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ABOUT THE BOOK


During the middle of a storm, a local radio DJ is savagely murdered in his Essex mansion. When the clouds and rain clear the following morning, DS Tomek Bowen and his team discover a crime scene reminiscent of something from the history books.

The evidence suggests this was a random killing. But as Tomek peels back the layers of the victim's life, he realises there's more to the DJ than meets the eye.

Meanwhile, at home, Tomek is forced to battle a difficult teenager who, for some reason, is becoming more and more combative. All because she met Zeus, the man who's going to save the world. But only if she does everything he tells her, regardless of who she hurts along the way.
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Get your FREE copy of the prequel to the DS Tomek Bowen series now at jackprobynbooks.com when you join my VIP email club.


CHAPTER ONE




It was one of the most beautiful and aggressive storms they’d ever seen. Forks of lightning lit up the sky like fireworks on bonfire night, covering South Essex in thick sheets of white. Thunder, as deep and loud as a volcanic eruption, shattered their eardrums, covering their movements with each rumble. Torrential rain cascaded from above, bouncing off the canopy of leaves and gradually dripping down to the floor.

Zeus’s fury was in full flow tonight.

It was the perfect storm.

The perfect cover.

The cone of white light stretched in front of them, illuminating the sodden and muddy footpath ahead. Above, the pitter-patter of rain echoed throughout the woods, and the girls giggled and squealed as they squelched through the mud.

For they were on the hunt.

Doing Zeus’s work.

A short while later, they arrived at the foot of the garden. Panting, ecstatic. Their clothes and shoes were covered with a smattering of loose leaves, and sodden with rain. Thick brambles, over six feet high, barricaded the fence, standing guard, protecting the house. But the thorns were no match for them.

Whispering Nightmare unravelled a yoga mat and draped it over the bush, the bright pink of the mat in stark contrast to the darkness that enveloped them. She was the first to go. Holding onto the others for support, with Bright Muffin placing her hands on the back of Whispering Nightmare’s legs and rear, she pushed herself over the brambles and landed with a heavy cry.

‘Are you okay?’ Bright Muffin asked.

‘I’m fine,’ came the almost hysterical squeal in response. ‘Hurry!’

Next to traverse the brambles was Bright Muffin. She leapt onto the mat and used her momentum to propel herself over the fence. As she landed, a thorn scraped her forearm. She glanced at it, shrugged it off, and then assisted the rest of her sisters over the hedge. As the third girl clambered over, a sudden flash of lightning sparked in the sky, followed immediately by thunder.

Zeus was directly overhead now. Watching them. Guiding them. Spurring them on.

He illuminated the sky once more, this time with a sheet of lightning, as all the girls made it over the hedge. He was showing them the way, showing them the scale of the task.

Before them, at the other end of the thirty-metre-long garden, stood a white mansion, as high as it was wide, with giant windows that opened into beautiful interiors. It was unlike any they’d ever seen.

For a moment they stood there, gazing up at it, their hair matted to their faces, panting, giggling.

Overhead, a thunderclap rattled, deep and dark, signalling it was time to go.

At once, the girls split up and clung to the fences on either side of the garden, crouching low. This time they made no noise, save for the sound of their feet on wet grass. They stalked like predators in search of their prey. Silent, deadly.

And their prey was inside that house. Somewhere in the living room, beyond the French windows and large potted plant.

A few moments later, drenched and sodden, their hearts pumping, they made it to the edge of the house. Whispering Nightmare made the first move: keeping her body pressed against the wall, she tiptoed towards the French windows. She stopped, peered round the corner, and then gestured to the rest of the girls.

The coast was clear.

They each took it in turns to join Whispering Nightmare, lining up beside her one by one, like evil dolls in a horror film. On the other side of the glass was a lavish living room, complete with modern furnishings and a high-tech television and audio system. The television was on loud, and the sound bled through the windows. From their vantage point, they could see the sofa – and the man lying on it.

From his position, he looked asleep.

It was the perfect storm.

Now all they had to do was get in.

Whispering Nightmare, crouching to her knees by the lock, reached into her trouser pocket and produced a picklock. It was a professional tool, designed to help people get back into their cars if they’d ever locked themselves out. But it was also the perfect tool for breaking into homes, and, after a few shimmies, the tumblers slipped into place and the door unlocked.

Carefully, slowly, lest she rouse the man on the sofa, Whispering Nightmare opened the doors. Before entering the house, they each stepped out of their shoes, then removed their blades from behind their backs. Whispering Nightmare crossed the threshold first, forging a path to the man on the sofa. Then the girls took it in turns to follow. Once they were all inside, Bright Muffin gently shut the door behind them, and joined the rest of her sisters, weapons brandished, glistening beneath the brilliant white of the LED lights above.

Zeus was angry.

But if all went to plan, he would be angry no more. He had guided them up to this point, but now that they were finally here, it was up to them.

Up to them to make the perfect storm even more perfect.


CHAPTER TWO




Tomek Bowen stretched his entire body across the bed as he yawned, his muscles and joints slowly waking up. Then he swung his legs off the side of the bed and rested his elbows on his knees. He stayed there for a few moments, grunting, sniffing, and massaging his face to wake himself up. It had been a beautiful night’s sleep. According to weather reports, a storm had been due, and judging by the raindrops on the windows, that had been the case. But he hadn’t heard a single decibel of it. He didn’t know why, but he always had the best night’s sleep of his life during storms, as if the thunder rumbling through the house took him back to his childhood and the nights he’d often fallen asleep to the sound of his parents shouting downstairs.

The only problem was, he’d slept too well, and now felt disgusting and groggy.

Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, and scratching places that had become mangled and distorted in the night, Tomek climbed out of bed and stretched his legs. His body was overwhelmed by the sudden urge to yawn again. He lost the battle, this time wiggling his toes and reaching his hands up to the ceiling.

He was just about to turn away from the windowsill when something caught his eye. Behind his three bonsai trees, which he’d recently watered and fed with a seaweed solution, was a bird box. Handmade, handcrafted. Flimsy, it was worth adding, but it had sentimental meaning for him nonetheless: inscribed on the bottom of the box was his brother’s name. Currently, a small robin was perched on the lip of the box, staring at him.

‘Hello, mate,’ Tomek said as he leant against the windowsill. A smile grew on his face and his body warmed. ‘What you got there?’

Trapped inside the bird’s beak was a small worm, a few inches long, still alive, wriggling for its life. The bird raised its head and shook the worm gently, as if displaying it to Tomek with pride.

‘Aw, you got a family in there, bud?’ he asked.

In response, the bird poked its head inside the box’s entrance, and disappeared with the worm still in its mouth. Immediately, the sharp sounds of excitable chicks chirping away seeped through the double glazing. Tomek imagined the robin’s offspring fighting one another for first dibs on the food. Like he and his brothers used to, back in Poland, before his parents had moved country and started their businesses. He’d only been four at the time, but the memory of his brothers besting him for the last dumpling, and cruelly taunting him for it afterwards, remained.

A moment later, the robin reappeared, hanging off the edge of the box. Dangling from its mouth was the tail end of the worm. The bird hopped off the edge onto the windowsill.

‘You sharing that with me?’ Tomek asked. His eyes looked to the window handle. ‘You want to come in?’

As if responding, the bird bleated.

Tomek opened the window, and in seconds, the robin tentatively jumped in.

‘Hello, Michał,’ Tomek said, talking softly. ‘Come to see your brother after all this time, have you?’

The bird lowered the worm onto the surface, then quickly flew off.

As Tomek watched it disappear back into the box, his thoughts turned to his dead brother. He imagined where Michał might be now, thirty years on. Perhaps he would have got himself a family, a home, a career.

A life.

But that had been taken from him too soon. Far too soon.

By now, the excitable screams from inside the bird box had become muted. As Tomek glanced at the window, the worm caught his eye. It was still moving, wriggling, writhing on the surface. Carefully, with the same due respect and attentiveness a toddler gives to a crab on the beach, Tomek pinched it with his fingers and placed it on the outside edge of the windowsill. Just in case the offspring were still hungry.

He lingered for a moment, watching the birdhouse, listening to the sounds, allowing the smile to spread across his face.

Sadly, his jubilation was cut short by his mobile phone ringing on the bedside table.

Sighing, he bent down to answer it.

‘Morning,’ he said slowly.

‘Morning,’ echoed Sean. ‘You got your pants on yet?’

‘It’s the only thing I’ve got on.’

‘What colour are they?’

‘Wouldn’t you like to know. What’s wrong?’

‘The usual. And for this one, you’re going to need to be wearing a little more than what you’ve currently got on, champ.’


CHAPTER THREE




The first thing Tomek noticed as soon as he set foot in the small mansion along Shipwrights Drive, aside from the marble flooring and statue of a Greek god in the centre of the entrance, was the noise erupting from the television. It was coming from the living room, and echoed throughout the rest of the house. Dressed in his white paper suit, Tomek paused to survey his surroundings, taking in the magnificence of the house. Whoever had lived here had done all right for themselves. Light flooded in from the Velux window at the top of the building thirty feet above. And it was given a helping hand by the golden chandelier dangling a few feet from Tomek’s head. To his left was a kitchen, complete with top-of-the-range furnishings and appliances. Everything in there was sleek, modern. As though no expense had been spared on ensuring the owner had the best of the best.

‘You ready?’

The question came from Detective Inspector Victoria Orange on his right. She too was dressed from head to toe in a forensic suit. She came to a stop in the open doorway and folded her arms across her chest.

‘Morning, Anna,’ Tomek joked. ‘How are you?’

‘I’m not Anna,’ came the stern response.

‘No? You sound an awful lot like one another.’

‘Aside from the Polish accent.’

‘Exactly. Of course I knew it was you. I’d recognise those tired eyes anywhere.’

As he said it, Tomek was assaulted by an involuntary yawn.

‘Come to mention it,’ Victoria said, ‘I recognise your tired eyes too.’

‘I’d love to say it was the storm keeping me awake,’ he replied, ‘but I slept like a baby.’

‘Looks like our victim was also sleeping like a baby when he was killed,’ added Lorna Dean as she rounded the corner and stood at Victoria’s side.

‘If he wasn’t before, he is now…’ Tomek added.

‘Good one,’ the Home Office pathologist remarked. Usually, he would have expected to see the flame red of her hair burn through her paper suit, but this morning it wasn’t there, as though she’d dyed it a different colour. Either that or the bright light filtering into the house reflected off the suit so much it distorted the colours beneath it.

‘Come and see for yourself.’

Tomek didn’t need telling twice. He waited for the women to go first – ever the gentleman – then followed closely behind as they entered the living room. This was where all the excitement was happening. The space teemed with scenes of crime officers, clad in their paper suits, shuffling about the place, trying their best to avoid one another despite the acres of space in which they had to move. Occupying the centre of the living room was a large, twenty-foot-long sofa, shaped like a horseshoe, that curved around the television buried into the wall. Immediately in front of it was an oversized pouffe large enough to seat a bear. Beneath the television was an electronic fireplace that, like the television, had been left on and was currently radiating a heat akin to that experienced in the Sahara. Tomek had only been there a minute and already he could feel sweat beginning to form in the small of his back and on his forehead.

‘D’you think maybe we could turn it all off?’ he asked. ‘I doubt he’s gonna need those things on anymore.’

Tomek pointed to Dion Dublin from Homes Under the Hammer who was currently making his way through a decrepit bathroom, one that Tomek assumed was on the other end of the spectrum to one he might find in this house.

‘I’d rather we didn’t touch anything we didn’t have to,’ answered Rory Stevens, the crime scene manager. He came into view from behind a wall somewhere, as though he’d been waiting for the moment to make such an entrance. ‘If it’s all the same to you.’

Tomek hesitated before replying. The man was letting him know this was his kingdom and he had complete dominion over it.

Tomek turned to the television. ‘There must be a button on the bastard somewhere.’

He moved towards the screen and pressed his face against it, inspecting the device from different angles, searching for a button to switch it off. But it had been sunk into the wall to within a millimetre of its life.

‘Unless we tear down the wall, it’s staying on,’ added Rory firmly.

Tomek didn’t have him pegged as someone stern enough to get their point across – he’d always come over as quite passive and laid back – but there was something different about this morning’s Rory.

‘What’s the story, morning glory, Rory? Storm keep you awake too?’

The man’s eyes narrowed behind his mask. ‘The TV stays on.’

‘At least turn the heating off,’ Tomek added. ‘It can’t be good for…’ Tomek looked down at the mess on the floor in front of him. ‘It can’t be good for him. At least he hasn’t gotta move about in one of these fucking things.’

‘Shut up, Tomek. Stop complaining,’ intoned Victoria, pulling rank.

He quickly stopped talking and folded his arms across his chest, gazing down at the body. Before him, collapsed on the floor, surrounded by a pool of his own blood, was a man of similar age to himself, with thick black hair that had become matted and tinged red. He was dressed in nothing but a pair of jogging bottom shorts, and socks. His throat had been cut and his body had been punctured with dozens of stab wounds, the worst of which was in his diaphragm, just beneath his sternum.

The man was frozen on the ground, eyes wide open, staring up at the television, a hand resting closely by his neck.

‘What did the poor bastard do to deserve this?’ Tomek quietly asked himself. Then, louder, to the rest of the group: ‘Do we have a name?’

‘We’ve been reliably informed his name’s Michael Edwards.’

‘By?’

‘His cleaner,’ Victoria answered. ‘Found him like this and then called it in. She comes round every morning at about nine o’clock.’

‘Her professional desire to clean the blood away from the floor and pouffe didn’t kick in then?’ Tomek turned to the nearest skirting board and bent down to inspect it for dust. His verdict: she hadn’t been doing a very good job.

‘Funnily enough, I think she was a little preoccupied,’ said Victoria.

‘Presumably she’s got a key?’

‘Yes.’

‘And how did she come in? Front or back?’

‘Front,’ Victoria replied, sounding as though she had little time for Tomek’s questioning.

‘How did the killer get in?’ Tomek pointed to the floor-to-ceiling French windows that lined the wall and looked out upon an impossibly long, sprawling garden. At the back of it was Shipwrights Wood, a thirty-metre-high wall of dense woodland. Surrounding the open doorway was a pair of scenes of crime officers. His eyes fell to the spotless marble flooring, then to the garden outside.

‘Our guess is through the back,’ Rory answered. ‘The lock doesn’t look like it’s been forcefully opened, which implies they knew what they were doing.’

‘If that’s the case, then where are the muddy footprints?’

A moment of contemplation fell on the living room, as though it was the first time anybody had thought to ask themselves that question.

‘It was pissing it down with rain,’ he added. ‘They must have brought some of it in.’

Nobody responded. In the end, all Tomek got was a shrug from Rory. ‘Maybe our killer cleaned up after themselves.’

‘Either that, or little Miss Dettol got to it first,’ Tomek replied, as he quickly turned his attention away from Rory and down to the body on the floor. ‘No sign of blood elsewhere on the floor. No signs of a struggle. He must have been asleep when the killer came in.’

‘Precisely my thinking,’ Lorna agreed. ‘Though I might be wrong. You’ll have my full report by the end of the day.’

‘Perfect,’ Victoria said, then turned to Tomek. ‘In the meantime, could you take the cleaner back to the station and get a witness statement?’

Tomek opened his mouth to complain. That was a job for uniform or a detective constable but he knew he’d quickly lose the argument, especially in front of all these people, so he closed it again.

While Rory may have had dominion over the crime scene, Victoria very much had dominion over the investigation, and frustratingly, that extended all the way to telling Tomek what to do.


CHAPTER FOUR




Six hours later, Tomek had finally finished with Michael Edwards’ cleaner. It had been a painstaking process as the sixty-year-old had recalled every minute step, every little detail as she’d entered the house, sometimes going over it three or four times before eventually settling on a solid timeline that she was happy with. There had been nothing to glean from Mary Middleton’s version of events. She was a key witness who had stepped into the wrong place at the wrong time, and left with the nightmares to show for it. Nothing more.

Shortly after he’d waved goodbye to her, and finally felt the life come back to his wrist after writing legibly for so long, he’d headed upstairs to the incident room, where DC Rachel Hamilton had promptly told him to turn around and head back out again.

Now, they were driving towards the KISS radio station headquarters in Chelmsford, a forty-minute drive away. Several wrong turns and twenty minutes after their planned arrival, they eventually entered the radio station.

‘I hope you called ahead to tell them we were on our way,’ Tomek said as they approached the reception desk.

Rachel glanced at him with a look of worry on her face.

‘Please tell me you called ahead.’

Before she could respond, they arrived at reception.

‘Good afternoon,’ said the punky twenty-something-year-old with enough metal in her face to smelt into a long sword. ‘Welcome to KISS. How can we help you?’

Before Tomek could open his mouth, Rachel said, ‘We have a meeting with Roger Armstrong. He should be expecting us.’

The metalhead (from both the amount that had been poked into her skin and Tomek’s assumption about her musical taste) grinned, flashing a tongue stud and a stud between her front teeth.

‘I’ll let him know you’re here,’ she said, then reached for the phone in front of her.

While she was busy talking into the handset, Rachel nudged Tomek in the arm.

‘Think you owe me an apology.’

‘What for?’

‘Underestimating my powers.’

‘You didn’t use telepathy, did you? You were just being organised.’

The receptionist finished the call.

‘Something which you didn’t give me credit for,’ Rachel added, before turning her attention to the receptionist.

‘He’s ready to see you. He’s on the fourth floor. His office is the fifth door on the right.’

‘Fourth floor. Fifth on the right. Got it. Come on.’

Rachel started off, but Tomek had stayed where he was. A question was burning a hole in his brain.

‘Do you ever set off the alarms at airport security with all those…’

‘Piercings?’

‘Yeah. Those…’

‘No. No, I don’t,’ she said, this time without her receptionist’s smile. ‘The twenty-first century found a way to make them in such a way.’

‘Cool. Thanks.’

She clearly got asked that a lot, and Tomek decided it wasn’t worth either of their while asking her any more benign and infuriating questions. But just as he turned towards the lift, something occurred to him.

‘You ever come across Michael Edwards while you been working here?’

‘Every morning.’

