnie hissed and Conway opened his eyes
 .

‘Don’t worry about me, just get going,’ he mumbled
 .

Marnie turned back, thrust the car into gear and planted her right foot to the floor, the car shot forward and she grabbed second, flying through the open gate and onto the rain-slicked road
 .

The moon appeared through a break in the clouds and she hunched forward over the wheel, her eyes manic, her brain clotted with images of the curly-haired Clarisse Wold and the ghost-like image of the sour-faced boy peering through the window. She tried to fathom what it meant, Wold had been standing in front of the house that burned to the ground taking the monster, Boland, with it, how could that be, how could she have been there decades earlier and what was the link between the two of them? As soon as she had seen the boy at the window she had recognised him, recognised the man he would become, murderer of innocent children, kidnapper of her sister, a monster with black eyes devoid of any humanity
 .

‘Keep your eye on the road,’ Conway warned
 .

Marnie blinked in surprise as the front nearside wheel clipped the grass verge. Forcing the distressing images from her mind, she concentrated on the here and now, the road unfolding in the swirling darkness, the rain hammering at the windscreen. She feathered the brakes as the car bulleted down the steep hill, the trees bordering the narrow lane appeared in the headlights, leaves were tossed by the car as it hurtled around a tight left-hand bend. The memories of her time in the burning house tried to invade her mind and she gritted her teeth, her hands holding the wheel tight
 .

As soon as she managed to block out one distressing image another roared forward to take its place, bombarding her senses then making her gasp when she pictured the body of Jenny Bell, the victim who had ultimately lead her to Boland. She had been found in a shallow grave, her body emaciated from when Boland had kept her locked up for weeks without food or water
 .

‘No!’ Marnie snapped and Conway groaned by her side
 .

She thought of the rest of the remains, the arm devoid of flesh, the small daisy ring on the little finger
 .

Another bend approached at speed but this time she didn’t touch the brakes, the tyres squealed in protest as she fought with the wheel, then the road straightened out and fell away down the hillside. Marnie pressed down on the accelerator, her hair clung to her forehead, her eyes narrowed in determination. Trying to search for answers was pointless, the only thing that mattered was tracking down Wold and finding Rowan Hall
 .

Conway groaned again, a sound full of dark pain, but Marnie couldn’t take her eyes off the road as the car sped downhill, picking up speed with every second that passed. When she saw the back of the Star Inn on the right she took her foot off the gas and pressed the brakes. The car slithered towards the junction and she glanced both ways before turning right, quickly moving through the gears, her hand slick on the wheel, the fear inside tried to reassert itself and she snarled like a cornered beast, her own rage rising as she refused to bend to the fear inside
 .

The Mondeo tore down the road and around a looping left-hand bend before climbing again, reaching the brow of the hill she hurtled down the other side, a flash of light flared in the wing mirror as the static speed camera clocked her speed. Marnie glanced at the speedometer, the needle hovering just below seventy
 .

‘That’s a big fine and at least six points on your licence
 .’

Marnie glanced at Conway, he managed to smile though she could see the pain in his eyes
 .

‘I’ll just tell them you were driving,’ she replied, turning back to the road
 .

‘Yeah well, they can whistle for their cash – I won’t be around to pay it
 .’

Marnie heard the sorrow in his voice and the longing that he had more time, more strength to see this through to the end
 .

Like the rest of the voices in her head Marnie blocked him out until all she saw was Clarisse Wold’s face, the insolence in her eyes, an insolence that Marnie had seen once before as Boland carried her sister off leaving Marnie in a world of hurt that had lived with her for what felt like an eternity
 .

The fury reignited and she got her foot down again, throwing caution to the howling wind as she chased down her demons
 .
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‘T
 he girl’s waking up,’
 Acton whispered and waited for the woman to acknowledge him. She was standing in the rain, her short hair flattened against her head, the knife still clasped in her right hand as the rain continued to fall. When she turned, the smile was on her face showing her small, feline-like white teeth
 .

‘I expect Mr Williams has told you a few home truths?’ she quizzed as she walked towards him through the rain. Her blue eyes hypnotised him, all Acton could do was nod
 .

‘So, you are left with no illusions about what will happen if you ever use the word “no” to me
 ?’

‘I am,’ he croaked
 .

The smile widened. ‘Good. Now, I assume you have a phone
 ?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you have Mr Williams’s number?’ she stopped three feet away, Acton was sure he could smell her madness polluting the wet night air. He nodded again, his lips pressed together in fear
 .

‘Right, I want you down the lane, I
 …’

“‘The lane
 ?”’

The knife flashed out and stopped within an inch of his right eye. Acton gasped and snapped his head back but the knife tracked his movement
 .

‘I don’t like to be interrupted, Mr Acton, remember all you have to do is say “yes”, do you think you can remember that, is it simple enough for you?’ she requested pleasantly
 .

‘Yes,’ his voice wavered, his eyes wide in terror
 .

‘Good. Now, go down the lane and wait, if you see anyone approaching the house you ring Williams and then you follow them back here
 .’

‘Right.’

The knife lowered slowly and then Wold brushed past him, Acton shivered out a sigh of relief
 .

‘Chop, chop, Mr Acton,’ she shouted over her shoulder
 .

Acton didn’t look back, instead he stepped out into the rain like some machine, wound up and set off to do their mistress’s bidding
 .

Within seconds, he was drenched as the night swallowed him
 .
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T
 he car reached
 ninety on the deserted dual carriageway, the headlights piercing the downpour, rain sprayed off the tyres, wipers struggled to cope as Marnie flattened her foot to the floor. She risked a quick glance left, Conway’s head was slumped forward, chin on chest, one hand gripping his stomach in an effort to control the pain, the other planted on the dashboard
 .

She faced front again, her face fixed with concern; the car started to vibrate, the wheels running over the rumble strips in the road as the roundabout appeared through the rain. Slowing down, she turned right onto a twisting country lane, taking the bends at speed, the fields looked sodden, she could see the moonlight shimmering off the silver pools of standing water. A quick glimpse and then they vanished and more trees obliterated the views
 .

Marnie resisted the need for more speed, the last thing she wanted to do was end up in a ditch or ploughed into the stone wall, so she pushed the fear down, deep inside, and concentrated on the unfolding road. Every time an unwelcome image tried to gain entry to her mind she slammed a mental door, refusing to let it in
 .