‘And?’

‘And what?’

‘How would you describe him?’

‘Bit of an arsehole, but people who think they’re God’s given gift always are.’

Tomek knocked on the counter, thanked her for her help, then joined Rachel in the lift. As he entered, he repeatedly prodded the button to close the doors behind him.

‘You only need to press it once,’ Rachel told him. ‘Spamming it with your fat thumb doesn’t make it work any faster.’

‘It does if I say it does.’ Tomek continued to prod the button.

‘Same goes for traffic lights.’

More prodding.

‘Just wait!’

Tomek suddenly stopped. As soon as he did, the lift doors closed. He turned to her, smiling smugly.

‘You can wipe that grin off your face.’

Tomek had no intention of doing that.

‘What floor do we want? What did she say?’ he asked.

‘Fourth floor. Fifth door on the right.’

When the lift doors opened a few moments later, they were met with a choice. Go left or right. The receptionist hadn’t said which way they needed to leave the lift. And to make matters worse, rooms and offices ran along both sides of each corridor.

‘Bet you wish I had telepathy now, eh?’ Rachel commented as she headed left.

‘I’d prefer if you’d been organised enough to have him already waiting downstairs for us when we arrived so he could have showed us the right way to go,’ Tomek said as he turned the other way and headed right.

[image: ]


In the end, Rachel had chosen correctly. Left. She had found Roger Armstrong opening the door to his office just as Tomek reached the other end of the corridor. He was a small man with the countenance of someone who wished he was four times bigger, as evidenced by the strength of his grip as he purposely, Tomek felt, tried to break his hand. But the first thing Tomek noticed about the man was his smell. He was doused in aftershave, as though he’d bathed himself in it to mask the smell of cigarette smoke on his clothes, hands, and breath.

The smell in the office was no better, thick and musky, clinging to the back of Tomek’s throat. Inside, the office was kitted out with modern, high-tech music equipment, with music keyboards and other technical machines lining one side, microphones and headsets hanging from the wall to the left, and on the opposite side was a large window that looked into a studio.

‘You’ve got your own recording studio,’ Tomek noted. ‘Nice.’

‘Not much recording takes place there, mind. It’s just in case we need some of the staff to do voiceovers or recordings that might make their way onto one of the shows.’

‘Cool,’ Tomek said, not feigning the slightest bit of interest. He turned his attention to a leather chair and sat opposite Roger. ‘I understand Rachel’s explained the reason for our visit.’

Roger lowered his head. ‘Yes… Michael. Very sad. Appalling, actually.’

‘Quite…’ Tomek said, noticing the lack of sincerity in Roger’s voice.

‘How long have you worked with Michael, Roger?’

‘Nigh on ten years.’

‘So you know him fairly well?’

‘I like to think so,’ Roger said as he scratched the side of his face. ‘He was one of the best disc jockeys we’ve ever had, and I’ve got enough skin in this game to know what I’m talking about – so much skin I’m like a snake.’

When neither Tomek nor Rachel reacted to his comment, he added, ‘Because they shed their skin… you get it?’

‘They’re also notorious for turning on people and betraying them,’ Tomek commented before letting Rachel continue.

‘What’s your role at the station, Mr Armstrong?’ she asked, moving on quickly, before Roger could protest.

The man responded exactly the way Tomek expected him to, filled with his own inflated sense of self-importance. He puffed his chest out and raised his chin, as though in disbelief that Rachel didn’t know who he was.

‘I’m the director of operations,’ he explained. ‘It’s my job to make sure everything runs smoothly here.’

‘When did you learn there was an issue with Michael Edwards?’

‘When I got in to work.’

‘Which was at what time?’

‘Seven o’clock.’

‘And what time does Michael usually start his shift?’

Roger stared at Rachel for a long moment before eventually moving his gaze towards Tomek. His expression was blank, almost devoid of any emotion. Except one – shock.

‘You’ve never heard of Michael’s Magic Mornings?’

‘A guy called Michael offered me magic mushrooms in Amsterdam once,’ Tomek replied. ‘But I get the impression this isn’t the same thing.’

‘Of course it bloody well isn’t! Michael’s Magic Mornings aren’t just magic. They’re manic. They’re mad. They’re mental. They’re mayhem. They’re⁠—‍’

‘Other adjectives beginning with the same letter,’ interrupted Tomek.

Roger Armstrong shot Tomek a derisive look before continuing. ‘Michael’s one of the biggest radio DJs we’ve ever had at KISS. He’s been the number one for the past eight years. He brings in over five million listeners every morning from seven to midday. And people can’t get enough of him. We hardly see any drop-off in listener numbers during his five hours, it’s…’

‘Manic? Mayhem? Magic?’

Roger snapped his fingers at Tomek. ‘It’s magic, is what it is! The man is magic. And now… and now he’s gone.’

Now real emotion began to play on Roger’s voice, though Tomek thought it was more due to the fact he was undoubtedly going to lose most, if not all, of those five million listeners who tuned in every morning.

‘So, Michael was due to start the show at seven this morning, is that correct?’ Rachel asked as she began to scribble in her notebook.

‘Yes.’

‘And what time would he typically get here?’

Roger tapped his chin thoughtfully. ‘Oh, he’s usually here from about five. He and the producers of the show have a lot to go through. They discuss the layout, format, any changes in the schedule from the day before.’

Tomek made a quick calculation in his head: if Michael started work at five, then he would have to leave the house at 4:30 am, which meant a possible waking up time of four in the morning, possibly earlier. Which meant his time of death was some time before four am.

‘And what time does Michael usually finish his gig on the radio?’ Rachel asked, folding one leg over the other into a more comfortable seating position.

‘His gig? Is that what you think this is? Just a bit of fun? This is the birthplace of radio, woman. Without Guglielmo Marconi, the world wouldn’t have one of its best radio talents. Give the man a little more respect!’

‘Could you answer the question?’

Roger’s shoulders tensed with resentment. ‘Five pm. He left yesterday at five.’

‘That’s late,’ Tomek remarked.

‘After every show, he and the producers go through the schedule for the day after. And sometimes he gets stuck in data and analytics meetings. Other times he hangs around to chat to people, pick up tips on what to improve on, hear people’s opinions. Lots of social media stuff too. Building the brand. Building his brand, his awareness. He loves the industry. He’s immersed in it. Lives and breathes it.’

Not anymore, Tomek thought. If there was one thing Michael Edwards wasn’t doing, it was living and breathing anything.

Just as Tomek was about to respond, an alarm sounded in the room. The sudden noise made Tomek jump, and for a moment he thought there was a fire alarm going off somewhere in the building. It wasn’t until he felt his phone vibrating against his leg that he realised it was his own alarm. Sheepishly, holding a finger up to pause the conversation, he pulled the device out of his pocket and looked at the screen.

‘Bollocks,’ he said, turning to Rachel. ‘We’ve got to go. Emergency.’

Tomek leapt out of his seat and hurried to the door. Meanwhile, Rachel reached across the desk, shook Roger’s hand, and followed Tomek out of the door. As she closed the office door, she asked, ‘What’s the emergency, Sarge?’

Tomek held the screen up to her. ‘Kasia’s parents’ evening. Half an hour. Am I all right to drop you off at the school and you make your own way back to the station?’


CHAPTER FIVE




Despite complaining about it long and hard, Rachel had had no other choice but to find her own way back to the station. Tomek had left her in a mood in the school car park, as he’d raced towards reception, through the corridors, and into the classroom that had been turned into a parent-child waiting room. There, he’d found Kasia in the far corner, slouched in a chair, headphones plugged in, scrolling on her phone. Miraculously, he was on time. He’d cut it fine, mind. Only a minute early, but it was still on time. As it turned out, he needn’t have broken his neck to get back: Miss Holloway, Kasia’s form tutor, was overrunning by ten minutes. The last time Tomek had seen her, her hair had been the colour of oak. Now it was the colour of the wooden tables in the science labs he’d spotted along his run through the corridors. A lighter shade that suited her and brought out the brightness in her eyes more.

‘Apologies for keeping you waiting,’ Bridget Holloway said as she ushered them into the room next door. Her dark green floral dress flowed behind her and swayed as she dropped slowly into her seat. Overhead, an air conditioning unit blasted cold air into the room, tickling the back of Tomek’s neck.

‘Now we’re even,’ Tomek said.

Bridget chuckled then turned to Kasia, whose skirt and tie were far too short for Tomek’s liking.

‘It’s your turn to be late next time, Kasia,’ Bridget joked.

‘I’m never late, miss,’ Kasia replied warmly.

‘That is true. That is very true.’ Bridget glanced down at the notebook in front of her and turned over to the correct page. ‘I must say,’ she began, addressing Tomek, ‘that since the last time we spoke, I’ve seen a massive improvement in Kasia’s all-round behaviour. I know you were only new to the school when we had our first meeting, Kasia, and that we had some teething issues at the beginning, but you’ve made a marked improvement, and I’ve been extremely surprised and impressed with the progress you’ve made. You should be proud of yourself.’

A small, almost invisible smirk of pride flashed across Kasia’s face. The one on Tomek’s face, however, was much more noticeable. ‘Nice work, champ,’ he said.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ Kasia replied quietly.

‘I’ve had a lot of great feedback from Kasia’s teachers,’ Bridget continued. ‘Marked improvement in PE, history – which we already know about – IT, English, sociology, and even science. Kasia’s attendance, as she quite rightly pointed out, has got better and she’s now on time to every single class. Your teachers have all stated that they’ve noticed you’re paying attention more, applying yourself, showing you’re not afraid to get involved with the discussion by asking and answering questions, which is something that not everybody does. Although I have heard that you’ve been getting into a few, how shall we say, constructive arguments with some of your teachers…’

‘You been chatting back?’ Tomek snapped.

‘No! I just called Mr Patterson out for being incorrect about something.’

‘And was he incorrect?’ Tomek asked Bridget.

The teacher nodded slowly. ‘After some time, Mr Patterson eventually came round to the idea that he might have been wrong.’

Tomek swelled with pride, and now the smile on his face was almost falling off. He held his hand out flat, palm facing up, and hovered it in front of Kasia. She raised hers in the air and slapped his in a low-five.

‘That’s my girl,’ he said.

But the pleasant atmosphere didn’t last long. Almost as if on cue, Bridget’s expression dropped to one of solace, like she was a doctor who’d just spent the past ten minutes building their patient up, only to bring them somersaulting back to the ground with a devastating diagnosis.

‘There’s a “but”, isn’t there?’ Tomek asked.

‘Yes. But only a minor one.’

He swallowed. ‘Okay…’

‘Maths,’ she said, and left it there as though that was the answer to everything.

‘Maths?’

‘Yes. Maths. We’re still finding it a bit of a struggle, aren’t we, Kasia?’

The question was directed at Kasia, but by now she’d lost focus and realised, once the pressure was directed at her, she didn’t want to be there anymore.

‘Has there been no improvement at all?’ Tomek asked.

Bridget pursed her lips and tilted her head to one side. ‘There’s been a bit of a regression. And, I’m sure I’ve said this in the past, but I think you have the capacity to do really well at it. It’s just…’

‘What?’ Tomek insisted.

‘Kasia, she…’ Bridget looked to his daughter. ‘She comes across as distracted during lessons. Would you agree with that, Kasia?’

‘Yes, miss.’

‘What’s distracting you?’ he asked.

Kasia offered a teenage shrug of the shoulders. Moody, abrupt, succinct.

‘Something must be,’ Tomek pressed. ‘Is it because you don’t like it, or…?’

‘I dunno,’ his daughter replied bluntly. From the intonation in her voice it was clear she didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

But she didn’t have a choice.

‘Is there someone in the class that’s distracting you?’ He turned to Bridget because he knew he’d get a response from her. ‘Is there anyone that’s distracting her?’

Bridget opened her mouth to speak, but before she could answer, Tomek’s phone began ringing. He pulled the device out of his pocket and scanned the name on the screen.

Nasty Nick.

‘Excuse me, one moment,’ Tomek said, raising a finger in the air. Then he climbed out of his seat and headed towards the door, answering the phone. ‘Everything all right, sir?’ he started. As he placed his hand on the door handle, the sound of Nick’s voice was quickly drowned out. Kasia looked up at him, then back into her lap, disappointment scribbled across her face.

This was her time. He was there to discuss her and her progress. Work, or whatever it was, could wait.

‘Sorry, Nick,’ Tomek began. ‘I’m going to have to call you back. I’m in a meeting.’

He hung up before Nick could respond. As he returned to his seat, Tomek placed the phone on silent and slid it into his blazer pocket, where he’d be less likely to feel it vibrate.

‘Sorry about that,’ he said, his head turning between Kasia and Bridget. ‘Now, where were we?’


CHAPTER SIX




Kasia slammed the door shut behind her and punched the seatbelt into its holder, before turning her attention to her phone. Tomek had felt his phone ring three times since he’d hung up on Nick, but he’d ignored them all. As he slipped into the driver’s seat, it rang again. He glanced at the screen for a moment.

‘You can answer it,’ Kasia snapped. ‘It’s clearly important.’

Tomek ran his tongue across the roof of his mouth. ‘Not as important as you are though,’ he answered, tucking the device into a cup holder. ‘How do you think that went?’

‘Fine.’

‘Really? I think it was better than fine. Miss Holloway had a lot of good things to say. You should be proud of yourself, considering everything that you’ve been through. And I really think you should take the school up on those after-school clubs she was talking about. A good chance for you to make some new friends and try new things.’

‘Yeah,’ she said.

And just like that, they were back to the monosyllabic, monotone answers he’d been used to for the past few weeks.

Tomek slotted the key into the ignition, held it there, waited. Across the road, a teenage boy was being pulled across the pavement by a border collie half his size. There were times when Tomek had thought about getting a dog. Something to cheer Kasia up. An emotional support animal of some kind, but the bastard things required so much time and attention, he couldn’t think of a way to make it work. If he couldn’t give Kasia the time she needed, you could be as sure as hell that the dog wouldn’t get it either.

‘How was school today?’ he asked.

‘Fine. Boring.’

‘That’s a shame.’

‘Yeah.’

‘I was thinking, maybe⁠—‍’

His phone ringing in the cup holder distracted him. The small machine vibrated violently in the plastic, making an awful noise that caused the hairs on Tomek’s arms to stand on end.

‘I’m going to Yasmin’s tonight, remember?’ she said, taking him by surprise.

Suddenly, the noise didn’t disturb him as much as it had a few moments before.

‘Yasmin’s?’

‘Yeah. Remember, I told you about it last week? Going round there after parents’ evening. She goes to a little under-sixteens night where they have bouncy castles and video games and table football and other bits. You said it was okay…’

Had he? He didn’t remember ever having the conversation, nor did he remember consenting to letting her go to an under-sixteens night. But then again, he couldn’t remember the name of the person he’d just spoken with at the radio station, so what did that prove? Besides, the last half an hour with Miss Holloway had proven that she’d come a long way since she’d first joined the school. She’d earned the right to meet up with her friend. She deserved it.

‘I guess if I’ve already said yes, then I can’t really stop you from going now, can I?’

Kasia’s face illuminated a touch. ‘No, not really. Besides, it looks like they need you back at work.’

Tomek hadn’t realised it, but his phone was ringing again.

‘You should answer it,’ she added. ‘It must be important.’


CHAPTER SEVEN




It was safe to say that, out of all of his friends, Donnie Strachan had the best journey home. A two-minute walk from King John School, down Shipwrights Drive. But because it was the briefest journey of any of his mates, it was also usually the most dull and uninteresting. He always missed out on the banter, on the funny jokes the rest of them seemed to have with one another as they headed down Benfleet Road towards Benfleet and Canvey beyond. But not today. Today was different. Today, police cars lined the road outside his house. Blue and white police tape had been stretched across Mr Edwards’ home, and people in white suits were coming and going. A small crowd of students, in their white shirts and black trousers, hung behind the police line, gossiping and chatting amongst themselves, eager to find out what had happened. There had been no communication from the school, no announcements. And the police officers standing outside the house didn’t tell them anything either.

It would no doubt be the talk of the entire school the next day, and everyone would come to him for answers. For the next few days, maybe even the whole week, he would be the most popular kid in school. The one they all came to for information and gossip. And he could tell them whatever he wanted, spin whatever web of lies his brain wanted to create. And they would be none the wiser.

‘You can’t get through there, son,’ one of the police officers told him as he tried to duck underneath the police tape.

‘I live right there.’ Donnie pointed to his house, then dangled his house keys in front of the police officer’s face. The officer relented, reluctantly, and let him slip through. As he made his way to the front door, Donnie was unable to take his eyes away from Mr Edwards’ house. Something serious had happened. Something big. Something that warranted all those people going in and out.

Nothing like this had ever happened along his street. It was always so quiet, so boring.

As soon as he was through the front door, Donnie dropped his bag on the floor and sprinted into the garden. It was a race against time before Mum got home. He usually had ten minutes before she followed him in, but today, with any luck, the police outside would delay her for a few more precious minutes. He was desperate to see what all the fuss was about, so as soon as he opened the rear patio doors, he hurried across to the fence that ran alongside Mr Edwards’ garden. He reached his hand to the top of the fence and tried to climb over, but he was too small. At the end of the garden, however, was the garden table and barbecue area, where they would sit out in the summer with his cousins, drinking, playing music, talking, and laughing. Donnie sprinted down there, excitement bubbling away inside him. When he arrived at the garden table, he clambered onto it, steadying himself on both feet, and stood, holding onto the parasol that protruded from the middle. And then he saw it.

A dozen or so people, dressed in white suits, on their hands and knees, combing through Mr Edwards’ back garden, crawling through each blade of grass, slowly making their way from one end to the other.

They were looking for something. Possibly a piece of evidence that had been dropped by accident or discarded on purpose. Possibly a weapon.

And then he saw it.