The road continued to twist and turn and she saw the sign on the left, welcoming visitors to Mallom and asking them to drive carefully through the village. Houses with thatched roofs began to appear, chocolate-box style, set back from the narrow lane, the fronts a mass of climbers, the gardens a mix of cottage garden flowers and modern block paving. Marnie caught sight of a trampoline in one garden, a Wendy house in another as she drove as fast as she dared. She eased for a junction before zipping across, the road dipped under a railway bridge, resulting in a minor flood so she slowed to a crawl as she made her way through, speeding up once she was clear. She almost missed the left turn, at the last second, she spotted the small white sign with the name, Cargill, stamped on it. Easing to a stop she reversed slightly before turning onto the lane
 .

She travelled thirty yards before pulling into a small passing space on the left, yanking on the handbrake she turned off the lights
 .

‘You want to go the rest of the way on foot?’ Conway asked
 .

‘I thought you were asleep
 ,’

Unclipping the seat belt, he turned to her. ‘I think my sleeping days are almost over,’ he said with a sigh
 .

‘Are you sure you’re up to this
 ?’

She saw his eyes harden at the question. ‘Positive,’ he replied, pushing open the door. By the time Conway had placed a foot on the road, Marnie was out, the wind whipping her ponytail over her shoulder. She looked over the roof of the car at Conway who was grimacing into the rain but then he seemed to shake himself and they set off walking along a road running with water
 .

‘How far to the house?’ he asked
 .

‘Bev Harvey knows the place and she thinks it’s around three hundred yards from the main road
 .

‘I can manage that but if I do collapse then give my sorry arse a kick,’ he said as they trudged along
 .

‘We could have taken the car, 
but
 —
 ’

‘No, you were right, it makes more sense approaching the place on foot, if there is anyone at the house then the headlights would have been easy to spot, even on a night liked this
 .’

Marnie knew what he meant, there were no streetlights, in fact she could see no lights at all, just a heavy curtain of rain and darkness that seemed to stretch on forever
 .

‘Christ, I hope she’s here,’ he said
 .

The image of Boland sneaked into Marnie’s mind and this time she allowed it in, he had taken children over a twenty-year period, though he had kept his last victim – young Jenny Bell – she been alive for weeks before she succumbed to starvation. The thought that the poor child had been dying a slow, lingering death whilst they tried to find her was still one of Marnie’s most frequent nightmares, guaranteed to snap her awake from a restless slumber with tears on her cheeks and the scream locked in her throat
 .

They walked in silence, both lost in their own bleak thoughts as the rain fell around them. Tom Conway could feel the cancer inside, growing, spreading, and eating his strength as it ravaged his body. He tried to think when he had last eaten or slept but realised none of it mattered, all that mattered was putting one foot in front of the other until they got to the house, and then he just prayed that they found what they were looking for because he didn’t think he would be able to function for much longer. When he stumbled, he felt Marnie grab his arm to steady him
 .

‘You OK
 ?’

He could hear the concern in her voice but abruptly his chest tightened as if he were being held in a monstrous embrace of bone-crushing proportions. He managed to nod his head and then he felt Marnie tense, her hand grabbing his arm tight
 .

Conway looked up to see a man walking around the corner, his head lowered against the rain, hands thrust into his pockets
 .

‘Fucking cunt,’ the man snarled, unaware that he was being watched
 .

The wind howled and the figure turned his head away in an effort to escape the wind and rain. Marnie and Conway watched in amazement as he continued to walk towards them, unaware of their existence
 .

When he did look up he stopped, his eyes springing wide in shock
 .

The three of them looked at one another through a curtain of rain and then Acton dipped a hand into his pocket, Marnie tensed, convinced that he was going to pull a gun on them. When she saw the screen of the mobile phone light up she bolted forward as the man looked down, his finger stabbing hurriedly at the screen
 .

‘He’s the watchman!’ Conway gasped, his voice filled with dread
 .

Marnie exploded forward, all the tension and fear of the last few hours turned to adrenalin as she ran. The man glanced up at her in shocked surprise and then she slammed into him, she heard him grunt as she forced him back. Acton tried desperately to stay on his feet but the momentum was too much and he crashed backwards with Marnie on top of him
 .

As he thrust out his hands in an effort to break the fall, the phone fell from his right hand and hit the ground, the screen cracked, the light died and he slammed to the floor
 .

‘Bitch!’ he yelled, throwing out a fist that slammed into the top of Marnie’s head. He tried to kick out but she kept hold, her arms locked tight around his flailing legs. He was cocking back his arm, ready to smash his fist into her upturned face when a boot slammed down, pinning his right arm to the ground. Acton grunted and looked up, a man stood above him, he looked like shit, his cadaverous face gaunt, even through the rain Acton could see the death-like pallor of his face
 .

Marnie eased her grip and slithered forwards until she was kneeling by Acton’s head
 .

‘Who were you ringing?’ she demanded
 .

‘Fuck off!’ Acton spat and then winced as the boot bore down, grinding against bone
 .

‘You’re working for Clarisse Wold, aren’t you?’ Marnie asked
 .

She saw his eyes flood with fear as he twisted his head towards her. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he replied, though the dread on his face told a different story
 .

Marnie opened her mouth to fire another question but Conway reached down and grabbed hold of Acton’s face
 .

‘Your name’s Acton and you worked for the late Jimmy Rae, didn’t you
 ?’

Acton tried to blink the rain from his eyes as he frowned in confusion. ‘What are you talking about, 
I
 —
 ’

‘Rae’s dead,’ Conway leaned down close. ‘I should know because I
 was the one that killed the fucker
 .’

Acton tried to break free but the grip on his face tightened, strong fingers digging into muscle. Marnie eased back slightly ready to dive in should the need arise, she could see the rain dripping from Conway’s head onto the man’s upturned face
 .

‘Jimmy can’t be dead, 
he
 —
 ’

‘I stuck a knife through his skull and you will end up the same way unless you tell me what I want to know
 .’

‘Piss off, I’m saying nothing
 .’

Conway slammed his fist into Acton’s face, his nose cracked and the blood spurted. When he lifted his fist again, Marnie grabbed his arm, locking it back, Tom glanced at her, he had the same look on his face seconds before he speared Rae’s brain with the blade
 .

‘Think of Rowan,’ she hissed
 .

He seemed to shake with rage but then he slowly lowered his arm, the fury still burning in his eyes like a dark fever eating the heart of him
 .

Marnie nodded before looming over the figure on the floor. ‘I want to know if Wold is at the house 
and
 —
 ’

‘Never heard of her,’ Acton bit back, still trying to take in the news that Rae was dead
 .

Lashing out, Marnie cracked a hand across his face and he glared up at her in surprise. ‘You’ve been stitching Rae up, haven’t you?’ she said
 .

For a fleeting moment, she saw a look of shame flit through his eyes, he opened his mouth to fire back a denial but Marnie didn’t give him the chance
 .

‘We know about Clarisse Wold, we’ve been to her house and seen the cellar, a cellar decked out like a torture chamber, a cellar with children’s clothes in it,’ her voice rose in disgust. ‘Someone has been supplying information about Rae, they told them about Whitlow, and all the scams and I just bet that someone is you!’ she screamed down into his face
 .

‘Bollocks, 
I
 —
 ’

‘And now we find you. On a road at night. In the pissing rain. A road that leads to another house owned by Wold. Now tell me, does she have Rowan Hall at the house
 ?’

Acton clamped his mouth closed, his eyes still glaring up with defiance. Then Conway reached down and grabbed the Acton by the collar of his jacket and hauled him towards the waterlogged ditch at the side of the road
 .

‘Get your fucking hands off me!’ Acton bellowed
 .

Conway spun him around and thrust his face into the filthy water
 .

Marnie stood in the road, her natural instincts were to dash forward and pull Conway back but she remained standing in the lashing rain, hands by her side, her ponytail dripping water onto her already-drenched clothing
 .

Conway yanked Acton’s face out of the water. ‘Is Rowan at the house?’ he demanded
 .

Choking and spluttering, Acton tried to cough the filthy water from his lungs, his eyes rolled and then his face was thrust back into the freezing ditch. Ten seconds later, he was dragged free again
 .

‘Yes!’ Acton yelled in terror
 .

Tom Conway flicked him over and drove his fist into the centre of Acton’s face, a cheekbone cracked and more blood erupted as his nose crumpled and his eyes fluttered before closing. Turning, he looked at Marnie and then they walked together along the centre of the road, Marnie paused for a moment to slam her foot down on the cracked phone and then they vanished like two malevolent spirits into the rain
 .
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R
 owan couldn’t take
 her eyes off the body on the floor, his insides lay spread across the floorboards, his face coated red, his scalp a raw dome of flesh with white bone shining through the gore. Even when the woman walked into the room, she didn’t look up from the grisly sight, her young mind seemed focused on the body, unable to break the horrific spell as the image ingrained itself onto her brain
 .

‘I suppose you’re wondering what you are doing here?’ Wold asked, coming to a halt three feet from the bed
 .

Rowan could hear the voice but still she couldn’t look away
 .

‘I’m talking to you
 .’

This time, Rowan could hear the displeasure in the voice and at last managed to turn her gaze away from the body. She had met Clarisse Wold on three separate occasions, she had been there when Wold had made five-year-old Gwen Ross cry for handing her the flowers. Rowan’s dad had been doing the rounds of the hostel and hadn’t seen the way the woman ripped into little Gwen. Later on that day she had told her father what had happened and she had seen the look of anger pass over his normally calm face
 .

‘Leave it with me,’ he’d said. ‘I’ll have a word with her
 .’





‘I
 ’m not used
 to being ignored,’ Wold said, her eyes narrowing in anger
 .

Rowan continued to look up at her, blankly, her mind still thinking of her father with his easy smile and loving eyes as they sat and looked out at the world from the treehouse they had made together
 .

‘Are you listening to me?’ the woman spat
 .





R
 owan wasn’t listening
 at all, she was thinking of her father teaching her how to look after herself, they were in the back garden, the sun shining, the birds singing
 .

‘I can’t do it,’ Rowan had said in frustration
 .

Her dad had knelt down in front of her on the newly-mown grass. ‘Listen to me, Ro, self-defence isn’t about who is the bigger or stronger, it’s all about balance and patience
 .’

‘“Patience?”’ Rowan had parroted in confusion
 .

Her dad had nodded. ‘You have to learn to wait and watch because I can promise you that, sooner or later, everyone makes a mistake and you have to be ready when they do
 .’





‘L
 ook at me!’
 Wold’s voice rose into a virtual screech
 .

Rowan blinked twice, the sunny memory of the garden and her father vanished and she was back in the stinking room with the body on the floor and the woman standing in front of her with eyes ablaze
 .

The fear came sweeping back, only this time she managed to stop the onslaught as her dad’s voice whispered in her ear
 .


‘Sooner or later, everyone makes a mistake and you have to be ready
 .’


Rowan held onto her father’s promise and waited to see what would happen next
 .
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M
 arnie broke
 into another run then stopped and glanced over her shoulder, Tom Conway looked like death, he was staggering along, his face ripped with pain, almost bent double as he tried to keep will himself forwards
 .

Marnie hesitated, her internal clock racing away the valuable seconds, her body shaking with the need to make use of the adrenalin that surged through her system
 .

Conway approached and looked up at her through the rain. ‘Don’t even think it,’ he walked straight past and carried on walking. Marnie sighed and followed, the road curved left to reveal another short stretch of road before it veered right and vanished into the darkness. She fell in at Conway’s side, shortening her stride, both of them concentrating on battling through the howling wind. As soon as they rounded the next bend Marnie could see the house in the distance, a solid block against the darkness, a solitary light shining in an upstairs room, a black saloon car and a larger Land Rover parked on the drive
 .

Conway broke into a jog and Marnie was taken by surprise as his speed increased, she set off after him, at last the adrenalin had an outlet and she caught up with Conway in a matter of seconds. She could hear his breathing, ragged and strained, but kept her narrowed eyes on the house, her heart beating fast as it loomed out of the darkness
 .

When she felt Conway plucking at her sleeve she slowed down from a run to a jog and then a brisk walk
 .