Holding onto the parasol for support, he lowered himself onto all fours, then crawled backwards off the table. The grass felt soft and wet underneath his school shoes. The sun had been shining on it all day, but had done little to dry it from the effects of the torrential overnight rain. Turning his back on the table, Donnie headed towards the end of the garden. The goal posts that he and Dad had hammered into the soil one afternoon were covered in mud, and the latest Premier League ball lay on the grass, unloved. Behind the goal posts was a row of bushes and trees that required constant trimming. Donnie had lost count of the number of times that he had climbed the ladders and been entrusted with the hedge trimmer to cut it back. Sadly, the ladders had been put inside the shed on the opposite side of the garden, so he had no vantage point from which to look out upon the whole of Mr Edwards’ garden.

But that didn’t matter. Because he didn’t need to see any more. Something had caught his eye. Something exciting, something shiny. Something buried at an angle in the grass, at the foot of the bushes.

Donnie approached it, the excitement in his blood turning to apprehension.

The object was metallic, and it glistened in the sun; glistened like Frodo’s sword when the orcs were near. Donnie very quickly realised he was looking at a knife, a blade that had been used to hurt someone. Possibly Mr Edwards.

Curiosity got the better of him and he bent down to pick it up. The blade was heavier than he was expecting. The hilt was black, made of rubber, the knife at least ten inches long. Like a butcher’s knife. Donnie’s eyes widened in amazement. He was holding a real-life sword. A powerful one. It may not have been the same length as Aragorn’s, but he still felt like the hero of Middle Earth.

It was his precious.

‘Donnie!’

The voice reached him from the other end of the garden and caused him to let out a little squeal.

‘Fuck!’ he whispered to himself.

Mum. She was home early.

Donnie swivelled on the spot and placed his hands behind his back, keeping the blade out of sight.

‘Yeah?’ he called back.

‘What are you doing down there?’

‘I was trying to have a look next door…’

‘Well, don’t. Come here. The police need to have a word with you about what’s happened to Mr Edwards.’

Donnie swallowed hard. Panic quickly set in and he looked about the garden for a safe place to hide the blade. In the end, he dropped it behind the goal as he meandered back to the house.

This was big. This was big indeed. And, more importantly, he held the secret to it all. He had the piece of evidence the police were looking for.

But he couldn’t give it away. The sword was the One Ring and it needed to be kept hidden, kept safe, kept out of the enemy’s hands.

He just needed to keep it.

His precious.


CHAPTER EIGHT




Tomek tore through the office door and headed straight for the Major Incident Room. In one of the many voicemails Nick had left for him, he’d informed Tomek the team were having a briefing and needed him there ASAP. As soon as he entered, a small cluster of heads quickly turned towards him, their expressions blank, like he was looking at a bunch of malfunctioning robots. He apologised for his lateness, then found a seat. The only problem was, it was on the side of the table, and the table was so large that there was no room to manoeuvre around people so he was forced to climb onto the thing and lunge across to reach his seat.

‘Talk about making an entrance,’ Nick said with a heavy sigh through his nostrils.

‘Oh, that? That was nothing. Don’t let that stop you. Please, continue.’

Nick folded his arms across his chest, an unimpressed eyebrow raised. ‘Now we have to explain everything again for your benefit, Sergeant.’ It was impossible for Nick to place more emphasis and disdain on Tomek’s title.

‘No, you don’t,’ Tomek said with a flippant wave of the hand. ‘I’m sure I can catch up.’

Nick looked dubious, but turned to Victoria, who had previously been speaking.

‘As I was saying,’ she began, ‘the first blade was measured at one and one quarter⁠—’

‘First blade?’ Tomek asked.

Nick sighed, then scowled at Tomek. ‘There’s evidence to suggest more than one blade was used. Victoria, please continue.’

Victoria cleared her throat. ‘The first blade was measured at one and one quarter inches at its widest point. It was reported as having gone nine inches deep, a few clicks north of Michael Edwards’ navel. The second measurement was for⁠—’

‘How many blades were there?’ Tomek interrupted.

‘If you shut up and listen, you’ll find out.’

‘You mean you haven’t covered that already? You’ve left us all in suspense?’

Victoria opened her mouth to respond, but Nick stopped her with a raised hand. She caught what she was about to say and retreated in her seat.

‘Let’s start from the beginning, shall we? Because you’re clearly incapable of catching up.’ Nick pointed to Victoria. ‘We’re only two minutes in and so far we’ve only learnt two things, and yet you seem to be struggling with both of those already. If you hadn’t guessed it, the post-mortem of Michael Edwards has come back. Secondly, there’s a lot for us to digest. Thirdly, Lorna found what she believes to be wounds from three distinct weapons. Victoria was in the middle of explaining that to us when you decided to show up.’

‘Sorry, sir. I had a thing.’

‘Well, you can tell me all about it in my office later.’

Tomek raised a hand in mock salute. ‘Have any of the suspected weapons been found?’

Nick opened his mouth to respond, but this time Victoria beat him to it. ‘We haven’t got that far,’ she hissed. ‘If you’d let me finish explaining, you might find that I naturally answer some of your questions.’

Tomek bowed and gestured for them to have the floor.

‘Fucking hell,’ Victoria whispered as she repositioned herself in her seat and reached for her notes. ‘Three blades in total. The first was one and one quarter inches wide, the wound nine inches deep. The second was two and a half inches wide, but the wound only three inches deep. The third was three quarters of an inch wide and had a slightly serrated edge. The last was used to cut his throat.’ Beside her was a folder containing printouts. She opened it and began sharing them across the room.

When Tomek’s copy arrived, he rotated it the right way up, then studied it. The entire page was taken up by a photograph of Michael Edwards’ top half, from the bottom of his chin to the top of his pelvis. On his body were a series of lacerations and stab wounds, the most notable of which was the slit across his throat. Beneath the wounds were the alphanumeric codes: AB1, AB2, and AB3. For the post-mortem, his body had been cleaned, and now the stab wounds looked like paper cuts across his body, and not the violent puncture marks that had eventually killed him. Tomek counted twenty-seven wounds across his body, not including the long one across his throat.

‘Someone went crazy,’ DC Chey Carter noted.

‘Or some people went crazy,’ weighed in DC Rachel Hamilton.

‘People is definitely my hypothesis.’ Victoria stood from her seat and, with a magnet, placed a larger A3 printout onto one of the several whiteboards in the room. She began pointing at each wound as she spoke. ‘Twenty-seven individual puncture marks. Twenty-seven times a knife was raised and used to kill Michael Edwards. All from three different blades.’

‘Is it not possible that the killer’s hand jiggled slightly when they were doing the stabbing?’ Chey asked quietly.

‘What do you mean?’ Victoria replied.

The young constable cleared his throat. ‘I mean whoever did this didn’t hold back. They’re pretty savage stabbings, not like it would have happened by accident. So I’m wondering whether it’s possible one killer just went absolutely ham on Edwards and they were doing it so forcefully the blade went in at different angles and made it look like there were three different murder weapons.’

Victoria considered a moment, studied the picture on the whiteboard, then turned to face Chey.

‘Good point. But that doesn’t explain the shorter and shallower incisions.’ Victoria pointed to the three AB2 points on the image. ‘Nor does it match with the blade that ran across his throat which Lorna believes had a serrated edge. In addition, there’s no way a weapon that’s gone two inches deep can suddenly go nine, not if they’re “going ham”, as you so eloquently put it.’

‘I see,’ Chey said, with a mild look of embarrassment and defeat on his face.

‘But Chey raises a good point,’ Nick added. ‘It’s not something we should completely rule out.’

‘Agreed.’

Up to that point, Tomek had only been half listening; his attention distracted by two black marks just above Michael Edwards’ left nipple. ‘What’re those?’ he asked.

‘I presume you’re talking about these marks?’ Victoria asked, pointing to the nipple.

‘Yes.’

‘They look like cigarette burns,’ Rachel answered.

‘Or Taser burns,’ DC Martin Brown added with a subtle yet painfully obvious and smug flick of his ponytail.

‘The suspicion from Lorna is that they are stun gun burns,’ Victoria said.

‘So they shot him with a Taser before they killed him?’ asked Martin.

‘Maybe to wake him up,’ Tomek suggested. ‘A thousand volts of electricity will do that to you.’

‘I think the knives plunging through his body might have done the trick better,’ retorted Victoria. She reached for a pen on the table and cleared her throat. ‘My hypothesis is that they came in, found him asleep, tasered him and then stabbed him repeatedly. It’s still uncertain whether his throat was slit first or after.’

‘We’re sticking with the plural killers theory?’ Tomek asked sincerely as he lowered the photograph onto the surface.

‘For now, yes.’

‘How many are we talking?’

‘At least three; three different knife sizes, three different wielders.’

‘And they did it in the rain as well? Very Flashdance.’

‘Wielders,’ Victoria intoned. ‘Not welders.’

Tomek shrugged. ‘Easy mistake to make. Especially given my experience, welders are not to be messed with.’

Tomek was referring to an incident he’d had a few weeks prior, where a murder suspect who’d been renovating their flat had assaulted him and tried to kill him while wearing a welder’s mask. The comment elicited a small chuckle from the audience.

Tomek lowered himself in his chair, studying the board, pondering. He envisaged the crime scene in his mind’s eye. Three killers breaking in through the patio doors under the cover of darkness and Storm Nina, as it had been dubbed, to find a sleeping Michael Edwards passed out on his sofa, the television playing loudly. Then they’d tasered him, slit his throat, and stabbed him repeatedly in a frenzied attack.

Just as he was about to ask a question, Nick jumped in. ‘Do we know how they got in? Aside from breaking in through the French doors, that is.’

Now it was DC Oscar Perez’s turn to talk. So far the detective constable had been sitting in almost abject silence, listening, watching, waiting.

‘I spoke with Michael Edwards’ neighbour, Melody, and her son this afternoon, after she got back from work, and they’ve confirmed they didn’t hear or see a thing. Donnie was struggling to sleep because of the storm, and so came into her and her husband’s bedroom, but they didn’t hear anything. There was no screaming, nothing.’

‘That didn’t answer my question,’ Nick said with a heavy sigh. ‘How did they get in? Chey, any movement on that point?’

The young constable offered Oscar an apologetic look. ‘I’ve investigated, and Michael Edwards had no active security surveillance system operating at his house.’

‘But I saw loads of cameras on the building,’ Victoria remarked.

Chey shrugged. ‘They’re for show. Meant to act as a deterrent more than anything.’

‘So it’s possible the killer knew that and just waltzed in up the driveway, round the side and then broke in through the back?’ Nick said, thinking aloud. Then he thought on it some more and corrected himself. ‘That doesn’t make sense. Why would they come in along the front drive only to enter through the back? Maybe they didn’t know about the CCTV and entered via…’

‘The garden, yes,’ Chey finished. ‘And I can’t blame them. It’s a lovely garden. Bloody bigger than my mum and dad’s⁠—’

‘But you don’t have any footage?’ Nick snapped, keen to get the young constable back on track.

Chey shook his head.

Nick looked around the table, his eyes falling on each team member in quick succession, until they stopped on Martin who was the only one with a laptop in front of him. Nick pointed and clicked his fingers at him, before ordering him to load up a Google Maps view of Michael Edwards’ house. A few minutes later, the image appeared on the screen. Michael Edwards’ garden was double the length of his house, and was neighboured only on one side. To the east of the house was Shipwrights Wood, over thirty acres of dense trees and shrubs combined.

The atmosphere in the office dropped as soon as realisation dawned on them.

‘How quickly can we mobilise a search crew to go through that entire area?’ Nick asked, aiming the question at Victoria.

‘We can have them ready by eight o’clock tomorrow morning, but first we’ll have to seal it all off.’

‘Good. Then do it.’


CHAPTER NINE




The first thing Kasia noticed was the smell. Citrusy, sweet. Strong, almost to the point it made her feel sick. Either that, or it was the nerves currently somersaulting in her stomach. The next thing she noticed was the sound. Indian music. Gentle, the singer’s voice soft and pleasing, raising the hairs on her forearms.

Again, it was either that or the nerves.

And then she noticed the light. Or rather, lack thereof. The studio was dimly lit, moody, illuminated by a handful of candles on the opposite side, and occupying the centre of the studio were twenty of some of the most beautiful and skinny girls she had ever seen doing yoga, each wearing the same tight-fitting white Lycra. From the little she’d researched about the discipline beforehand, she knew they were in the middle of child’s pose. Behind them, at the back of the room, the candlelight making a silhouette of his body, was a figure. Muscular, well defined. Ominous.

As soon as her and Yasmin’s arrival became known, the group of girls immediately stopped what they were doing and hurried towards them, giggling excitedly. It was then that Kasia noticed how similar they all looked. Not only in terms of the colour of their yoga outfits, but also the colour of their hair and its style. She didn’t know whether they’d all decided to dye it blonde and tie it in pigtails for a laugh, or whether it was the done thing for yoga, but she could think of more stylish ways to wear it. Not to mention, she thought they all looked the same. Their facial structures, their mouths, their eyes.

They all looked a little bit like her…

Before she could dwell on it for much longer, the girls began introducing themselves, and she was bombarded with a flurry of weird nicknames that made little sense. And if that wasn’t weird enough, they greeted her by kissing both of her cheeks, European style, then hugging her for five seconds, before releasing her and kissing her forehead. Considering she’d never met any of these people before, they were overly friendly and affectionate. Despite that, though, and despite herself, she liked it. She immediately began to feel the tightness in her shoulders and upper back loosen, and felt her insecurities and anxiety lessen. There was nothing to worry about. The girls were lovely: complimenting her, touching her face, telling her she looked pretty, baying over her naturally blonde hair and telling her how jealous they all were of it.

She felt an immediate friendship develop with them all; Yasmin had said she would.

‘You’ve finally arrived,’ one of the girls said to Yasmin after she’d finished kissing her forehead. ‘What took you so long?’

‘We had to come the long way round. My mum dropped us off outside Domino’s even though I told her so many times she didn’t need to!’

‘Well, that doesn’t matter anymore. You’re here now.’

The woman, whose name Kasia had already forgotten, turned to face her, eyeing her up and down. Kasia could feel the woman’s gaze scrutinising every feature of her body, making her uncomfortable and self-conscious.

‘You don’t have an outfit?’

The accusation in her tone intimidated Kasia, like she was answering to a strict teacher, like she was answering to Mrs Kaur. Kasia didn’t know what to say. She tried to turn to Yasmin for support, but Yasmin had abandoned her and was busy chatting with some of the other girls. Why hadn’t Yasmin said anything about wearing yoga gear?

She had brought her here as a joke. She had lied to her, tricked⁠—

‘Because it’s not a problem if you don’t,’ the woman said eventually. ‘We’ve got plenty of spares out back. You look the same size as the rest of us. I’m sure we can find you one that fits.’

The smile that burst onto Kasia’s face had never appeared so sure and fast before. She was wrong. It had all been in her head! She had been crazy to think that Yasmin had dropped a Mean Girls on her. No, she’d arrived in good company and she would be in good company for the rest of the evening.

Five minutes later, all the girls had corralled together to find her suitable pieces of clothing. A white outfit consisting of sports leggings and sports bra. A little too tight for her liking, making her belly and back fat spill out of the sides, but it was better than nothing. At least now she fitted in.

Meanwhile, the dark and brooding figure had remained seated on the floor, watching, observing. It wasn’t until Kasia had returned from the changing room that he’d moved. As he rose to his feet, the girls began to fawn over him, touch him, cling to him. His movements were elegant, graceful, almost ethereal. He was dressed in nothing but a pair of beige yoga pants, and as he approached, his features became more pronounced. The perfectly solid square shoulders. The bulging biceps. The chiselled chest. The rock-hard abs that looked as though they’d been carved from the purest stone on earth. And then there was his face: symmetrical, Hollywood-handsome, a jawline so sharp and pointed you could cut steel with it. But what really caught Kasia’s attention were his eyes. Sapphire blue, like something from a honeymoon brochure, with little sparkles in them that seemed to wink at her like stars in the night sky.

There he was. The reason she was there. To meet him. To meet the one who called himself Zeus. At first she’d been dubious about the name, had laughed at it with Yasmin and taken the piss out of him for it. But now she could see why. It was as though the man was a direct descendant.

‘Good evening, Kasia.’

Not only were his eyes mesmerising, but so was his voice. Almost angelic, soft, but with a certain harshness to it. It was the type of voice that had the power to control your every emotion. At once she fell in love with it.

‘Good… good evening,’ she stuttered, her heart racing.

‘You can call me Zeus,’ he said, then held out his hand for her to kiss it.

Cautiously, Kasia leant forward and kissed it. As she pulled away, he reached out for her hand and kissed it in return. The sensation of his lips on her skin was enough for her entire body to squirm, and she scrunched her shoulders in embarrassment as she tried to pull away. But he wouldn’t let her. His grip was too strong. But not powerful enough to hurt her or alarm her in anyway. And the longer he held her hand, and the longer he stared into her eyes, the less she wanted to retreat. She was transfixed. Like he was looking into her soul.

‘You have such beautiful features,’ he said. ‘And a beautiful soul too. You really are an astonishingly pretty girl.’

Kasia was unable to tear her eyes from him. In the end, all she could think to say was a half-hearted, ‘Thanks.’

‘It’s not every day you meet someone as delicate and precious as you. I’m honoured and truly humbled to have met you. Don’t worry, my girls will look after you and make sure you’re settled in properly.’

‘Okay.’

She could think of nothing else to say.

Eventually, he let go of her hand and sauntered back towards the head of the room, where he returned to his cross-legged position. As though communicating telepathically, the rest of the girls moved deftly and quickly back to their previous spots on the yoga mats. Kasia didn’t know what to do with herself, so simply stood in the middle of the room, waiting for everyone to sit down. As she stood there awkwardly, she looked down at a bunch of beaming smiles. Then she felt a nudge on her back, and turned to see Yasmin standing behind her, yoga mat in hand.

Tentatively, Kasia took it from her and together they found a space beside one another at the back of the room.

For a long while, nobody said anything. The studio was filled with silence, and the smell of incense that was no longer nauseating to her.

‘Kandy HeartThrob, have you ever done yoga before?’ Zeus asked.

The silence continued. Kasia waited for the person to respond. But when they didn’t, realisation began to creep in. Her suspicions were confirmed as the girls slowly began to turn round to face her, and Yasmin smacked her on the arm, whispering, ‘Answer him! He’s talking to you!’