‘We can’t risk going for the front door
 .’

‘In case it’s locked,’ Marnie knew he was right, if Rowan Hall was still alive then the last thing they wanted was to be banging on a locked front door
 .

Conway cut left and Marnie followed as he stuck close to the stone wall that circled the property. They ran in a crouch, the trees overhead dripping water onto their sodden clothes. Marnie broke to the right and sprinted through the barren remains of a flower bed before reaching the side of the house. Glancing over her shoulder, she waited for Conway to emerge from the darkness
 .

Reaching her he gave her a sharp nod and Marnie moved forward, the gable end was devoid of windows, no doubt in an effort to keep the elements at bay. At the end of the building, she flattened herself to the brickwork before risking a quick glance into the desolate garden. A tall wall circled the perimeter. In one corner a derelict greenhouse stood forgotten, broken panes twinkling in the patchy moonlight
 .

Slipping around the corner she made her way to the first window on the right and looked into the gloomy kitchen. Conway touched her shoulder and she moved past the window in a crouch
 .

Reaching the large back door, Marnie tried the handle and scowled in disappointment as she found it locked. The final window showed another section of the huge kitchen and she felt the frustration building as Conway moved past her to the corner of the house
 .

She looked left in time to see him vanish from sight, a gust of wind blew and she wiped the rain from her face before rounding the corner
 .

Tom Conway was standing outside a door and Marnie saw his eyes widen as he turned the handle and pushed it open, before she could say anything he vanished inside
 .
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W
 illiams opened
 the front door and lit a cigarette, his face strained as he took a gulp of smoke. Then he pictured Acton walking down the lane in the pissing rain and the image brought a smile to his face. He had no doubt that Rae’s henchman wouldn’t go the course, the woman would use him and then she would give him the nod and Williams would get to work with the machete. It had happened before on two occasions, she had mastered that fine balancing act of keeping people just where she wanted them – in a perpetual state of fear at what she may do. The fear that they were being blackmailed and that Wold would toss them to the wolves was always at the forefront of their minds but they never saw the real threat of Williams paying them a call, blade in hand, until it was too late. Through the woman, he had come to learn that wealthy people seemed to have a strange notion that they were immune to sudden death, as if their money somehow separated them from mere mortals. He took another swallow of smoke as the rain increased, a downpour that put all others to shame, the view from the open front door vanished until all he could see was the rain hammering down in a black sheet. He could hear it cascading from the rotten guttering above and hitting the flagged floor in a never-ending barrage of sound
 .

In a strange way he was glad of the noise, it was no doubt helping to block the sounds of screaming from the upstairs bedroom. He had no real idea why the woman had put these strange wheels in motion. When she had first explained about Jimmy Rae he had merely thought that Rae was another member of the exclusive club who had somehow displeased her, yet now, he wasn’t so sure. When she had asked him to kill Hall and take the girl, Williams had done it without a second thought, even though the demand had seemed out of character for Clarisse Wold
 .

Now, he stood and smoked and tried to fathom what it had all been about. He had delivered the letter to the house just as she had asked, though he had no idea what was in it and no clue as to who lived in the small, newly-built property. Perhaps none of it was linked, God knows the woman was as crazy as a box of snakes but he also knew that she would have every angle covered, every nuance would have been thought through with painstaking patience
 .

Sometimes, he would watch her when he knew she wasn’t looking, see the smile curl her lips, her eyes shining with some internal hatred for the world
 .

He could have killed her, could have put an end to her madness, yet Williams had never found the nerve to take the risk. After all, just because you cut off the head it didn’t mean that her power ceased. He closed his eyes momentarily and pictured a huge bloated spider sitting in its intricate web, feeling for the slightest movement in the threads. That was how he had come to see Clarisse Wold, she had a thread that attached to everyone she knew or came into contact with. Long before anyone was offered to join the club she knew all about them and Williams knew that he would be no exception. She knew all about their sordid lives before they were approached. Phelps, the slimy solicitor, had no doubt thought himself a clever man, someone who had made his living through deceit and lies. Yet he had never spotted the truth, while he had been busy building his empire, Wold had been learning all about him. In the end the fact that Phelps was childless had proved his undoing. Wold worked on the theory that families and children equated to leverage. Those who lived a solitary life had a limited shelf life and long before they became a risk Wold would dispose of them
 .

Williams sighed and flicked the cigarette out into the rain, trying to comprehend when his quota of usefulness would expire and what, if anything, he could do to postpone that inevitable day
 .
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T
 hey moved forward in a crouch,
 eyes fixed on the back of the man who stood by the open front door. Marnie blinked the water from her eyes as they moved silently forward. Passing a door on the right she risked a glance inside, the room looked barren of furniture, a black maw of twisted wood and crumbling plaster
 .

With every furtive step the tension mounted, Tom Conway moved ahead, although she couldn’t see his face Marnie had no doubt it would be blazing with fury, the killer glint in his eye as he closed the man down
 .

They were fifteen feet away when the figure tossed the cigarette out into the wind and rain and stepped back. Marnie quickened her pace as he started to turn, then Conway dashed forwards and she saw the shock appear on the man’s face. He opened his mouth just as Tom Conway barrelled into him propelling him back against the corner of the open door
 .

Conway threw his head forwards and smashed his forehead the man’s cheek
 .

Marnie was six feet away when the scream erupted from above, bringing her to a gut-churning halt
 .

She saw the look of hope mingled with terror in Conway’s eyes as he whipped his head towards her
 .

‘Rowan!’ he gasped. ‘Help her!’ he said, driving his elbow into the side of the man’s head
 .

Marnie didn’t hesitate as another scream blasted down the stairs, spinning right she dashed upwards, taking them two at a time, her wet ponytail lashing across her face
 .

She reached the top and spun left, the landing stretched away to a closed bedroom door and the memory of running through the burning house towards a similar closed door, the monster on her heels, burst into her mind
 .

Reaching up a hand, she grabbed her dangling hair and yanked down hard, then she was moving forwards, her fury seething, searching for an outlet, an outlet she knew was waiting beyond the closed door
 .





W
 illiams tried
 to pull the blade free from the inside of his long coat but the fucker slammed another fist into the side of his head, stunning him and for a moment everything went dark, then he snapped back to the present and tried to shake the man who was all over him like a fucking rash
 .