‘Kandy HeartThrob?’

‘Y-Yes…?’

‘That is your name here,’ Zeus explained. ‘Your new name among your new family, with your new sisters. Have you ever done yoga before?’

Kasia shook her head, but then realised she was at the back of the room, farthest away from the light, so he wouldn’t be able to see her. She replied that she hadn’t ever done yoga before.

‘Very well. Perhaps tonight then you can watch and learn. After all, there will be plenty of time for you to practise.’


CHAPTER TEN




Tomek awoke slowly, pleasantly. He wasn’t filled with the usual dread of having to get up and go to work every morning. No, this morning he woke up in an almost delightful mood. He’d slept well the night before. The early morning sun was melting through the curtains, bringing with it the first signs of summer, and warmer, better days. Outside the window, he heard the sound of the robin chirring and chirping away to its offspring. If this was the way he was going to wake up for the rest of his life, he didn’t have a problem with that.

As he climbed out of bed, he pulled back the curtains to inspect the menagerie of flora and fauna. His bonsai trees were in desperate need of a good trim. The increased sunlight in the last few days had given them enough encouragement to break free from their wintry shackles and step into the new season. As a result, new branches were forming wildly on the tops and on the sides. Before he did anything else, he reached for his watering can, filled it in the bathroom washbasin, and delicately poured a measure into each of the pots. Next, he found his bonsai scissors and began surgically removing the new growths, trimming them to the point they looked controlled and uniform, then placed them on the windowsill. As he sheathed the scissors back in their pouch, the robin appeared from within the birdhouse. This morning its breast appeared more rouged, more vibrant, as though he too was excited by the onset of summer.

‘Morning, mate,’ he said. ‘Good day yesterday?’

The bird tweeted and hopped from the bird box onto the outside sill.

‘Mine wasn’t too bad, thanks. Got a real head-scratcher coming our way though.’

To that, Michał had nothing to say.

Just as Tomek was about to continue his imaginary conversation with a bird, a knock came at his bedroom door. Kasia stepped in a moment later.

‘Morning, Kash,’ he said. ‘You’re up early. Everything all right?’

She rubbed her left eye with the palm of her hand and stifled a yawn with the other.

‘I could ask you the same thing,’ she said. ‘Are you talking to yourself?’

Tomek chuckled and shook his head. ‘I’m talking to my brother.’

Kasia lowered her hand and looked at him intently, presumably searching for the mobile phone which was still plugged in on his bedside table.

‘Uncle Dawid?’

Tomek pointed to the windowsill. Michał, as if he could understand, hopped along the sill so Kasia could see him from behind the trees.

‘Uncle Michał,’ Tomek answered. ‘He stopped by yesterday to give his kids a worm and then gave me the leftovers.’

‘A worm?’

‘A worm, yes.’

‘Ew, gross. You didn’t eat it, did you?’

‘No, of course not. I’m not daft.’

‘But you do realise you’re talking to a bird, right?’

Tomek turned to Michał. Leant closer to the window.

‘She doesn’t mean it,’ he whispered.

‘Dad…’

Her tone had dropped.

‘Yes, mate?’

‘Are you feeling all right?’ she asked, genuine concern lacing her voice.

‘Why wouldn’t I be?’

‘Because you’re talking to a bird. That’s not normal…’

Tomek smirked and closed his eyes. She didn’t get it. How could she? She was too young to understand about life and death, about the signs and symbols people held onto when they thought a loved one had returned in a different form. At her age it was all just black and white. There was no greyness for such hope and beliefs to exist. It was either the worst day in the world or it wasn’t. It was either the end of the world or it wasn’t. Nothing in the middle. One day he would die and he was sure she’d understand it then. But for now, yes, it wasn’t normal. It was weird.

‘You’re probably right,’ he said to her softly.

And that was the end of it. She turned her back on him and headed into the bathroom. A moment later the sound of running water drifted through the flat.

‘She doesn’t get it yet,’ Tomek said to the robin. ‘She doesn’t know pain and suffering like we do, mate. And hopefully she never has to.’

He was about to get ready for work when something caught his eye: a large gap in one of the joins between the roof and the doors of the bird box. The sealant Nathan had used when constructing it was coming apart, and soon it would no longer be fit for purpose.

Tomek grabbed for his phone, dislodged it from the charger, and went straight to his Messages. There, sitting at the top of his chat inbox, was a conversation from a mobile number he hadn’t had the courage to add to his address book. He hadn’t wanted to attach a name to it yet, but he knew exactly who was on the other end. Nathan Burrows. The man responsible for Tomek thinking his dead brother had come back in the form of a robin.

In the past few weeks, they’d exchanged text messages almost every day. Ninety-five per cent of them had been from Nathan, giving him updates on the latest in prison life. The remaining five per cent had been from Tomek, giving a thumbs up or, on occasion, a more elaborate and considered response. A channel of communication had been opened up, and Tomek still didn’t know what he expected from it. A friend? Closure? An apology in addition to the ones he’d received countless times over?

He didn’t know. But right now he knew he needed the man’s help. Nathan had made the bird box as part of a wood-making class in HMP Wakefield, and had sent it to him as a gift. The only reason Tomek had accepted and installed it was for the inscription of Michał’s name on the front. It may have sounded bizarre to anyone else – Kasia, in particular – but it served as a reminder of his brother. The robin and his offspring would come and go, but the box would remain so long as the building stood.

He opened the chat with Nathan and began typing a message.

Morning Nathan. Thought you should know, the bird box you sent has started to fall apart. Is it possible to get another one made and sent down?




He attached a photograph and hit send.

A response came through almost instantly.

Absolutely! I have anuvva class tommrrw. Don’t wurry, m8, will sort you out.





CHAPTER ELEVEN




Lunchtimes were always the same: the same groups of friends occupying the same space in the playground, doing the same thing as the day before. There was no difference, no variety. The same thing after the same thing after the same thing. Before, Kasia wouldn’t have picked up on the minutiae of what the people in her year group were doing, but after the previous night, after what Zeus told her and the rest of the girls, something within her had clicked, a door unlocked.

She and Yasmin were on the edge of the sports field, sitting on the artificial grass, cross-legged, their hands between their legs to stop the boys from looking at their underwear beneath their skirts. A group of year elevens were playing football near them. Sometimes the ball rolled towards them and a scuffle ensued, two players hacking at each other’s legs until one of them reigned victorious. If they were trying to do it to win her and Yas over, then it wasn’t working. Neither of them were interested. But the real problem wasn’t the boys. It was the catty group of girls on the opposite side of the football pitch, who clearly were pining for the boys’ attention, yet the ball never seemed to make it towards them. Kasia and Yas both knew what the girls would be saying, what they’d be thinking. Yas was two years older than Kasia, in year eleven, and it was uncommon for two people in their different year groups to hang out with each other, unless of course you were related, and even then it just looked weird. As a result, the rumours had started to circulate. They were in love, they were distant relatives and were trying to keep it on the down-low, or that Kasia was sucking up to Yas because she was trying to fit in. Kasia didn’t pay attention to any of them. She didn’t give a fuck what other people said. She’d seen and been through enough in her life to know that what they said and thought about her was insignificant and only a reflection of their own depressing and miserable lives. Instead, Kasia was happy she’d found a good friend in Yasmin. They’d grown close over recent months, ever since they’d witnessed one of their friends get attacked and have their skull split open on Bell Wharf Beach. Since then, Kasia considered Yasmin to be her closest friend. The problem was, however, because of the age difference, they were never in any of the same classes, which meant they were forced to wait until break, lunchtime or after school before they could catch up. Of course, they texted throughout the day, but that was always fraught with difficulty and the ever-present risk of their teachers catching them and confiscating their phones.

Kasia had been dying to see Yasmin all day. And, from the excited expression on Yasmin’s face, she felt the same way.

‘Oh my God,’ Yasmin said, flapping her hand, unable to control her emotions. ‘I can’t believe you finally got to see him. I’ve been wanting to tell you about him for ages but I haven’t been able to… for obvious reasons, of course.’

If there was any indication as to what those obvious reasons might be, Yasmin didn’t show it, nor did she verbalise it. Rather, it was just assumed.

‘He’s so good, isn’t he? He’s so good looking and fit. And kind, and funny, and considerate, and polite. I remember when I first saw him on EastEnders, I thought he was amazing, and then when I found out about his music, my mind was literally blown.’ She placed a hand on Kasia’s forearm, a new expression on her face, as though her mind was working a million miles an hour and the rest of her body was struggling to catch up. ‘He seemed to take a liking to you, though.’

‘You think?’

Kasia would be lying if she said she hadn’t thought about Zeus or the rest of what had happened. In fact, it was all she’d thought about. That sense of family. That connection. That bond between each member.

Something she’d craved for years.

That acceptance.

Sure, she had Tomek. But it wasn’t the same. He was distant, always busy with work, busy with something else. So much so that she never saw him, never spoke to him, never got to know the real him. He had been forced to become her dad ever since she’d turned up on his doorstep; that was no way to form a bond between them. It was too forced.

But not with the girls. Not with the Harpies. That felt more than natural. It felt like fate.

‘Myrtle McCall was telling me⁠—’

‘Which one was she?’ Kasia asked.

‘Blonde hair. Pigtails…’

Kasia looked at Yasmin blankly. So far her friend had described almost the entire cohort of girls.

‘The one with glasses?’

Kasia’s recollection of the woman was vague, but she nodded as though she remembered.

‘Don’t worry, it’ll take you a while to get to know everyone’s names. It took me a long time, as well, to be honest. But they’re all so lovely and friendly once you get to know them. Auspicious Almond, or Aussie as everyone likes to call her – I secretly call her Almy – might come across as a bit of a bitch but it’s because she’s been there since the start. She was the first one to meet Zeus and start the group, so she’s a little protective over him and the rest of the girls when we get a new girl come in. But once they let you in, it’s like they become your new family. We’re all sisters there, and I love each and every one of them.’

Yasmin eventually came up for breath with one big gulp of air.

‘What’s their name for you?’ Kasia asked. ‘I must have missed it.’

‘Gassy Yassy.’

‘Why?’

‘Because I burped in front of Zeus when I first met him, and then I was a bit sassy to him afterwards.’ Yasmin flung her hair off her face. ‘I still remember that night to this day. He still mentions it now and then actually. So embarrassing.’

Kasia thought about the nickname Zeus had given her. ‘Why did he call me Kandy HeartThrob? Those words don’t have anything to do with how we first met.’

Yasmin’s face contorted like an excitable toddler. She leant closer to Kasia, tightening the grip on her forearm, and said, ‘It’s because he thinks you’re sweet like candy… And who knows, I think you might have made his heart throb a little. So much so that I know for a fact he wants you to come to the next meeting. Just don’t forget your yoga outfit next time.’


CHAPTER TWELVE




The morning had passed without significance. As scheduled, the fifty-strong search party Victoria had promised had started their search at precisely nine am. Several members of the team, including Chey and Martin, along with a dozen or so off-duty uniformed officers that had been called in, were in attendance, sweeping through the wood, crawling on their hands and knees, searching for any evidence that might have been attributed to the murder. Not to mention they were looking for the murder weapon – or weapons. But so far they’d found nothing. The day before, while SOCO and Tomek had been examining the house and garden, the entire group of year seven boys from King John School had been sent on a mammoth three kilometre run through the wood and some of the neighbouring Thundersley Glen. As a result the sodden and muddy earth had been kicked up and trampled by hundreds of tiny footsteps. If the chances of finding the killers’ footprints (let alone anything else) had been slim to begin with, they were non-existent now.

Chey and Martin had returned from the search defeated and demoralised. But their dismay was quickly quelled with the helping hand of a coffee from Tomek. He hadn’t made the coffee, mind. Just pressed a button on the office’s new coffee machine, then waited for the gizmo to do the rest. But it was the thought that counted.

A little after lunchtime, the atmosphere still sombre and deflated, DC Anna Kaczmarek entered the office.

‘Here she is! The woman we’ve all been waiting for,’ Tomek exclaimed.

‘Funny, my husband never says that. You could teach him a few things.’

Tomek quickly shook his head. ‘I’ve seen your husband. I’d rather not offer any marital advice to someone who can quite easily throw me over a table.’

‘A little competition might buck his ideas up.’

Anna made her way to her desk and dropped her backpack onto her chair.

‘How was it?’ Tomek asked.

‘Five out of ten,’ Anna replied.

Before she could continue, Victoria’s office door opened, and the inspector stepped out. ‘Do tell,’ she said.

‘You’re like a shitty old friend, Victoria,’ Tomek commented. ‘Appearing out of the woodwork only when you want something.’

Almost as if on cue, DS Sean Campbell emerged from behind her.

‘Speak of the devil and he shall appear,’ Sean said as he slipped past Victoria and started towards the rest of the team.

Tomek watched him as he went. ‘When did you even go in there? I don’t remember seeing you enter.’

Sean opened his mouth to respond, but Tomek held a hand up to him.

‘Actually, don’t answer that. I’d rather not know how long you’ve been in there. Nor what you got up to.’

‘Behave,’ Victoria retorted as she joined the rest of them. ‘It wasn’t anything like that. And don’t say it again because that’s how rumours start.’

Tomek winked at Sean facetiously. His and Victoria’s relationship had started at the beginning of the year and had caused a small rift between himself and Tomek, a distancing. They’d not spoken to one another properly in some time, but things were finally on the mend.

‘Anna, tell us about Michael Edwards’ mother,’ Victoria said, keen to get the conversation away from her sex life and back onto the investigation. ‘What did you learn?’

‘Not much,’ Anna answered as she pulled out her notebook from her bag and lowered the bag to the floor. ‘She said they’ve not spoken for years. I tried to press her on why that was but she didn’t elaborate. Neither of them has tried to make contact, so I can’t even work out where the blame lies. But she seemed pretty cut up about his death, like most mothers I see, no matter how estranged they are. And she spent most of the time telling me about his childhood, and what type of boy he was growing up.’

‘And?’

‘Outgoing and bubbly, apparently. Always playing with his friends, meeting up with them on the weekends, causing mischief. He did a lot of performance work in secondary school and in college. Plays, theatre productions, that sort of thing. He even tried to set up his own radio show but there wasn’t enough money.’

‘Figures,’ Tomek said. ‘Did he have any partners we could speak with?’

Anna peered her head over her computer monitor and half shrugged. ‘I asked, but the last time his mum knew anything about a girlfriend was about ten years ago.’

‘When he was…?’ Tomek asked, leaving the question unfinished, hoping someone might be able to answer it for him.

‘Twenty-five,’ Rachel answered. ‘He’s thirty-five now, in case you can’t do the maths.’

Tomek glowered at her. ‘I was struggling with the final few digits at the end there. Don’t think I could’ve got there without your help, Constable.’

Rachel shot him a finger gun accompanied with a wink. ‘Anytime, Sarge.’

She had stolen one of his trademark moves, but he didn’t mind. She was becoming more and more entrenched in his mannerisms the longer she stayed with the team, as much as she might disbelieve it. Soon, she and Chey would be his walking body doubles.

As Tomek turned back to Victoria, his phone started to ring. It was Abigail, his ex-girlfriend. Ex for a reason. He thumbed the button on the side of his phone to mute the call and returned his attention to the conversation. At that point, DCI Cleaves emerged from his office.

‘DNA and evidence found at the scene’s just been submitted,’ he said blankly.

‘Just now?’ Victoria asked.

He grunted and sighed. ‘There was some delay with the courier coming to collect it, apparently. Fucking useless, honestly.’

‘What was submitted?’ Sean asked. He’d been missing from the briefing the night before and so had more to catch up on than the rest.

‘SOCO found several hair samples. Long, blonde hair samples, around the sofa and by the front door,’ Nick explained.

‘They belong to our killers?’ Sean asked.

‘Strong possibility,’ Victoria weighed in. ‘Unless he had a woman over the day before he died, after Miss Middleton had cleaned the house, I’d say they belong to whoever we’re looking for. At least one of them anyway.’

‘Do we know if he had any lady friends?’ Tomek asked, directing the question at Chey, who was most likely to know. As the team’s youngest member, he was the most au fait with technology and social media, and was able to find information far faster than Tomek would be able to unlock his phone and find the app.

‘Yes, Sarge. There’s a woman on his Instagram I think he might have been dating.’

‘Great. Find me her name and address, would you? I’d like to see her.’


CHAPTER THIRTEEN




They found a small table in an equally small coffee shop around the corner from Bryony Watson’s work. At the back of the coffee house, a barista was busy making their drinks. The sound of the machine hissing was drowned out by the buzzing sound of chatter surrounding them. This was Bryony’s go-to place every time she needed a drink. She couldn’t tolerate any of the instant stuff they had in the office or the dross that the machine made. It had to be fresh, strong, and made by a human. And after finding out what she did for a living, he wasn’t surprised. Bryony worked as a joint researcher and runner for a television company that ran celebrity TV shows. Not only was she calling people all the time to find out juicy nuggets of information about various celebrities or TV personalities, but she was also being their bitch.

Her words.

‘The hours are long, really fucking long actually, but I love it,’ she said as the barista set their drinks in front of them. Bryony thanked the man then reached for her drink instantly. It was gone within a few seconds.

‘You love that just as much, clearly,’ Tomek said, indicating the cup in her hand.

‘I’d argue I love it a bit more,’ she replied as she slammed the cup on the table.

‘Don’t you find it scalds your tongue? I like a good cup of coffee as much as the next joe, but I’d rather not scald my insides while I do it.’

‘Your body adapts,’ she said, with a hint of sarcasm. ‘It also adapts to sleep deprivation.’

Yeah, but not in a good way.

‘I’m lucky if I get four hours’ sleep. And that’s on a really good night.’

‘All work and no play makes Bryony a dull girl.’

Sadly, the reference was lost on her. And she lost a little of Tomek’s respect as well.

He decided to move the conversation along, to get away from her bemused expression.

‘If you’re working all the time, you must have had a hard time maintaining a relationship with Michael?’ he asked.

She shrugged softly, almost to the point it was invisible. ‘We had our moments. Like everyone.’