Mustering his strength, he managed to lunge forwards, thrusting his attacker away before snatching the machete from his coat, he could feel the blood running down from the split in his forehead, his head still ringing
 .

Then he smiled as he saw the man stagger back, his arms clawing at the air for balance, when he fell he landed hard and the smile on Williams’s face grew wider
 .

‘I’m going to cut off your fucking arms and legs for making me bleed,’ he said as he strode forwards
 .

Tom felt the pain in his guts start to climb through his body, taking everything with it, everything except the hatred for the man who closed him down
 .

‘I don’t know who you are, pal, but I can take a guess you’re a friend of the cunt I killed in the garage
 .’

Tom knelt on the wet floorboards, his teeth clamped against the agony, the fury writhing inside as he listened to what the man was saying, each word fed the flames of revenge as he thought of John, sucker-punched by this piece of shit
 .

‘The girl is upstairs and although you won’t be around to hear it, I can promise you she will scream right up until the end
 .’

Tom let his head fall forward but his ears were attuned to every sound, the rain hissing, the wind howling. And the heavy footfall of the man who moved closer. At last he heard the figure breathing a quick inhale and exhale, he looked up as the man stood before him – still smiling – the heavy blade hanging from his right hand
 .

‘Tell me what’s it like knowing you’re going to die, knowing you’ve failed?’ he asked as if genuinely interested
 .

Tom didn’t waste the energy, he merely sat there and waited, his eyes fixed on the man’s face, watching every tick, watching his eyes, the way his mouth moved
 .

‘Cat got your tongue?’ Williams said, as the blade swept up
 .

Tom Conway released the fury, the pain vanished and his hand shot to the sheath strapped to his ankle, his fingers closing around the handle of the knife. Then he lunged forward and drove the four-inch blade into the man’s gut, he bellowed out his fury as Williams screamed in agony
 .

Tom watched in satisfaction as the man staggered back off the blade, his right hand opened and the machete clattered to the floor
 .

Both his hands were clamped to his stomach, blood sprayed out, patterning the wet boards in a Pollock-like style
 .

Tom pushed himself upright, staring as the man sat down with a thump, his face suddenly devoid of colour, his eyes screwed shut against the never-ending pulsating waves of agony
 .

Conway staggered forward and Williams cracked open his eyes, just as he felt the blade swipe across his throat
 .

He fell back, his head hitting the floor with a dull thud, his hands still clutching his torn guts. Conway had taken two steps towards the stair before the pain arrived again and drove him to his knees
 .

‘For fuck’s sake,’ he groaned as the agony took control
 .
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T
 wisting the handle,
 Marnie pushed the door open, the smell hit her, a fetid stench of death and blood. She saw the eviscerated body, the face coated red, the wet, grey entrails spilling onto the blood-soaked floor. The sight made her sway with disgust, one hand clamped on the door frame she lifted her gaze to find Clarisse Wold, her eyes shining metallic like, standing with Rowan Hall clutched in front of her, the long cruel blade held to the girl’s throat
 .

‘I applaud your efforts, Sergeant Hammond,’ Wold said easily, though even from across the room Marnie could see the madness in her hateful gaze
 .

‘Are you OK?’ Marnie asked, locking eyes with Rowan
 .

‘I—’

‘How dare
 you!’ Wold spat. ‘How dare
 you ignore me and address this brat
 ?’

‘Don’t worry, Rowan, I’ll get you out of here,’ Marnie carried on, ignoring the spat words
 .

‘Address me!’ Wold screamed
 .

Marnie looked up at her and then took a step into the room. ‘If you harm her then I’ll kill you,’ she whispered
 .

Wold smiled, as if recognising and absorbing the hatred that flowed from Marnie like dark plasma
 .

‘Oh, I’ll harm her all right; don’t you worry about that
 .’

Then Wold tilted her head and her face flickered with confusion. ‘Where’s the other one?’ she asked
 .

‘Taking care of your bastard friend,’ Marnie replied and took another step forwards
 .

For the first time she saw a look of uncertainty cross the woman’s narrow face. ‘Williams, get up here this instance, we have business to attend to,’ she bellowed, her lips flecked with white spittle
 .

Silence.

Marnie heard a thud on the stairs, the sound travelling along the landing and into the room, Clarisse Wold sighed again in satisfaction
 .

‘I bet you are wondering what all this is about?’ she asked, pulling Rowan close to her, her arm locked tight around her neck
 .

Marnie didn’t give her the satisfaction of a reply
 .

Wold raised a perfectly-plucked eyebrow. ‘Come now, surely you want to know why
 ?’

‘I’ve just come from your other house, the one with the cellar
 ,’ Marnie said and watched as Wold’s eyes widened in surprise and then slowly she started to smile
 .

‘If I’m right about you – and I always am – then it won’t make any difference. I had the note delivered to you and you would have kept your side of the bargain and not told any of your police friends
 .’

Three more thumps on the stairs and Marnie felt the fear try to take her, so she took another step forward and almost gagged at the stink coming from the body in the floor
 .

‘Though I am curious as to who you brought with you, who did you confide in, Miss Marnie Hammond?’
 Wold’s face writhed for a moment and then she was smiling again
 .

‘A friend
 …’

‘A dead friend,’ Wold laughed lightly at the quip
 .

‘I found some pictures of you at the house,’ Marnie said, trying her best to ignore the madness in her eyes
 .

‘My, my, you have been a little snoop, haven’t you
 ?’

‘There was a picture of you as a young girl
 …’

‘The one in the dress
 ?’

Marnie merely nodded
 .

‘I hated that dress, I hated the fact that I had been born a girl, though I soon came to realise that being made this way did have certain advantages
 .’

Two more thumps came from behind and Marnie whispered a silent prayer for Tom Conway
 .

‘Though I bet the thing that really caught your attention was the face at the window
 ?’

Marnie felt herself take a step back as the woman leered at her over Rowan Hall’s shoulder
 .

‘Look at you, all shocked and dismayed, wondering what I was doing in a picture with him.’
 she spat out the last word in disgust
 .

The door in Marnie’s mind began to creak open, the squeal of rusted hinges along with the deep roll of approaching thunder
 .