It was then that Tomek told her the reason he’d dragged her away from her important work. That her boyfriend had passed away. That he had been brutally murdered. At first her face had fallen flat, expressionless, devoid of all emotion. And then the tears had started, forming in the corners of her open eyes. It was a long time before she blinked next, and before the crying finished. As he let her come to terms with the sudden loss, Tomek made his way towards the counter and asked for a tissue.

‘You understand, naturally, I have to ask you some questions about your relationship with Michael?’ he said, once she looked ready to continue.

‘Yes.’ In her fingers, she played with a handful of tissues, pulling, tearing, tugging, avoiding the questions for as long as possible.

‘I’m sorry to have told you like this, but you need to know. And this is just routine, just so we can eliminate you.’

‘I understand.’ But from the expression on her face, she seemed a million and one miles away.

He continued, regardless.

‘How long have you known Michael?’

‘Four years.’

‘And how long have you two been a couple?’

‘One.’

‘How did you first meet?’

‘Work.’

It was clear to see that up until that point her mind had been only working on brief responses. But then something within her brain changed and she began to elaborate. ‘I was his runner at KISS until I quit to come here. It wasn’t anything personal, oh God, no, otherwise I would have ended the relationship. I was just offered an opportunity I couldn’t refuse.’

‘And he was all right with that?’

‘He understood. He didn’t want to be the one to hold me back.’

‘Very admirable.’

‘That was Michael for you. A gentleman. Always putting others before himself.’

‘So he never got on the wrong side of people?’

She pursed her lips, then shook her head. ‘Not that I knew of. I mean, he had his opinions and his views that – how shall I put it? – upset people, but everyone comes across people they don’t like, don’t they? We’re all entitled to our opinion. It’s a free country.’

Tomek had heard that type of talk before, and knew where it often led. He decided not to go down that particular avenue for now.

‘Can you think of anyone who may have wanted to do this to him?’

‘No! Not at all. Even if he had done something to upset someone, I couldn’t ever imagine taking another life, especially as viciously and violently as they did to Michael.’

Tomek agreed. He couldn’t imagine taking a life either. But on this occasion someone had. And, to make matters more confusing, potentially three other people had felt the same way.

Tomek took a sip of his drink, now that it had cooled to a tolerable temperature. Bryony took the opportunity to order another shot of double espresso. She was in need of something stronger, she told him. While they waited, Tomek advanced the conversation.

‘When was the last time you saw Michael?’

‘The other night.’

‘Could you be more specific?’

She paused a beat to do the calculation in her head.

‘Three nights ago. Not the night before, not the night before that, but the night before that one.’ She placed both hands on her temples and grunted. ‘Sorry, the days all just blur into one.’

‘What were you doing together?’ Tomek continued.

‘I’d gone round to his place and stayed over. We both had the Sunday off work, so spent most of the day asleep in bed.’

Tomek made a mental note. He didn’t think it was important, but you never could be certain.

‘Have you spoken to one another since?’

She nodded, then confirmed that they had texted a couple of times throughout the day and that she was happy to share the text messages with him if he wanted.

‘That won’t be necessary for now,’ Tomek said. ‘Though I am curious, did he tell you what he was doing the day he died and the day before?’

Bryony paused another beat, this time longer, as she dug through the archives. ‘I couldn’t tell you, to be honest. He may have said it in one of the messages, but if I know Michael like I think I know Michael, then he would have just been going from work to home, home to work, and back again. He didn’t stop. He couldn’t switch off. We’re just as bad as each other.’

Before Tomek could respond, his phone vibrated. As soon as he saw Abigail’s name appear at the top of the screen, he muted the call.

‘Do you need to take that?’ Bryony asked.

‘It’s not important.’

Because she wasn’t. Abigail could wait. More aptly, she could fuck off altogether. He didn’t have the time for her trying to wheedle information out of him.

For a few moments after, Tomek lost his train of thought, and babbled incoherently as he tried to redirect its course.

‘You wanted to know about Michael’s movements before he died,’ Bryony said, coming to his aid.

‘Ah, yes. Thank you. Maybe we will get someone to have a look over your messages after all.’

Bryony played with the phone in her hands, running her index finger along the outline of the device. ‘I’m not sure how much use they’re going to be, but they’re all yours if you need them.’

‘Great. I’ll give you my colleague’s email address and you can send the screenshots to him to review. He’s young, you see, so is much better at those things than I am.’

‘I know how you feel,’ she replied. ‘I have a younger sister who’s in her early twenties, and I swear she can communicate with the International Space Station, some of the things she can do on it.’

Tomek smirked. ‘Similar to my daughter. I swear kids nowadays just come out of the womb with it already preloaded into their brains. I still remember the days of wind-up television and eight-track record players. They don’t know how good they’ve got it.’

‘I’m just about old enough to remember the Yellow Pages,’ Bryony said, with a soft smile on her face. It was the first time since he’d broken the news that she’d shown any emotion other than grief.

The conversation reminded Tomek of one he’d had with Kasia. He’d mentioned the words Yellow Pages to her a few weeks back, and had been forced to explain to her about the pre-Google and pre-Internet days, where phone numbers were available at your fingertips, but the only problem was, those fingertips ended up stained black from printing ink. Kasia’s tiny mind had been blown, and she had even Googled the information to verify it.

At the table, Bryony leant to the side and flagged down the barista.

‘Another one?’ Tomek asked.

‘No. I’m not crazy. Just a water.’

She ordered from the barista. The bottle arrived a moment later. As she took it from him and began to unscrew the lid, her blonde hair fell away from behind her ear on one side and dangled by her temple. As she brushed it behind her ear, a thought occurred to Tomek.

‘Would you be willing to consent to a DNA sample?’ He pointed at her hair. ‘A couple of strands would be enough.’

At first she looked shocked, and slightly offended, but then her face settled into an unconcerned shrug.

‘I don’t have problem with that,’ she said.

‘Good. Thank you. I would offer to take some from you now, but I’d be too afraid of hurting you as I pulled it out.’


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




Tomek had just closed the car door behind him when he sensed that he was being watched. Cautiously, he locked the car and placed the keys in his pocket, then ambled across the car park. He was in no particular hurry; he’d get there when he’d get there.

Which was exactly what Abigail Winters was banking on.

He heard her before he saw her. Calling his name. Emerging from her car.

‘Tomek! I just want to talk!’

Despite his sudden fervent desire to evacuate the car park as quickly as possible, something compelled him to stay. An impenetrable and immovable force kept him standing still between vehicles.

‘Tomek…’ she said, out of breath.

‘What are you doing here?’ he asked with no hint or trace of emotion in his voice.

‘I wanted to talk to you.’

Three weeks. Three weeks he’d avoided her. Three weeks since they’d broken up. He’d lasted that long, and now she’d breached the gap. But he could see through it already. Sure, she would proclaim to want to chat their relationship through, and discuss how they could move on together, whether amicably or in another manner. But he knew the real reason for her harassing phone calls and sudden visit. She’d had the last three weeks to reach out to him and make contact, but he hadn’t had a murder investigation to handle during that time. Now, conveniently, a brutal murder had taken place and all of a sudden she’d sprung out of the woodwork.

‘You could have made it a bit more subtle,’ he said.

‘What? Here? I didn’t know how else to find you.’

He scoffed. ‘That’s bullshit. And you know it.’

‘What’re you talking about?’

Tomek folded his arms across his chest. He hated to admit it, but she looked good. Really good. As though she’d been working out a lot in their time apart. And he was certain she’d applied some of the more expensive make-up this morning too. And that perfume… She knew he had a soft spot for that particular fragrance.

‘I don’t have time for this,’ he said. ‘I know what you’re after and I don’t have anything to give you. You’ll have to get your information from someone else.’

‘It’s you I wanted to see.’

Rolling his eyes, he responded, ‘I don’t believe you. You want to know about what happened at Shipwrights, and that’s that. Don’t lie to me.’

He stormed off towards the station, but she caught him by the arm and held him back.

‘It’s you I wanted to see,’ she insisted, doing that thing she did with her voice. The inflection that made her come across as cute and innocent.

‘Why?’ he asked sternly. ‘What have you come to say that hasn’t already been said?’

‘You. Me. Us.’

‘What about it? Those are just three words. They don’t mean anything.’

‘I want to know about… us.’

He inhaled deeply, held it there, then let it all escape from his lungs slowly.

‘There is no us. There was, once, but that ship’s sailed. You need to let it go, move on, find someone else. And I’m sorry if that’s difficult for you, but that’s not my problem anymore. I said we could have a professional relationship, but either I was wrong, or it’s far too soon to be meeting up again like this.’ He paused, looked deeply into her eyes, felt himself becoming lost in them again. ‘I mean it when I say that I don’t think you should come back here again. At least not to hassle me about work or us.’

With that, he stormed past her and hurried into the sanctuary of the station. Murderers and criminals he could deal with, he could tackle those head-on without a thought or care for himself. But when it came to ex-girlfriends or former lovers, he was like an embarrassed schoolchild who always ran away from his problems.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




That evening, Tomek thudded up the stairs, scuffing his feet on the carpet. He stopped as soon as he heard the sound from behind the door. Trash. More like white noise than actual music. It was a far cry from the eighties and nineties classics he’d grown up listening to as a child. Now, the younger generation were forced to listen to mumble rap and drill, whatever the fuck they were.

But this… this was a genre unto itself.

As he reached the top step, Tomek slid his key into the door, careful not to make a sound. He had little to worry about, however, because the music boomed throughout the whole building, reverberating through the walls. Probably upsetting the downstairs neighbour in the process.

Tentatively, he twisted the key and depressed the handle.

Then he opened the door. A fraction at a time. Ten degrees. Twenty. Thirty.

Until he saw her, dressed in her school uniform, dancing in the living room. Her hair flapping about her face. Arms and legs flailing in the air.

Carefree. Enjoying herself. Living in the moment.

The thought of recording her for future embarrassment popped into his mind, but by the time he’d reached into his pocket for his phone, she’d spotted him, turned the music off and thrown the door open.

‘How long have you been standing there watching me?’ she screamed.

‘Not long enough,’ he said as he removed his phone. ‘Go back. I want to record you so you’ve got something to show your grandkids.’

‘Fucking hell, no!’

‘Swearing!’ Tomek replied. ‘Swear jar, now.’

Her face dropped into a scowl.

‘I mean it. Money. Jar. Now.’ Tomek pointed to the small glass IKEA jar on the living room windowsill. It was almost filled to the brim, predominantly with his own spare change, but there was enough room for her to add something.

In a huff, Kasia stormed off towards her backpack, found her purse, and then dropped a coin into the jar.

‘Now,’ Tomek said, holding his phone in the air, ‘where were we?’

‘How long were you standing there?’

‘I told you, not long. What’s the big deal?’

‘It’s embarrassing.’

‘No, it’s not.’

‘Yes, it is.’

‘Come on, do it again. I promise I won’t record you.’

She crossed her arms and shook her head profusely.

‘Why not?’

‘I can’t believe you saw me dancing,’ she said.

‘There’s nothing wrong with that. I used to do it in front of my parents all the time and they never had a problem with it.’

‘Really?’ she asked, her voice hopeful.

No. He’d never done it. But she didn’t need to know that.

‘Who were you listening to?’ he asked.

‘Nobody.’

‘It must be someone. What’s their name?’ Tomek reached out a hand for her phone, but she refused to give it to him.

As she held it behind her back, she hissed, ‘Why do you care so much anyway?’

‘Because I’m trying to learn new things about my daughter. I see you listening to music, and I always assumed you were listening to Taylor Swift or Harry Styles or some of the other pop artists I know little about nor care for. But this one… piqued my interest, shall we say?’

His argument didn’t land. In fact, it made her more reluctant to divulge the information.

‘What’re you hiding? You looked like you were enjoying yourself.’

He was quickly realising how embarrassed he’d made her feel over something as trivial as dancing in the living room. It was then he remembered his hand was still in the air, and he lowered it slowly.

‘You don’t have to⁠—’

‘The Sons of Zeus,’ Kasia replied softly, looking down at the carpet, unable to meet his gaze.

‘Sorry?’

‘He’s called The Sons of Zeus,’ she answered, more resolve coming into her voice now. ‘He’s an independent artist based in Southend. He does loads of gigs down at Chinnerys. Yas got me into him, said maybe we could go see him one day.’

So many thoughts, so many quick remarks burst into Tomek’s head. But they were all superseded by one thought in particular: the thought of his thirteen-year-old daughter attending a small concert in a bar with her friends.

The drugs. The drink. The social pressures that came with it.

Either he could warn her about the dangers and concerns he had now, or he could trickle them into their conversations over the next couple of weeks, so he would have longer for the message to sink in. Yes, he would do that.

‘How can one man be all the sons of Zeus? Didn’t he have about fifty of them?’

Kasia sighed deeply and rolled her eyes so far back in her head she looked possessed.

‘That’s not what it’s about, Dad.’

‘It’s just one of those names that doesn’t mean anything?’

‘Yes! All right? Are you done now? For fu⁠—’

‘Language!’

Tomek pointed at the swear jar.

‘But I wasn’t going to say anything.’

‘Yes, you were. I know how that phrase ends. I’m not stupid. Put some more money in the jar, please.’

She did it, but not before huffing, rolling her eyes and throwing her bag about, just to make a point. She further highlighted her frustration with him when she slammed her bedroom door shut, filling the room with silence. Until she began playing The Sons of Zeus again.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




An hour later, Tomek felt his eyes closing as he drifted off, the throes of sleep gradually enveloping him, pulling him deeper into their dark clutches. The television was on, talking loudly at him, but he wasn’t paying attention to it. Nor was he paying attention to the documents and sheets of notes he had in his hand and on his lap. The day, even though it had felt like he’d done very little in it, had worn him out, and now he was beginning to feel the effects.

Or perhaps, it was the information the team had gathered on Michael Edwards’ murder that had sent him off to sleep. So far, Rachel, Martin, and Oscar, with the help of Uniform, had spoken with over fifty neighbours along Shipwrights Drive and in the neighbouring area, and nobody had seen or heard anything. All in all, it had been a waste of time. The same could be said for the search through the neighbours’ back gardens, which had also proven ineffective. Either the killers had disposed of the weapons farther afield, west of the wood in the large field that bordered it, or they’d taken them with them.

The last ray of hope that might have given them some insight into Michael Edwards’ final movements in the days leading up to his death, had also faded into nothingness. Bryony Watson had sent the screenshots to Chey, who had then examined them in the space of thirty minutes and immediately declared they were inconclusive. According to the messages, Michael Edwards had gone to work, come home, slept, gone to work the following day, come home, and then slept again. Nothing to indicate he’d done anything out of the ordinary. The man’s workaholic schedule was as boring as it was repetitive.

Work, eat, sleep. Repeat.

He hadn’t met up with anyone. He hadn’t left the house in the middle of the night. He hadn’t gone anywhere other than work or home.

The man had just been brutally murdered for a completely unfathomable reason.

Sleep had finally enveloped him when his phone chimed on the armrest beside his head. The sudden sound jerked him awake and into an upright position. The papers on his leg scattered and fell to the floor. Ignoring them, he reached for his phone.

Sorry for messgng so l8, but a new bird box is on its way to you, should be with you in a couple of days, hope you like it, N




Tomek read the message again, then a third time, his half-awake mind requiring longer than usual to process the letters and words in front of him. As the text’s meaning finally sank in, a smile grew on his face. The thought of a new bird box for Michał and his little family of robins filled him with joy. It was the least the family deserved.

His joy, however, was cut short as Kasia emerged from her bedroom. In the short time she’d been in there, she’d changed out of her school uniform, and had now plugged her earphones in. The tinny sound of The Sons of Zeus’s electronic music echoed from her ears.

‘You all right?’ he asked her, but it was a lost cause. There was no response.

She slipped into the kitchen, opened the fridge, removed something from it, then emerged from the kitchen a moment later, before heading back to her room.

Not a word said, not even a brief glance in his direction.

Shit. Maybe he’d really pissed her off. But it had only been about a musician… What was the big deal?


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




Kasia closed the bedroom door behind her and jumped back onto her bed. She wasn’t worried about her dad coming in unannounced. He was usually good with that sort of thing. Left her to it. Only interfered if it was urgent or to ask if she wanted anything from the shops. Besides, he was already falling asleep on the sofa, so she didn’t think she had much chance of being disturbed. No, she had the place to herself for the rest of the evening.

Lying on her bed was her laptop, opened on a maths Key Stage 3 learning resource programme. A ploy if Tomek did end up poking his face through to ask what she was up to. She positioned herself comfortably on the bed, crossed her legs, then opened the chocolate she’d just retrieved from the fridge. A Biscoff-flavoured Kit Kat chunky. Diabetes in a bar. But despite its insanely high sugar and fat content, and all the rest of the badness that was inside it, it was delicious, and she finished it within a minute. After discarding the wrapper on her bedside table, she placed the laptop on her lap, then flicked to the other tab on her browser. On the screen was an image of Zeus, except it wasn’t the same Zeus she’d seen the night before. This Zeus was several years younger, the muscles in his shoulders and chest weren’t as toned, and he was sporting a slight belly. His hair was cut short, and his face was clean-shaven. If that had been the first time she’d come across him, she didn’t think she would have found him as charming and mesmerising as she had the previous night.

She pressed the space bar on her keyboard, and the video resumed. Octavia Nightbrook, one of the girls from the group, had shared the link to the archive clips via WhatsApp, and suggested Kasia watch it. There were hidden messages and actions in all of his EastEnders performances, all forty episodes of them. In total, the compilation footage came to nearly three hours, and already she was an hour in.

On the screen, Zeus, or Harvey Whitlock as his show’s character was called, was in the middle of arguing with his sister. She’d recently started dating a Black man, and Harvey’s character had taken umbrage with that fact. Kasia wasn’t sure whether it was because he didn’t like the person, or whether it had been a racial thing. Then, a few moments later, her concerns were answered when Harvey had screamed in his sister’s face that she wasn’t to see her boyfriend anymore because he didn’t trust Black people. The argument eventually turned into a shouting match, which resulted in neither party winning.