‘Even as a child I hated everyone, but especially him, especially my 
brother
 !’


Clarisse Wold bellowed out the laughter, Marnie took another step back as the words stripped away any defences she had managed to erect
 .

‘Oh you should see your face, what a glorious picture!’ she laughed again and grinned, showing small white teeth in her leering mouth. ‘You recognised him didn’t you, even as a child you knew
 who he was
 .’

‘Boland,’ Marnie whispered
 .

Wold nodded, the glee still firing in her narrowed eyes
 .

‘But he didn’t have a sister, we checked, we
 …’

‘We were half-brother and sister and let’s just say that we have always been a secretive family. We grew up together in that house, there was no school for me and my brother, no birthday parties with friends
 coming bearing gifts. My father wouldn’t allow it, he much preferred to keep things ‘in house’ so to speak. Although I do recall one or two nannies, though they never lasted long, never stayed the distance
 .’

Marnie glanced at Rowan, she had her eyes screwed shut, the sweat standing out on her pale brow, her hands locked together in front of her
 .

Another thump on the stairs and Marnie resisted the temptation to look over her shoulder for fear of what she would find
 .

‘Are you listening to me?’ Wold demanded, her voice full of disapproval. ‘Because I want your full attention and if I don’t get it then this little bitch will start to bleed, and let’s face it, you have enough blood on your hands as it is
 .’

Marnie swallowed the lump of hatred as she glared at Wold
 .

‘That’s better. You see my brother was quite a card, oh he had his quirks and for the most part I despised him, though he did grow into quite a man didn’t he
 ?’

Marnie tried to shake the disgust from her mind as she pictured Boland, his body in flames, yet his mouth still clacking open and shut, the fury evident as his face burst into a sheet of orange flame, the air tinged with the stink of burning flesh as he fell through the floor to the inferno below
 .

‘But you see, the truth is I was always the brains of the family
 .’

Marnie looked at her, hypnotised by her words and the cold, hard, look of delight in her eyes. She still couldn’t fathom how they had missed the fact that Boland had a sister, but the truth was that when Boland died, Marnie had backed away from the case, too terrified to dig too deep for fear of what she would find
 .

The house had been burned to the ground, destroying a lot of the evidence and Marnie had tried to bury her despair in the day-to-day routine of being a detective. And then they had found the remains of Tam Whitlow and for once her missing sister had faded into the background, yet here she was in this room full of blood and death and her worst nightmare was standing in front of her with her sensible hair and stark eyes, the red blade in her hand and Rowan Hall waiting to die
 .

‘Who are you!?’ Wold suddenly screeched, her words flying around the room and making Marnie wince at the sound
 .

‘Uncle Tom!’ Rowan screamed and tried to lunge forward but the grip around her throat held her close
 .

Marnie glanced over her shoulder to see Conway shuffling along the landing, his face cracked with pain and despair, his eyes glanced at Marnie before looking towards his goddaughter
 .

‘Where’s Williams?’ Wold demanded
 .

Tom reached the doorway and grabbed the frame to stop him crashing to the ground
 .

Rowan looked at the man she had known all her life and yet hardly recognised, her heart quaking at the sight of him
 .

‘You OK, Ro?’ he asked, his legs started to buckle, but with a mammoth effort he snapped himself upright
 .

‘Where’s my dad?’ Rowan asked, the arm tightened around her throat, choking off her voice
 .

‘I can answer that question,’ Wold hissed into her ear. ‘Your daddy is 
dead
 !’


Marnie heard Conway gasp as Rowan’s face crumpled
 .

‘I had Mr Williams smash his brains in and then he took you and delivered you to Mr Phelps here for safekeeping
 .’

Marnie felt her heart break as she watched Rowan Hall’s world fall apart, tears rolled down her face, her eyes haunted with the truth of what she was being forced to endure
 .

‘You fucking, twisted bitch!’ Conway suddenly appeared by Marnie’s side and she grabbed his arm to halt his movement
 .

When he looked at her she could see the devastation in his eyes, the look of utter bewilderment; it was yet another look she recognised, one she had seen when she got up the nerve to look at her reflexion in the mirror
 .

‘Look at you two, a bitch who still mourns her little sister and a dead man walking
 .’

‘Look at me, Ro, listen, no matter what happens I promise you that she will never hurt you again,’ Conway said calmly
 .

Wold’s eyes glittered in amusement. ‘Don’t listen to him, he knows nothing,’ she said, the smile still etched onto her face. When she looked at Marnie, the smile grew wider until it split her narrow face. ‘She knows I’ll walk out of here, don’t you, Miss
 Hammond
 ?’

Marnie couldn’t speak could hardly breathe under her icy gaze
 .

‘Do you want to know why I had your father killed?’ she whispered into Rowan’s ear though her eyes never left Marnie’s face
 .

The girl continued to shake, her mind unable to cope with the fact that her father was dead, she could see it in Uncle Tom’s eyes, the terrible truth written large on his pale face
 .

‘Your father started to ask questions, he poked his nose in where it wasn’t wanted. He dared to question me
 about certain things, things that were none of his concern. I have no time for people like that, for those that try to bite the hands that feed. But your father wouldn’t listen and he started to make enquiries about me. He confided in that worthless bitch Hardy and of course she unwittingly told her husband and he passed the news onto me
 .’

When Tom Conway slammed to his knees Rowan yelped, Marnie moved forward and placed a comforting hand on his shaking shoulder. Her mind trying desperately to focus on the moment but every time Wold spoke it was like another boulder being tossed into deep, dark water, causing filthy ripples to spiral out to a never-ending horizon
 .

‘What about your bastard brother?’ Marnie suddenly asked, pushing everything else from her mind
 .

The smile fell from Wold’s face as Marnie glared at her
 .

‘We were a team, Sergeant Hammond, I would have thought even someone of limited intelligence would have figured that out by now
 .’

Marnie felt the cold hand of dread close over her heart at the words
 .

‘There was a time when we shared everything, every single thing
 . You see, he had a talent that few have, he wasn’t interested in any sexual gratification,’ she paused and smiled again, ‘but I knew plenty of people who lived for that kind of thing
 .’