As she continued watching, she witnessed Zeus’s character descend into a right-wing fascist who hated everyone except his dad, who was similarly inclined. His demise, and eventual disappearance from the soap opera, occurred when he devastatingly came into contact with a power line.

At the end of it, Kasia was blown away by two things: his raw acting ability, and his glow up. Both had taken a while to develop, but by the time of his on-screen death, Zeus had lost the belly entirely and turned into the Greek god he was now. The only differences between the character on the screen and the man she’d met in real life were his hair and beard length. As for his talent, that was unprecedented. There was something about him, something that captivated and mesmerised her. The way he performed and looked in his colleagues’ eyes. The way he held himself on camera and made sure everyone knew to look at him. The way he controlled every part of his facial expression. And his speech. Oh God, his speech. The way he could inflect and deflect, enunciate, and speak like a commoner. The emotion in his range. Every time Harvey Whitlock was angry, Kasia felt angry. Every time he was sad, disappointed, furious, she felt all the same things.

When she finished the video, a little after midnight, she messaged Octavia Nightbrook. A few moments later, she was added into a WhatsApp group. All twenty girls were in there, their nicknames at the top of their profiles. Each of them welcomed her into the group chat, including Yas, who was one of the first. The screen flooded with love heart and lips emojis, along with various GIFs of people hugging and waving. After a short while, Kasia summoned the courage to respond and thank them all for letting her be part of the group. It was one thing to be welcomed back to the next yoga session, but it was another to be added to the WhatsApp, to be in constant and direct communication with all of the girls at once. And then the question occurred to her: was Zeus part of the group as well? Would he be judging her messages, questioning why she wasn’t posting more often and being more grateful for the inclusion? She quickly checked the group’s list of names and settled slightly after realising he wasn’t involved.

After everyone had finished welcoming Kasia, the conversation moved on to the latest podcast episode Zeus had recorded. Not wanting to sound naïve, Kasia chose not to contribute. It wasn’t until Octavia Nightbrook sent her a message that she understood what they were talking about.

Each week, sometimes every couple of days, Zeus records a podcast for us all to listen to. Each member of the group is required to listen to it and offer insight and commentary on what he says. But because this is your first week, you get a free pass. Here’s the video.




Kasia’s heart raced, then plummeted. She got a free pass this week. Result! But next week… next week she would have to pay attention and listen.

By now, the flat was deathly silent. Tomek had gone to bed a long time ago, and despite the headphones plugged into her ears she could hear the muted sound of his snoring. Sure, she could listen to the podcast aloud, but it wasn’t worth the risk, nor would it sound quite the same. Before she played the video, she closed her laptop down and got ready for bed. Once she’d brushed her teeth, switched all the lights off and climbed into bed, pulling the duvet up to her chest, she squeezed the headphones back into her ears and began the recording.

At first, there was harsh white noise, the sound of a microphone being plugged in. And then she heard his voice. Soft, soothing, deep. Mesmeric. Like Austin Butler’s.

‘Good evening, Harpies,’ Zeus began.

She pictured him sitting there in the studio, cross-legged, eyes closed, talking into a microphone.

‘And welcome to another episode of The Truth with Zeus. On this week’s episode, I wanted to discuss a few things with you all. Firstly, I’d like to extend a warm welcome to Kandy HeartThrob, our latest and final addition to the group. We were all delighted to have her in attendance last night, and while there is still a process for her to go through before she can become a fully-fledged Harpy, I’m certain she’ll be with us for the long haul.’

A butterfly burst into Kasia’s stomach at the mention of her name.

‘Secondly, I wanted to touch on the race war that I’ve been talking about these past couple of months. And for the benefit of Kandy HeartThrob, I think it’s vital I mention it again.’

His voice dropped an octave and became confusingly more sexy.

‘A race war is coming. Let me make that abundantly clear to you all. Soon, the browns and the whites will be coming head to head, and we will have Armageddon on our hands. For too long the browns and whites have been toeing the line, balancing on the fence, neither willing to make the first move, but that will all change soon. I promise you. The whites have had enough, and they will rise up. They will do whatever they can to protect their families. And the browns will reply in kind. It will be a bloodbath. And when that time comes, we need to be together, working together, trusting each other, so we can be saved. I am Zeus. I am your god, and I am your saviour. If you want to survive Armageddon, I ask that you put your entire faith in me. I can rescue you all, but only if you give me everything and do everything that I ask.

‘You need only look at the rise in immigration to see what I’m talking about. People coming over here on the boats, causing mass unemployment, the housing crisis, poverty. They are changing the country for the worse, and soon the whites won’t take it anymore. Something has to give. And something will give. Not only are we looking at a race war; we are also looking at the end of times. The wars in the Middle East are not stopping. They are becoming worse. The country is continuing to heat up and none of our global superpowers are doing anything about it, despite the warnings. They are burning our planet. They are killing us all, while all they care about are their bank balances and their egos. They have been warned several times. I myself have tried to warm them, but they continue to ignore the message, heedlessly pursuing their demonstrably dangerous paths. Fossil fuels are burning our planet, and yet they continue to dig for them. Gaia is screaming, crying, begging for us to stop, and yet we continue. That is my mother. She is dying, and I cannot allow that to continue. But alas, there is only so much I can do in this life. I am too late. I hope that in the next, I can do better, be better.’

There was a long pause, and for a moment Kasia wondered whether that was the end of the recording, or whether she’d pressed a button by mistake. Neither. The sound of Zeus’s heavy, rhythmic breathing sounded through the headphones.

‘I wanted to inform you all of something I learnt the other day. It involved barcodes. They are not to be trusted. The controllers of this world, the conglomerates, the corrupt and insidious countries, the Jews, the Rothschilds and the Illuminati, have placed brainwashing messages in the lines of barcodes of each and every product. You must avert your eyes. They are trying to get into your head each time you look at them, and they are trying to control your thoughts. Why, you may ask. Well, it is because they do not want us to believe there is a race war coming. They do not want people to see the truth of what they are doing to our population, to our countries, to our climate. They want to keep everyone under their leadership and control. They want a world of sheep, of creatures who will blindly follow. That is why shopworkers and people in retail, people who spend all day every day looking at barcodes and lines and numbers, are brain dead. They are being controlled in the worst way possible. For them, it is too late. They are beyond redemption, beyond help. But for you, us, I can help. I can save you. Your minds have not yet been warped by the evil and conceited manipulation of those that wish us harm. I can save you.’

Kasia repeated those last four words in her mind over and over.

I can save you.

I can save you.

Three nights ago, she would have heard that speech and rolled her eyes, snorted derisively, and probably called bullshit. But now, after listening to the way Zeus spoke, hearing what he had to say, the way he communicated, the way he enraptured her with his ideas, she believed every single word of it. So much so that, before closing her eyes and going to sleep, she listened to the entire podcast again.

And again, for a third time, until she eventually fell asleep at three in the morning, dreaming of the impending race war and the war on barcodes.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN




Four days later, and they were still no closer to finding the killers. If anything, they were farther from the truth. Nick had ordered another search of the wooded area behind Michael Edwards’ house in desperation, and still they had discovered nothing. What the search team had thought was a set of footprints had quickly led them to a dead end. The only chance they had of finding footprints had been in the garden, but due to the sodden earth and the dozens of scenes of crime officers shuffling about the place, any trace of evidence had quickly become lost, destroyed.

Meanwhile, while the team were waiting for the hair DNA analysis to come through. Instead of twiddling their thumbs, they had garnered several more witness statements, this time from former colleagues, friends, and estranged members of Michael Edwards’ family, and they had all sung the man’s praises, admiring him for voicing his often far-right opinions even though they might not have agreed with him on the radio and on his social media. But nobody had known anything about his death, nor had they any idea as to who might have been responsible.

But not all hope was lost. Because, on the fifth day, there had been a breakthrough.

‘It may be nothing,’ DC Martin Brown said as Tomek and Sean hovered over his shoulders. ‘But it might be something all the same. It’s… what do you call it?’

‘Paradoxicharcal,’ came the overconfident cry from Chey on the other side of the bank of desks.

Tomek craned his neck over Martin’s monitor to see the young constable slouched in his chair, one headphone in, doing something on his computer, his eyes and fingers moving rapidly from side to side like he was plugged into the matrix.

‘What did you just say?’ Tomek asked.

‘Paradoxicharcal. When something’s a paradox.’

‘That’s definitely not how you say it.’

‘You sure? Sounds right to me.’

‘I think you mean paradoxical.’

‘That’s what I said, innit?’

Tomek shot a quick glance to Sean beside him. ‘No, you said paradoxicharcal. You just chucked in an extra syllable like Gordon Ramsay throwing a mouldy crate of frozen food in the bin.’

Chey, still lost in his computer screen, shrugged. ‘Did I? My bad. I’ve always called it paradoxicharcal.’

‘Well, now you know.’

Tomek massaged his eyes and rubbed the top of his head, before turning his attention back to Martin.

‘You were saying?’

‘Yes. My… “paradox”.’ Martin looked at the computer screen, and pointed at a line of text on the page. ‘I’ve been looking through Michael Edwards’ bank statements and found some anomalies.’

‘Right.’

‘For someone whose house is worth over a million, I thought he’d be in better financial shape. Now, I’m not one to judge… but that’s exactly what I’m doing. According to his employers, his salary is over two hundred grand a year, and that doesn’t include all the sponsorship and brand deals he does on the side. And, according to Google, his net worth is one point three million. Sadly, the numbers in his bank accounts, and all of his assets and various investments, tell a completely different story.’

‘He was richer?’ Sean asked.

‘Opposite. He was almost broke.’

‘That’s why I never trust those net worth calculator websites,’ piped up Chey from behind the screen again. ‘Not only do they make me feel sick about how much money celebrities have, but one calculator also told me I had a net worth of fifteen grand, even when I’d told it I had a hundred quid left in one account and was in my overdraft on the other.’

Tomek peered over the monitor again. He hated that he was being sucked into this conversation when there was important police work to do, but he just couldn’t leave a comment like that alone.

‘You live at home with your mum and dad. You get food made for you every day by your mum. You bought your car second-hand. Where does all your money go?’

‘Drugs and strippers,’ Chey said, his face unflinching, then he reached for a can of Dr Pepper and opened it, the gases exploding in a loud psss.

‘More like spending it all on that shit you drink,’ Tomek retorted.

Another shrug, this time filled with a sense of arrogance. ‘It makes me happy.’

Tomek decided to leave the conversation there. Chey was being more abrupt than usual. There was none of the usual playfulness in his voice. Something was clearly up, and he decided to leave him be. He turned his attention back to Martin.

‘Michael Edwards is broke…’

‘Yes. Almost broke. And it looks like, for the last two years, there’s been a reason for it.’

‘Go on.’

Martin pointed to a line of text on the screen page again.

‘All his money is coming in, and then the bulk of it’s going straight back out again. All to one person. A Mr Richard Stafford.’

Tomek recognised the name immediately.

‘That fucker?’

‘Who?’ asked Sean, losing himself to a yawn.

‘Richard Stafford…’

‘Just saying his name again isn’t going to help me remember.’

Tomek shook his head and inhaled in disbelief. Richard Stafford was one of the most prominent drug dealers in South Essex and had been on the police’s radar for some years. Tomek had recently crossed his path following the murder of a local politician and the subsequent investigation which had revealed a small-scale sex trafficking operation amongst some of Southend’s political and social elite. Despite the damning evidence against his friends and co-conspirators, Richard Stafford had managed to evade justice. But he wasn’t out of the woods yet, as the drug squad continued to compile evidence against him. They would arrest him, one day.

It was just a case of when.

And who else would get caught in the crossfire.

‘What’s the connection?’ Tomek asked.

Martin shrugged. ‘Beats me, Sarge. All the people I’ve spoken to haven’t said anything about Stafford or Michael having anything to do with drugs.’

‘It’s not the sort of thing you say about a loved one with pride,’ Tomek responded. ‘Either that or they didn’t know. Chey?’

By now, the constable had placed both headphones in his ears, and was busy nodding his head to something. When he noticed Tomek addressing him, he pulled them out, and said, ‘Yes, Sarge?’

‘Your character and witness statements for Michael Edwards. Anyone ever mention drugs or paying debts to Richard Stafford?’

Chey searched his memory for half a second, then shook his head. ‘Nothing from me, Sarge.’

‘Great. Then could I get both of you to reach out to them again and find out what they know, if anything. I’ll do the same for his girlfriend. If Michael’s got himself in deep with Richard Stafford and his gang of fifteen-year-old drug dealers, then we might know why there were so many people present when he was killed.’


CHAPTER NINETEEN




Kasia had been waiting all week for tonight. The excitement and anticipation, combined with a hint of nerves, had swelled inside her until she could think of nothing else.

Tonight she was going to experience what Zeus and the other Harpies called a ‘Mohana’, a night of deep spiritual exploration and understanding. A night of letting herself go, freeing herself, opening herself up to the elements and releasing her inhibitions, becoming at one with Zeus and her Harpy sisters.

The only problem was her dad. She knew he wouldn’t let her go out in the middle of the night, so she had decided to keep it from him and had arranged for her extraction to take place half an hour before the Mohana was due to begin. Mercifully, Tomek had wanted an early night and taken himself off to bed a few hours before, but experience had taught her that meant nothing. While he was a relatively deep sleeper, he was also prone to nightmares, and could wake up at any moment and write in his diary in the living room. If she tried to leave through the front door and he was in the middle of writing his nightmare down, it was game over. Instead, she would have to take the scenic route: out of the window, onto the neighbours’ garage, over the fence, and into Silent Horsechick’s car. It was vital she avoided the front door at all costs: the last thing she wanted was to be spotted on the security camera her dad had installed a few months back for the neighbour.

The result: game over.

She tapped the screen on her phone. It illuminated and showed her the time: 00:29. Silent Horsechick would be there in less than a minute.

As soon as she received the message, Kasia threw off the covers, opened the bedroom window, and began the descent onto the neighbours’ garage. Outside, the air was cold and still. All the heat they’d experienced earlier that day had gone, and overhead, dozens of tiny stars danced and sparkled as they broke through thin cloud cover. As she climbed onto the garage, the muscles in her legs shook with fear and adrenaline, forcing her to crouch low and hold onto the edge for support. The garage was made of concrete, but that did little to allay her fear of falling through and losing all chance of joining in with the Mohana. Cautiously, she traversed the surface, and when she reached the building’s edge, she lowered herself down, her body facing the wall, until she dangled by her arms. And then she let go, half expecting the fall to be much farther than it was. To her surprise, the ground was only a few inches beneath her feet.

Next, she headed towards the road and found Silent Horsechick parked in her Ford Ka. The lights were on, and the gentle purr of the engine was all that could be heard.

‘Evening, Harpy,’ Kasia said to her as she climbed in.

‘Evening, Kandy.’

Kasia was overwhelmed by the smell of perfume. It hit her like a punch to the face. Sweet and aromatic, and Silent Horsechick offered her some immediately. Kasia took it with thanks and sprayed a modest amount on her neck and jumper.

Over the past few days, Kasia and Silent Horsechick had been communicating frequently on WhatsApp, discussing everything from their childhoods, their futures, their love and adoration for Zeus and everything he stood for, all the way to the problems with barcodes, the impending race war, and the doomsday that would soon be upon them. Silent Horsechick was one of the few Harpies that had taken the time to explain things to her without making her feel stupid. She hadn’t judged, she hadn’t belittled. Silent Horsechick had been kind and compassionate, helpful and open, and she had quickly become one of Kasia’s favourites.

Silent Horsechick was twenty-one, yet looked considerably younger. She had delicate features, her face was peppered with freckles, and her eyebrows were the envy of all the girls. As one of the Harpies’ few natural brunettes, she was forced to dye her hair blonde several times a month, in order to keep up with the strict appearance guidelines Zeus had set.

‘My hands constantly stink of chemicals,’ she explained as she pulled away from Kasia’s house. ‘But I’m so used to it now, I don’t even smell it.’

‘Yeah,’ Kasia replied. As one of the girls with naturally blonde hair, she didn’t know what to say. In fact, she felt a little guilty that she didn’t have to make the same sacrifices or efforts that Silent Horsechick and many of the others did.

‘I remember my first Mohana,’ Horsechick continued, thinking aloud. ‘It was great. I had such a good time. I often think about it and wish I could relive it again. How are you feeling?’

Kasia told her.

‘Don’t be nervous. You’ll be fine. You’ll have an amazing time. You have nothing to worry about.’ She placed a hand on Kasia’s knee, and turned to her with a warm, glowing smile on her face. ‘You have me and all your other sisters around you to protect you. Nothing bad is going to happen, I promise.’

That may have been true. But all Kasia could think about were the glowing red lips on Silent Horsechick’s mouth, and how she had forgotten to put on her own lipstick before she left.
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The fire danced and waved in the darkness, fluttering and faltering as it battled against the gentle breeze that blew along the beach. Moonlight bounced off the Thames Estuary as the moon hovered brilliantly above their heads. The music’s soundwaves rippled through the air, drowning out the crashing of the waves on the sand.

They were all there. All the members of the Harpies, and Zeus himself. Dressed in the same style of clothing, dancing, swaying, rubbing against each other, spinning one another in their arms, enjoying themselves.

Except for Kasia. She had been standing on the outskirts of the carefree movement since she and Silent Horsechick had arrived, gripped by nerves and anxiety. She didn’t know how to behave, how to act. Who was she to come in and copy these people? Even though they’d made her feel so welcome, a portion of her brain had put a stop to doing anything. And so she’d been sitting by the fire for half an hour, knees tucked into her chest, her toes playing with the sand, relying on the flames for warmth.

On several occasions, Yasmin had come over to check up on her, but had quickly returned to the other girls after Kasia had confirmed she was fine. There was no pressure, no burden to do the same as the rest of them, Yas had told her.

A few moments later, the song changed on the speaker, and the sounds of Zeus’s instrumental music began stretching across the deserted beach. Kasia recognised it instantly. One of her favourites. She had lost count of how many times she’d listened to it already.

Without warning, her head began to bop and her shoulders began to sway. Then a load of sand was kicked up onto her ankles. She looked up to see who had just approached her, and found Zeus towering over her, his muscular shoulders and chest blocking out the moonlight.