‘I know, I’ve seen your cellar,’ Marnie spat, the disgust inside slowly turning back into fury
 .

Wold pursed her lips before nodding in agreement. ‘Most men are weak, they think with their strutting cocks, my brother was different, his tastes were more cerebral. Like me, he knew where the real power lay, it wasn’t in abusing the young and the weak, it was about taking their fear and using it to grow
 .’

Marnie wanted to block out her voice, the evil drip of each word, she could feel Conway’s body shaking beneath her hand, see the horror on Rowan’s stark face, the knife held steady at her throat
 .

‘So, we worked together, my brother picked the girls and brought them to me. My clientele paid handsomely for their fun and games, though as soon as they were spent, the guilt would take over. They are all pathetic and weak, spineless men living out their trivial fantasies and not one ever saw where the true power lay. Eventually my brother would take the child and they would be added to his collection, just the skulls mind, he had no interest in the rest of the body
 .’

Marnie thought her mind would crack as the truth was laid bare before her, she looked at the abhorrent monster in the wax coat, sporting a smile that never came close to her insanity-filled eyes. A demon hiding behind a mask of charity, a woman who made small girls cry when they tried to hand her flowers, a woman who had spent decades preying on children, sending her brother out to do her bidding, simply to feed her own twisted desires and make money in the process
 .

‘You see
 now, don’t you?’ Wold asked. ‘I was there the day he took your sister, I was waiting in the car as he dumped her on the back seat. Oh, she cried, she wailed but my brother knew how to silence brats with just one look. And so do I,’ she leered
 .

Marnie’s hand slipped from Conway’s shoulder, her legs started to quiver with the immense strain that the words brought home
 .

All these years she had never considered the possibility that Boland could have had an accomplice and yet now she knew that if she survived this, her nightmares would double in intensity, shredding her mind and leaving her in an everlasting spiral of madness
 .

‘Alas, nothing good ever lasts and eventually my brother started to lose his mind. I watched him suffer, watched as his brilliant mind started to fragment, leaving a dead brain in a living body. Have you any idea what that was like, to watch him suffer?’ she asked
 .

‘Take a look in the mirror and you’ll soon find out what it means to be insane,’ Marnie said as Conway groaned in pain
 .

‘I suppose you think that’s witty?’ Wold’s eyes darkened as her lips were drawn into a thin, trembling line
 .

‘You’re sick, I know that much
 .’

‘I prefer the word unique rather than your alternative
 .’

Rowan Hall felt the arm around her neck loosen slightly and suddenly she was back with her smiling father, his grin obliterated all the heartache, she caught the overpowering scent of summer blossoms that wiped out the stink of the room and the swirling madness
 .


‘Ready, Ro?’
 he whispered
 .

Rowan Hall took a deep breath and then she lunged forward from the waist, thrusting her bottom back, feeling it thump into Wold’s stomach, she heard the sudden gasp of breath and then she twisted down and right as she broke the grip around her throat
 .

‘No!’ Wold screamed and lashed out with the blade but the girl blasted away from her, the knife cutting through empty air as she screamed out her fury
 .

Rowan ran straight to Conway who was still swaying on his knees. ‘Get out of here!’ he managed to gasp as she fell to his side
 .

‘Little whore!’ Wold took a step forward and then suddenly her way was blocked
 .

Marnie stood her ground as the woman’s eyes bored into her
 .

‘I’m going to gut you all!’ Wold promised, slashing the knife back and forth
 .

Marnie felt every single thing she had been forced to endure over the years coalesce into a seething core of hatred. All the guilt of what had happened to Abby and the other girls, all the endless lives ruined, the fathers, mothers, and siblings that had suffered at the hands of Boland and his monstrous sister
 .

‘You see if I don’t, I’m going to
 …’

Marnie roared and lunged forwards, she saw the fleeting look of shocked surprise surface in Wold’s crazed eyes but before she had time to adjust to the attack Marnie was on her. Slamming her hand into the arm that held the knife, Marnie smashed through the woman’s defences. Wold gasped as she was driven back across the room and into the wall
 .

Clarisse Wold screeched as two of her ribs cracked then a fist slammed into her face, her jaw went with a loud crack, the skin burst open and the blood erupted in a shower of red
 .

Marnie saw the knife rising to her left and grabbed the wrist, dragging it down as she drove her right knee upwards, the forearm shattered and Wold’s screams of pain reached new heights
 .

When the knife fell to the floor, Marnie dipped down and picked it up before grabbing the woman by the throat and forcing her head back against the pitted wall, the tip of the knife pressing against the underside of Wold’s chin
 .

Her mind was ablaze with an all-consuming flood of emotion that went way beyond hatred
 .

Wold squealed as she felt the blade slice into her skin
 .

‘I made your brother scream before he died,’ Marnie pushed her face up close. ‘I took his right eye, I watched as he burned and I enjoyed the sounds he made as the flames melted his face to nothing,’ she hissed
 .

Wold managed to look down into Marnie’s eyes then she bared her red-coated teeth in a snarl of hatred, her face twisted grotesquely, one side moving, the other side cut adrift
 .

‘That’s right,’ Marnie nodded. ‘He screamed for the pain to end, and if I had my way he would still be burning for the things he did
 .’

‘Whore!’ Wold managed to gasp through the froth of dark blood
 .

‘I’m going to reunite you with your sick, twisted brother,’ Marnie snarled, drawing her right arm back
 .

‘Kill me and you’ll never find your sister!’ Wold screamed
 .

Marnie heard the words yet still her arm continued its backwards trajectory, all that mattered was stopping this woman from breathing, stopping her evil sneer, her repellent nature
 .

Leaning back slightly, she gathered her strength and then without warning her right arm was gripped and she heard Tom Conway breathing heavily
 .

‘Believe me, Marnie, you don’t want to go down that route
 .’

She twisted her head and saw the compassion in his eyes, Rowan at his back, her eyes full of pain and heartbreak, a young kid whose life had been blown apart by Wold and her twisted sense of importance
 .

Marnie stepped back, the knife falling from her hand, her body shaking as it went into shock
 .

‘Kill you!’ Wold yelled and then Conway lunged forward and slammed his fist into the wreckage of her mouth. Wold’s head cracked back against the wall, a clump of plaster fell to the floor and Marnie watched as four small teeth dropped from her bloodied mouth. At last her eyes closed, taking the hatred with her, her legs folded and she fell to the floor in a heap
 .

The room fell silent and Marnie turned to find Rowan with her head buried against Conway’s chest, he wrapped his arms around her and mouthed the word ‘thank you,’ as Marnie bowed her head, the tears spilling from her eyes and falling to the floor like silent rain
 .
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‘A
 re you sure about this?’
 Marnie asked
 .

Her mother turned and smiled. ‘I’m positive
 .’

Marnie looked out towards the twin graves smothered with flowers. It had been five weeks since the terror in the house, three weeks since Tom Conway had succumbed to the cancer. She watched as Rowan stood between the graves of her father and godfather, the two men she had loved the most in all the world – now gone
 .

‘Listen, Marnie, I know you promised you would do all you could for Rowan but that doesn’t mean giving up your job. Besides, she’s settled with me and she needs the stability, especially at a time like this
 .’

‘I just feel as if I’m letting her down,’ Marnie said, as the sun broke through from a bank of cloud
 .

‘So, letting her live with me is letting her down?’ Susan Hammond said, and smiled as Marnie looked at her, embarrassed
 .

‘You know I didn’t mean it like that
 .’

‘Look, she has no family but she’s old enough to make up her own mind, thank God, otherwise she would be lost in the system 
and
 —
 ’

‘I would never let that happen,’ Marnie replied, thrusting her hands into her pockets
 .

She felt her mother pat her arm. ‘And how are you
 ?’

Marnie sighed. ‘I’ll live
 .’

‘I don’t doubt it but that’s not what I asked
 .’

Marnie looked at her mother, she could see the similarity between her and Abby, the same slender bone structure, the same coloured eyes
 .

‘Clarisse Wold is still in hospital, according to my boss she’s refusing to speak, refusing to acknowledge anyone
 .’

Susan Hammond’s face showed the strain as she listened to her daughter, the hatred she had felt for the man named Boland now magnified to encompass Wold
 .

‘Listen to me, Marnie, you can’t let that animal rule your 
life
 —
 ’

‘But what about Abby?’ Marnie blurted the words out. ‘She knows what happened to her and yet she won’t say, won’t put us out of our misery
 .’

Susan sighed. ‘I came to terms with what happened to Abby a long time ago and the fact that you caught the man responsible and now his sister brings me a kind of closure.’ She looked at her daughter and knew that Marnie would never find any peace, not until she knew exactly what had happened to her sister
 .

‘All I’m asking is that you don’t let it change you, because if you do then they’ve won and you will live a bitter life, Marnie, one without hope 
and
 —
 ’

‘Rowan’s on her way back,’ Marnie interrupted
 .

Susan looked up and then shook her head. ‘Saved by the bell,’ she whispered as Rowan crossed the short grass towards them
 .

‘Right, I don’t know about you two but I’m gasping, so how about we head into town and grab one of those fancy coffees, my treat,’ Susan said
 .

Rowan looked at Marnie as if waiting for permission to answer
 .

‘What do you reckon, Ro, frothy cappuccino OK with you
 ?’

Rowan nodded and then the three of them walked away, after ten yards Marnie looped her arm around Rowan’s shoulder
 .

Susan Hammond smiled
 .
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M
 arnie sat
 with her hands resting on the wheel, her mind running over the past few week’s events. She thought of Rowan – who now had Marnie’s old bedroom – and was being fussed over by her mother. On her days off, Rowan would come over and stay with her and they would sit together on the sofa and Marnie had held her as she wept for her mother and father and her Uncle Tom. Sometimes Marnie would hear her sobbing through the paper-thin walls but something had told her that this was all part of the grieving process, a way for the mind and body to adjust to such traumatic loss
 .

She thought about her conversations with DCI Reese and she was still amazed that she was in a job, but Reese never mentioned the night in Jimmy Rae’s house, according to him it was all over and done with
 .

She’d questioned him about Wold but like her, his theories had been sketchy at best
 .

‘But what about the other men she mentioned? Marnie had asked as they sat in a local pub
 .

Reese had taken a sip from his pint of lager, his eyes watchful. ‘We’ve been through the house on Maypole Hill and apart from the cellar the place is virtually empty
 .

Marnie had nursed her brandy, her hands wrapped around the glass. ‘She controlled people and the only way she could do that was if she had the dirt on them,’ Marnie said, as the familiar anger started to build
 .

‘Look, Marnie, I know we’ve found nothing so far but we’ll keep looking until we do
 .’

They had looked at one another across the table and then Marnie had nodded in understanding
 .

Now, she eased forwards in her seat and peered up at the building, her eyes searching out the solitary light that shone behind the glass
 .

Closing her eyes, she pictured Wold lying in the hospital bed, her face bruised, her face pale against white linen. No doubt the nurses were aware of who she was and the things she had done, after all, an officer was always on guard outside her private room, though Marnie had no doubt that one or two would look at the woman on the cusp of old age, her face battered and bruised and feel sympathy for her
 .

Marnie’s hands tightened on the wheel, her eyes glaring up at the window
 .

‘This isn’t over,’ she whispered, starting the car and driving away, her mind resolute, the need for revenge burning inside
 .

‘Isn’t over,’ she repeated, as it started to rain again, the bitter tears sparkling in her dark-brown eyes
 .




The End
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* * *




H
 ow far would
 you go to find your missing sister
 ?






A
 normal day
 in the park turns into a nerve shredding nightmare for eleven-year-old Marnie Hammond when she find herself in a desperate chase to stop the 'bad man,' from abducting Abby
 .

Fifteen years later, Marnie is a Detective Sergeant but the memory of her missing sister still haunts her dreams
 .

When it becomes clear that someone is stalking the streets of Kirkhead DS Hammond has her hands full, and after remains are discovered buried in dense woodland, Marnie fears the worst. But this is only the start of a nightmare that will unearth more bones, more victims and the terror that Abby might be among the dead
 .

To stop the monster Marnie knows she must break the rules, but when the twisted killer turns his attention on her it becomes a fight not only for the truth but for her sanity and her survival
 .

Can Marnie catch the murderer and solve her sister’s disappearance
 ? 
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