‘Mind if I sit?’

‘No…’ she said, unsure of herself. ‘Of course not. Of course you can sit.’

She almost added, ‘Because you’re God and you can do what you want’ but thought better of it.

The imposing man dug his feet into the sand then dropped himself, grunting as he collided with the ground. He sat with crossed-legs, feet facing the sky, and for a long moment he said nothing. Kasia was unable to look at him, at least not directly. She was intimidated by his presence. By Zeus’s presence. By God’s presence. It was only her second time meeting him, and she feared the sensation of discomfort might worsen every time. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him remove his hairband and let his hair fall freely over his shoulders. The wind quickly picked it up and blew it about his face.

‘Beautiful night, don’t you think?’ he asked.

‘Yes. Very beautiful,’ she responded, shy, almost whispering. She drew her shoulders in and tucked her heels beneath her bum, turning herself into a ball.

‘That’s because I made it that way,’ he said. ‘I can control the skies, you see. It depends on my mood. When I am happy and content, we have nice weather and clear skies – nights like tonight. When I am sad and a little down, we have clouds and rain. Do you know what happens when I am angry?’

Kasia didn’t have the faintest idea. She pursed her lips tightly and shook her head.

‘Thunder and lightning.’ He craned his head skyward, loose strands of hair falling on his cheeks and between his lips. ‘Fortunately, I have my Harpies by my side to control my temper and calm me down if necessary.’

Kasia too craned her neck skyward. A look of doubt and consternation must have crawled across her face, because when she turned back to him, he looked deeply unimpressed, almost annoyed.

‘Do you doubt me?’

‘No! Of course not!’

‘Are you with me? Are you with us?’

‘Yes,’ she answered slowly. ‘I think so, yes.’

‘You think so? Kandy, this isn’t a game. This isn’t one of your bullshit Netflix programmes. This is real life. I have dozens of girls sliding into my DMs every day. I have dozens of girls asking if they can join the Harpies because they hear about it online or via word of mouth, and they believe in it. And you think you are with us? I can have someone fill your spot in minutes.’ He rotated his body to face her, placed his hands on her knees, and looked deeply into her eyes. ‘I need you to be with us throughout everything. If we are to survive doomsday and the race wars, you need to be a hundred per cent in. I see a lot of potential in you. I think you’ve got what it takes. We all have a prophecy to fulfil in life. Some are greater than others, and I think yours is one of the biggest and most powerful I’ve come across. I’d hate for you to throw it all away because you let a little bit of doubt creep in.’

‘I know,’ she said, rapidly losing herself in his blue eyes.

‘Remind me how old you are, Kandy HeartThrob.’

The way he spoke, the mention of her name, made her body tingle with excitement.

‘Thirteen.’

He lowered his hands to her ankles, wrapping his fingers around them firmly. Not once did she feel threatened or in danger. ‘Young. Very young. Certainly very young for some things, but not for others…’

He reached into his loose-fitting top pocket and held his hand there.

‘Do you trust me?’ he asked.

Unable to break from his stare, she nodded, eyes wide.

‘Good. Then I want you to close your eyes for me. Can you do that?’

She nodded.

‘Close them, and then open your mouth.’

As if overcome by something, she did as she was told, pinching her eyes shut so hard she started to see stars flashing on the inside of her eyelids. Her heart raced in her chest. She heard the sound of movement in front of her, and for a split second she thought he’d run away. Fighting off the temptation to open her eyes, to steal a glance at what he was doing, she stayed perfectly still. A second later, she felt him place something on her tongue and close her jaw shut.

Minty. Tingly. With a hint of lemon.

At once, she opened her eyes. Zeus was hovering a few inches from her face, the fire dancing in his eyes.

‘You don’t need to do anything, just leave it there. It’ll dissolve shortly.’

She wanted to open her mouth to speak but knew better. Instead, she let the flat object bubble in her mouth until she could taste no more. Once it had dissolved, she asked, ‘What was it?’

‘The truth, Kasia. It was the truth. Soon enough, you will see what everyone else in the group is seeing. You will become one with them on a different level.’ He brushed her hair behind her ear and stroked her cheek with his thumb. ‘You are a very beautiful girl, do you know that?’

She turned shy again, this time managing a half-shake of the head.

‘Well, you are. Very beautiful indeed. As are all the other girls. Look around you. Look how free and happy they are. With everything else going on in the world, do you want to experience some of that too? Do you want to be happy and free in a world of pain and misery and destruction?’

Yes, of course she did. Very much so!

The only problem was, she couldn’t articulate the thoughts into words. Her brain couldn’t communicate with her mouth. And in the end, she simply nodded.

‘Excellent,’ Zeus said, lifting her to her feet. ‘Then go, be free, have fun, laugh, live, cry, experience this freedom with the girls and lose yourself to it. Die to yourself, Kandy. They will be there to support you. And if you need me, I will be here, waiting for you. Your saviour.’

‘My saviour,’ she was able to manage, though it was nothing but a mismatch of garbled sounds and letters that just about escaped her lips.

And then she started off towards the girls. By now, they had combined into one mass, and they were all wearing a lot less than they had a few moments before. Some were down to their underwear, while others had removed their bras entirely. As she stepped towards them, one foot in front of the other, her body began to tingle, and warmth came flooding back in. First through her fingers, all the way up to her head, down her chest, and deep into her toes. By the time she reached the outskirts of the group, she was sweating, and removed her cardigan and denim skirt, dropping them to the ground. The cool breeze brushed past her legs, chilling her slightly.

As soon as the Harpies saw her, they yelled in unison and swarmed around her, their hands touching her hair, her face, her bare flesh. It was like they were worshipping her, bowing down to her. Treating her like a goddess. And she reacted in kind, touching them, greeting them, bowing down to them.

They were sisters. Family.

And then the bass boomed across the beach, so forceful it felt like a punch to the stomach. She turned round to where the fire had been, and in her amazement, saw the music coming towards her, pulsating from within Zeus. White lines and squiggles ricocheted through the air towards her, emanating from his body. Somehow, the fire had gone out, and yet he seemed to glow completely white, almost angelic.

Her heart rate quickened. She closed her eyes and paused, her pulse pounding in time with the beat of Zeus’s music. It took a while, but the first part of her body to move was her hand. Twirling in a circle. Then her arm, following in kind. Then her shoulder, the other one, her hips, her waist, all the way down to her feet. Before she knew it, she was dancing, hands in the air, eyes wide open. Dancing with her sisters, her family. Arms entwined with one another. A single beating heart on the beach.

She felt it. The same thing they’d all been feeling for so long. The same thing they all discussed yet could never quite articulate for her.

She felt free. She felt alive.

She felt at home.

And she loved it.

She knew what they were working towards, what they were fighting for. In that moment, she understood the sacrifices they had all made. And she was in.

Fuck it, she was a hundred per cent, unequivocally, no backing out in.

Whatever Zeus wanted, whatever Zeus asked of her or told her to do, she would do it. Without question and without doubt.

She.

Was.

In.


CHAPTER TWENTY




Tomek wasn’t used to being in the passenger seat. But as he sat there, watching the flat Essex countryside with its fields of lavender and crops float by, he found he didn’t mind it. That he was rather enjoying it. Now he didn’t have to worry about the arseholes on the roads not indicating and driving right up his arse while he was doing the speed limit. Instead he could look out and experience the turning of the seasons, the changing of the landscape. He could become one of those backseat drivers that checked the wing mirror every two seconds or judged their chauffeur’s driving even more frequently.

Tomek reached for the lever beside him and lowered his seat until he was almost at a forty-five-degree angle.

‘I could get used to this,’ he said.

‘Living your best life down there,’ Sean replied. ‘Just make sure you can get up again. That back of yours isn’t what it used to be.’

Tomek placed his hand on the lever again, about to lift himself up, but he didn’t want to give Sean the satisfaction of proving him right, so he released it and placed his hands behind his head instead. On the radio, dance music played in what was clearly an obvious attempt from the station to get everyone in the mood for a summer of sun.

‘Give it a couple of years and you’ll be able to lie like that when you have Kasia ferrying you around,’ Sean commented.

Tomek scoffed. ‘That’s if she’s talking to me by that point.’

‘Trouble at home?’

Tomek shrugged. ‘I think she’s just being a teenager. The other day I caught her dancing in the living room to some godawful techno stuff. And then she got all embarrassed and absolutely flipped when I wanted to know who she was listening to.’

‘Maybe she was filming a TikTok?’

Tomek shook his head. ‘Nah. I’ve seen her when she’s doing that. She only complains because I get caught in the video without my top on or something. But this was different. I dunno, like she was doing something she wasn’t supposed to.’

‘Drugs?’

‘No, I’m all right thanks. Not my thing.’

‘Idiot, you knew what I meant. Do you think she was on drugs when you walked in on her?’

Tomek looked at his friend for a long time before replying. ‘The fuck are you talking about? Of course she wasn’t on drugs.’ Tomek’s gaze fell out of the window, looking up at the blue skies above, as Sean eased the car round a bend. He tried to picture the scene of that evening in the living room. Had she been on the phone to anyone? Had she been recording herself? No. She’d just been dancing and enjoying the moment. So why had she acted so offended?

‘Wait until you hear the trash she was listening to,’ Tomek said as he wound himself into an upright position, removed his phone and searched The Sons of Zeus on Spotify. Zeus’s profile picture was an image of the Greek god, sitting dominantly on a stone chair, bolts of lightning exploding in the sky behind him.

‘The guy’s called Sons of Zeus, but has got a picture of Zeus himself as his profile picture,’ Tomek told Sean.

‘Can’t even get that right. Sounds like a fraud.’

‘Hold that thought.’

Tomek quickly connected the phone to the car’s Bluetooth, with a helping hand from Sean, and played the music. Noise, sharp and discordant, began pulsating through the speakers. Drums. Cymbals. Ancient ritualistic noises. A cacophony of shit. And, aptly, the bass line and reverb were so deep that Tomek could feel it vibrating in his backside.

Before the song finished, Sean reached for the dashboard and pressed the mute button.

‘Well, that’s probably the shittest thing I think I’ve ever heard,’ he said.

‘You and me both. But that’s what the kids are listening to nowadays.’

‘Remember when they used to make real music?’

Tomek did. When everything was recorded live and in a studio, without the need for computer wizardry and touch-ups so that the finished article sounded nothing like the real thing. But those days were long gone, and he didn’t think they would ever be coming back. Before he could dwell on it too much, they arrived at their destination: Richard Stafford’s six-bedroom, million-pound country house in Little Baddow, with its sprawling gravelled driveway, Roman columns by the door, and customary two Land Rover Sports perched on the driveway.

They climbed out of the car and quickly stepped up to the house. Sean rang the doorbell.

‘Ready to bring the music?’ Sean asked.

‘That’s not how the saying goes.’

Sean scoffed and rolled his eyes. ‘Shut up. You knew what I meant. Besides, I reckon if you play some of that Sons of Zeus shit to him, he’ll be singing like a canary in no time.’
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Richard Stafford was dressed in exactly the same outfit as the last time Tomek had seen him: green Barbour coat with a brown vest overlaid, a dark grey flat cap, khaki trousers, and a pair of wellington boots. All that was missing from the ensemble was the shotgun under his arm, the dog panting heavily by his side, and the pheasants he’d just shot draped over his shoulder. He looked as though he were trying to get away from the image of being a drug dealer as much as possible. And it probably worked for his hunting friends. But not for Tomek and Sean. They could see right through the façade.

‘Two sergeants at once?’ Stafford said as he showed them into the room he wanted: the kitchen. ‘Must be my lucky day. Like Christmas and New Year all in one.’

‘Next you’ll be signing up to the Postcode Lottery. Though…’ Tomek cast his gaze around the large island in the centre of the kitchen, his eyes eventually settling on the Aga on his left. ‘Though I get the funny feeling you don’t need it as much as some of the people who sign up to it. How is the steel business keeping you?’

‘Strong.’ Richard leant against the kitchen counter beside a thousand-pound coffee machine and pressed a button on it. Within a second the device sprang into life and began grinding beans loudly. When it had finished, Richard asked, ‘Coffee?’

‘Please,’ Tomek and Sean said.

‘How do you like it?’

‘Strong,’ Tomek answered. ‘Like my steel.’

Stafford wagged his finger knowingly. ‘Clever.’ He made the drinks and set them in front of Tomek and Sean. ‘So what brings you all the way out to the countryside, gentlemen? Something must be troubling you both.’

Tomek hesitated a moment. ‘Does the name Michael Edwards mean anything to you?’

Richard Stafford hovered his cup beneath his lips, held it there, then took an annoyingly long time to drink some, before eventually shaking his head. ‘Sadly not, gentlemen.’

‘Interesting. Because his bank records suggest otherwise.’

‘That right?’

‘Yeah.’

‘What are they saying?’

‘That, every month, Michael Edwards has been sending you a large portion of his salary.’

Realisation suddenly dawned on Stafford and made its way onto his face. ‘Oh, that Michael Edwards. Sorry, I thought you meant someone else. What of it?’

‘Why’s he sending you all his money?’

‘He owes me.’

‘For what?’

‘Let’s call it a business deal gone wrong.’ Stafford took another sip of his drink and let the statement hang in the air.

‘What business deal?’

‘He wanted to buy a lot of metal off me for something he was working on, but the deal fell through. Now he’s got a debt to repay. I can show you the contract if you’d like?’

Tomek slowly turned to face Sean. Both men wore confused expressions on their faces, and Tomek was having a hard time masking it.

‘I’m going to need you to explain that in full,’ he said.

‘Why? What’s this about? I’ve not done anything, Detectives. I would never.’

‘Nobody’s saying you have,’ Sean interrupted.

‘Your very presence suggests it. All you need to know is that Michael Edwards approached me to buy some premium metal for a business venture he was working on, and then once I’d sourced all the metal for him, he stole it from me. As I’m sure you can imagine, I was very upset with this, and so I took back what was mine. From that point onwards the man found himself in my debt. If you haven’t already worked it out, it was a large sum of money he owes – and still does, I might add.’

‘Well, you’re not going to be getting any more any time soon,’ Sean said, then caught himself. But it was too late. He’d already stepped in it.

‘Oh?’

There was a knowing glint in Stafford’s eye that concerned Tomek.

‘He was murdered the other night, during Storm Nina. His house was broken into and he was stabbed to death,’ Sean explained.

Stafford closed his eyes gently and shook his head, lowering his cup to the worktop. ‘Terrible. Truly terrible. Well, I hope you find his killer. I liked Edwards. He was a good guy. Though I wasn’t a fan of his political views. But still, he was a big boy who could look after himself. Shame he was known for making bad financial decisions here and there. If there’s anything I can do to help you with your investigations, I’d be happy to help. But I have a meeting in a few minutes, so I’m going to have to ask you both to leave.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




The sigh that escaped DCI Nick Cleaves’ lips could be heard at the other side of the room, exactly where Tomek and Sean stood.

‘My office. Now.’

Nick turned his back on them and entered his office, leaving the door open for them to follow. Neither wanted to, but they didn’t have a choice. Tomek, a step behind Sean, nudged his friend in the back and pushed him into the room, to jeers and cries from their colleagues. A knot formed in Tomek’s stomach. He knew what would follow: a barrel of shit that was rolling downhill and showing no signs of stopping was coming directly towards them.

Inside, Nick was already sitting behind his desk. Sean reached for one of the chairs opposite, but was stopped by the chief inspector.

‘You can both stand. After what I’ve just heard, I’m tempted to make you fucking well squat there until we’re finished.’

Tomek swallowed deeply. He could see and smell the barrel coming towards them already. Monstrous, destructive. Leaving no survivors in its path.

‘What have you heard, sir?’ Sean asked.

Tomek winced and closed his eyes. Don’t ask that, you fucking melt!

‘What’ve I heard? What haven’t I heard, Sergeant? I’ve just had my arse handed to me at a press conference, where⁠—’

‘Press conference?’ Tomek interrupted. ‘You never said anything about a press conference.’

Nick’s expression was on the verge of apoplexy. ‘What’s it to do with you?’

‘Was Abigail there? I promise I haven’t told her anything…’

‘I know you haven’t, because there’s fuck all to tell her, which is exactly what I had to admit a few hours ago. A week’s gone by and we’ve absolutely no fucking idea what happened to Michael Edwards. So, we’ve resorted to appealing to the Great British public, in all their infinite wisdom, in the hope that they can tell us something. Right now, I’ve got more of an idea of how an internal combustion engine works than I do⁠—’

‘Fuel is injected into the—’ Tomek started, but was immediately cut off.

‘I’m not asking for a fucking lesson right now, you silly bastard!’ Nick’s expression worsened, the lines on his forehead deepening. ‘What I am asking for is an explanation as to why two of my sergeants have just popped over to Richard Stafford’s house for a quick interview.’

Tomek saw Sean opening his mouth to speak, but rather than let him drop them in it again, Tomek got in there before him. ‘I think the question you should be asking is how you know about it, sir. Who told you we’d been to see him?’

‘Drugs squad,’ Nick snapped.

‘And who told them?’

‘Who do you think? Stafford!’

Tomek lowered his shoulders. ‘Don’t you think that’s a bit off? Sounds to me like they’re in bed together.’

‘Don’t be daft.’

‘Can you explain why else he would have contacted drugs squad, the very people who are investigating him, to complain about us visiting him regarding something completely unrelated?’

Nick pondered on this a moment, trying to answer the question in his head. And struggling.

‘They’ve spoken with him so much, he’s probably got their number on fucking speed dial,’ the chief inspector answered eventually. ‘He probably knew that was the fastest way to get through to me.’

Possible, but Tomek wasn’t convinced.

‘What did he have to say for himself?’

‘He politely requested that you don’t go near his house again.’

‘That makes me want to do it even more, sir.’

‘Not if it means I end up suspending you for harassment, it won’t.’

Tomek scoffed. ‘Bit unnecessary, don’t you think?’

‘Well let me make it clear then: you are not to go back to Richard Stafford’s house unless you get the green light from drugs squad. They’ve requested that and made it blatantly obvious to me. Their pending investigations into Stafford’s Essex drug army supersedes anything we are doing here.’

‘Even a murder investigation, sir?’ Sean asked.

‘Even a murder investigation, Sergeant,’ Nick replied, his voice softening a little. ‘If the figures are to be believed, then taking Stafford and his top people out of the equation and getting his drugs off the streets could well save more lives than you could imagine.’

Tomek bit his tongue, then chewed on his bottom lip. He wasn’t happy with the decision, but there was one loophole that Nick had neglected to explain.

‘Does the rule apply to just us two or the whole team?’

‘The whole fucking team, smart arse.’ Nick grunted, brandishing a finger at Tomek. ‘So don’t even try that one. This isn’t my first rodeo.’

Tomek raised his hand to his forehead in a mock salute. ‘Aye, aye, Captain.’

Nick let out another sigh through his nostrils, this time gentler and less vicious. He knotted his fingers together and rested them on the table.

‘Well…’ he began, dropping his tone a few levels. ‘Did you learn anything while speaking with Stafford?’

Tomek and Sean looked at one another like a pair of schoolchildren, silently deciding who would be first to answer. In the end, Tomek ceded the mantle to Sean.

‘Michael Edwards was in Richard Stafford’s debt,’ he said.

‘Why?’

‘Because Edwards had wanted to buy some scrap metal from him, and then stole it from him at the last minute.’

‘How much?’

‘We didn’t get a figure. But he’s been paying some of his salary to Richard for the past two years.’

‘Two… two fucking years?’ Nick held his fingers up in a peace sign. ‘What did he need the metal for? A fucking football stadium?’

Sean shrugged. ‘Unless it’s all a euphemism, sir. You know, for drugs.’

Sean whispered the last word as though they were talking in the classroom.

‘Of course it’s about drugs!’ Nick yelled. ‘What use would Michael Edwards have for metal, for crying out loud! For that matter, what was he doing with a big shipment of drugs?’

‘How else do you think he was able to work for twenty hours a day?’ Tomek said. ‘Probably had a bit of the old white powder to keep him going.’

Nick shot Tomek a contemptuous look. ‘Has he ever had a history of drug use?’

Tomek shrugged. ‘His name didn’t come up for having any previous when we searched the other day.’

Nick sighed again. Heavily. ‘All right. Fine. Did Stafford tell you anything else?’

‘That’s where we ran out of road,’ Sean answered. ‘He wouldn’t give us anything else after that.’

Nick’s attention fell away from the two men and turned towards a Post-it note on his desk. He stared at it for a moment.

‘Something’s definitely gone on there, but drugs squad’s involvement muddies the waters a bit.’ He slapped the table with the palm of his hand. ‘Leave it with me. I’ll have a word with the guys up in Colchester, see what they know about it.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




Before Kasia had left the house that morning, she had pulled her hair back so tightly there were no loose strands anywhere, and tied it into pigtails. Then she had removed her jewellery and shut it in her bedside drawer. It was yet another one of Zeus’s requirements, and if she wanted to be a part of the family, she would have to follow suit; she’d already started to turn away from and discard items that had barcodes on them to ensure the messages within them didn’t brainwash her or numb her mind in any way.

But now, after the eleven o’clock break, she had undone the pigtails and modelled her hair so that it fell neatly around her shoulders and, more importantly, her ears. The best thing about having long hair, which all of the girls, and only some of the boys could understand, was that it covered your ears, and was perfect for wearing wireless headphones in class.

Especially during maths class.

She hadn’t understood algebra for the past six months, and she wasn’t going to understand it now, either. Instead, she would rather listen to Zeus’s latest podcast. He had released another one into the group chat earlier that morning, and had requested everybody listen to it before midday, otherwise they were at risk of expulsion from the group.

That left almost no time for her to listen to it. A part of her wondered whether Yasmin had been able to, but the other part of her didn’t care. If she didn’t finish it in time, she would be the one expelled. Not Yasmin. Not anybody else.

Kasia lowered herself in her chair at the back of the classroom and placed her hand over her ear to make it look like she was disinterested. Within seconds of the podcast beginning, she felt her body relax and become overwhelmed with a tingling sensation.

‘Good morning, Harpies,’ Zeus began. ‘I trust you are all keeping well and enjoying yourselves. Thank you for finding the time to listen to my message this morning. It is vital you do so quickly and promptly, because I sometimes have to delete these messages. We cannot have them falling into the hands of our enemies; enemies that will think they can come into the afterlife with us.

‘I would also like to give a shout-out to Kandy HeartThrob, before we begin, for her attendance last night. I could sense she was nervous when she first arrived, but after you all made her so welcome, I could see she was thoroughly enjoying herself. And it gives me great pleasure to declare to you all that, after the dance, she confirmed to me that she is one of us. Kandy HeartThrob is now a fully-fledged member of the Harpies. I hope you will all give her a cuddle and a kiss when you next see her.’

Zeus began clapping on the recording. It was funny, even though the rest of her sisters were miles and miles away, she could hear them, feel them, clapping too. Like they were all tapped into a higher plane of consciousness. And after the night before, she was almost certain they were.

‘As always, I will begin this session with a pertinent reminder of our cause. The race wars. The climate crisis. Just this morning, I saw that the government is granting more and more contracts to dig and mine fossil fuels, meaning our beautiful Gaia, our beautiful planet, will be in even greater peril. She does not want to be drilled into and cut open, and she is reminding us of her discomfort every day. We are having one of the hottest Mays on record, which is why I asked that you stop purchasing new clothes. The fashion industry is decimating the planet’s resources and contributing to its death. Which leads me nicely into something big I’ve been working on in the background.’

Zeus paused. Kasia felt excitement build within her.

‘Over the past few months,’ he continued, ‘I have noticed the desperate need for sustainable, green clothing, which is why I have launched⁠—’

‘Kasia?’ a voice called to her from somewhere in the classroom.

‘—my own sustainable clothing brand for women. In particular, my Harpies. The garments are made from recycled clothing, and with each⁠—’

‘Kasia, are you listening?’

‘—order I ship out, I will plant a tree, and I will ensure it grows beautifully with plenty of sun and rain and⁠—’

‘Kasia!’

The scream made her jump. It had come from Miss Hendry at the front of the classroom. She was standing with her arms folded across her chest, but when she noticed Kasia coming to, she stormed over, weaving her way through the desks and bags on the floor. Kasia tried to remove her headphone from her ear, but it was too late. Miss Hendry was on her in an instant.

‘Phone. Now.’

The teacher offered her hand for Kasia to place the device into.

‘I don’t have my phone on me, miss.’

‘Yes, you do. You’ve been listening to something. I’ve been talking to you for the past minute.’

It was then that Kasia realised the rest of her class were staring at her. Judging her.

‘Give me your phone, Kasia. I won’t ask again.’

‘I don’t have it!’

Miss Hendry let out a heavy sigh and pursed her lips.

‘Show me your ears.’

‘What?’

‘Show me your ears.’

‘No, I don’t have to⁠—’

‘Do you want me to call the police?’

Kasia caught herself before she said what she really wanted to. It was a bluff, she knew that. Miss Hendry wouldn’t call the police. At least not technically. Her dad, yes. But not 999. However, not everyone else knew that, and it was clear to her that Miss Hendry was using her to set an example; that if you were caught on your phone, the police would be called, and that they would come to take you away.

While she didn’t want Miss Hendry to think she could get away with something so juvenile and absurd, she also didn’t want her to call Tomek. She would never hear the end of it.

Reluctantly, holding Miss Hendry’s gaze, Kasia removed the headphone from her ear and placed it in the woman’s palm.

‘And now your phone,’ she intoned

Kasia did as she was told.

A thin smile flashed on Miss Hendry’s face. ‘That wasn’t so hard, was it? You can get it back at the end of the day. And make sure you stay behind so we can have a little chat, please.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




Tomek was in the middle of opening an expense form when his phone rang. He glanced down at the screen. He didn’t recognise the number, but right now answering a random phone call was better than tackling the mountain of expenses he had to process, so he swiped up the screen and held the device to his ear.

‘Hello,’ he answered.

‘Hi, is that Mr Bowen, Kasia’s dad?’

‘Speaking.’

He recognised the voice but couldn’t place it.

‘Hi, it’s Miss Hendry, your daughter’s maths teacher.’

‘Ah, yes. How are you?’

‘Fine, thanks. And yourself?’

‘The same. Though I get the feeling that after this call I probably won’t be…’ He climbed out of his chair and moved into a quieter room. ‘Unless you’re calling to tell me Kasia’s got a distinction or a fantastic grade in something.’

The pause on the other end was very telling.

‘Sadly, I wish that were the case.’ She spoke softly, politely, almost as if she were summoning the courage to tell him what she’d called for. ‘This morning, in class, I caught Kasia on her phone, sitting at the back of the classroom with one of her headphones in.’

‘I see…’

‘As you can understand, we have a zero-tolerance policy for mobiles in the classroom, and I was forced to confiscate it from her until the end of the day.’

Tomek checked his watch. It was now four o’clock. The school day had finished and Kasia would no doubt either be home or close to it.

‘Of course. That makes perfect sense,’ Tomek answered. ‘Thank you for letting me know. I’ll raise it with her when I get home.’

‘That’s great, thank you,’ she said, caution in her tone.

Tomek sensed there was something else she wanted to say: the real reason for the call, and not something as arbitrary, and presumably common, as a teenager using their phone in the classroom.

‘There was something else…’

‘Mhmm…’

‘It’s just… when she came to collect it, she hissed at me.’

‘Hissed at you?’

‘Yeah. Like a snake’s hiss.’

‘She hissed at you like a snake?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you sure it was from Kasia and not someone opening a bottle of something nearby?’

Miss Hendry sighed through the phone. ‘Mr Bowen, I can assure you I heard what I heard.’

‘I’m not disputing that. I just want to make sure it was her before I go apoplectic on her this evening.’

‘Now…’ She paused. ‘I don’t think that will be necessary.’

‘You’re right. I’ll go apocalyptic instead.’
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Kasia closed the bedroom door firmly shut behind her and propped her bag against it. It wouldn’t be enough to stop anyone coming in, but at least it would act as some sort of deterrent. Tomek wasn’t due home for another hour, which meant she had the whole house to herself. But after the other night, she wanted to do this in the security of her own bedroom. An extra level of security in case he came home sooner than expected.

You could never be too careful.

She grabbed her glass of water from her make-up table and crossed over to the bed. Her laptop was open, and a tiny white light glowed at the top of the device. On the screen, she saw the tops of her pillows, her headboard, and the wall behind it.

Zeus had dropped a Zoom link into the group chat and instructed them all to be ready in five minutes. Silent Horsechick had explained to her that they sometimes had their joint yoga and spiritual sessions online. Only on the odd occasion. Whenever Zeus couldn’t spare the studio or he hadn’t had enough time to prepare beforehand.

Climbing onto the bed, Kasia pulled the duvet over her legs and set the laptop on top. She hovered the mouse over the blue ‘Join meeting’ button, and inhaled deeply. Despite having a vague idea of what the meeting was going to entail (she hoped it would be similar to her first), she felt a knot of anxiety begin to form deep in her stomach. She wondered whether the sensation would ever pass, if she’d ever truly feel accepted by them, even though she knew she officially had been.

A moment later, she was accepted into the meeting. A dozen tiles appeared on the screen, each one framing one of her new sisters. They all looked so beautiful, delicate, ethereal. She was blown away by their beauty and their magnificence every time she saw them.

‘Hey, Harpy sisters!’ Kasia said, smiling ebulliently into the camera, waving her hand vigorously.

A harmonious ‘Heeeeyyyyy’ came through the speakers as the girls responded simultaneously. They began chatting excitedly, as though they hadn’t seen each other in months. They discussed their days, what they’d been up to, how they’d been feeling. Kasia was given most of the airtime, as the girls fell over themselves, wanting to know more about her experience on the beach. She’d soaked it up and explained to them how she’d felt, how she’d interpreted the evening, and how she’d loved every minute of it.

After she’d finished speaking, Zeus entered the meeting, and at once the group fell into a hush. His broad shoulders dominated the frame. His hair had been tied into a ponytail, and his beard had been groomed professionally. Kasia was immediately blown away by the subtle yet drastic change. His face was now contoured, rugged, even more handsome.

‘Good evening, Harpies,’ he began.

‘Good evening, Zeus,’ came the synchronised response.

‘I trust you are all well. Thank you for being able to meet on such short notice. It is a good test of your faith and your devoutness. I cannot afford to have complacency when the race wars begin and we are the only ones in the afterlife. Is everyone here?’

Silence. Nobody responded.

Until Auspicious Almond spoke. As the most experienced and longest-serving member of the group, it always fell to her to answer for the rest of them. As she did so, her face appeared in the centre of Kasia’s screen. ‘I think we’re just missing Myrtle McCall, Zeus.’

Then, almost as if on cue, a notification appeared at the bottom of the screen, and a new face emerged.

‘Miss Myrtle,’ Zeus grunted. ‘You’re late.’

‘I’m so sorry, Zeus. I saw the notification late.’

Zeus’s face contorted into a grimace, then fell flat. ‘That is unacceptable. You and I will speak after tonight’s meeting.’

‘Yes, Zeus. Sorry, Zeus.’

Myrtle McCall dropped her head before switching off her camera and disappearing from the screen.

‘Let that be a lesson to all of you. I do not tolerate lateness.’ Zeus inhaled deeply, held it there, then let it all out. His entire body and shoulders seemed to deflate. ‘I am sorry that we have had to start tonight’s meeting on such a sour note. Having said that, today has been a bad day. Perhaps some of you will have noticed the weather has changed. The rain and clouds have been a direct result of my mood. I am aggrieved and alarmed at the current state of affairs in this world. Nearly a week has passed since Michael Edwards’ death, and yet nothing has happened. The people of Essex, and the country, are not listening. They are not paying attention. They are not rising up. We need to make them pay attention. We need to make them rise up and see.’ Another sigh, this time shallower, shorter. ‘I am working on something that will do just that, similar to Michael Edwards. But a devil, a Lucifer, a creature most evil, is working against us. And we must be clever if we are to devour him. I will have more information for you when it is ready.’

Kasia’s mouth fell open. Michael Edwards. She’d heard that name. Read about it in one of Tomek’s case files that he’d fallen asleep reading the other night. The man who had been stabbed during the storm. The man whose killers Tomek was no closer to finding.

It had been the Harpies. They had broken into his home, stabbed him, and fled. And it had all been so they could spark the race war.

Kasia understood perfectly. She toyed with the idea of blurting out that Tomek was working the investigation, and that they hadn’t any idea who was responsible, but then thought better of it. Better to tell Zeus directly, one-to-one.

Before she could think about it some more, Zeus began speaking again.

‘There will be the need to conduct Creepy Sleepies,’ he said, taking her by surprise. ‘I’d like to begin soon and increase their frequency over the coming weeks. I will let you all know what is required and when. In the meantime, on tonight’s agenda, we have our regular health check-ups. You all know what to do. Please proceed.’

The rest of the girls did. But Kasia didn’t. She sat there, watching in disbelief and fear as the girls began to remove their tops and bras until they were naked from the waist up. What was going on? Nobody had told her anything about this. Still, the rest of the girls were doing it, so she would have to as well. Carefully, one eye trained on the bedroom door, the other on the white light of the webcam in front of her, Kasia removed her thin grey jumper and her bra beneath it. None of the other girls were covering themselves; they were all letting their breasts hang freely. She felt compelled to do the same. Insecurity and anxiety washed over her in great swathes. She had never done anything like this. Not even in the school changing rooms. She was at the age where her body, and everyone else’s in the year group, was changing. Puberty. Whereas the rest of these girls were fully formed, fully developed. She suddenly felt ridiculously small and out of place.

‘I love your skin, Kandy,’ one of the girls said, much to her surprise. ‘You have lovely collar bones, as well.’

‘Th-thank you…’ was all she could think to say as she looked down at her chest.

And then it began. The health checks. Over the next twenty minutes, they each went round the group observing one another’s stomach, chest, and shoulders, all the way down to their arms and fingers. Criticising, complimenting, telling each other what they did and didn’t like about the others’ bodies.

‘This is an open circle,’ Zeus had said. ‘A place to build trust. A place to bond and deepen your connection with one another. In the end, humans are just a mass of blood, muscles, bone, and skin. Nothing more, nothing less. Except for you girls. If you are to follow me, then you will need to be perfect, pristine. You will need to follow each other’s instruction and look a certain way. This is only to give you the best preparation for what is to come.’

At the start, Kasia had felt unbelievably uncomfortable. Who was she to criticise someone’s body shape? Who was she to say that they had too much fat on them? But as the conversation developed, and she realised the importance of being honest and the need to perfect themselves for their next lives, she began to relax a little. When the time came for feedback on her body, the knot in her stomach had subsided. Her breasts were small, but that was to be expected, given her age. The biggest concern Zeus had for her, and for her effectiveness during the race war and their time in the afterlife, was her weight. She was too chubby, he told her. She needed to drop some weight, go down a size. She needed to match the rest of the girls if she wanted to survive the race wars.

‘I understand, Zeus. Of course. I will do everything I can to achieve that for you,’ she said obligingly.

‘Thank you. I promise you that you won’t regret it.’

Zeus had continued speaking. But Kasia wasn’t paying attention. She was too busy listening out for the front door. Listening for the sound of it slamming shut, followed by the heavy stomps of footsteps across the living room.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




Tomek would be lying if he said he hadn’t noticed a change in Kasia over the past couple of days.

First, she’d changed the style of her hair. He’d always liked the way it flowed freely over her shoulders and across the top of her back; it suited her and made her look more mature. But now she had tied it in pigtails and it made her look like a ten-year-old.

Second, she’d started to wear copious amounts of make-up, sometimes so thick and ridiculous that he’d been forced to point it out to her.

Third, and more worryingly, she’d discarded all of her jewellery, taken it off and hidden it somewhere. In particular, the expensive bracelet he’d bought for her only a few weeks ago. He’d purchased it at a local jeweller’s on Leigh Broadway, and had got a small charm to go with it. She’d worn it every day for five weeks straight. And now nothing. As though it didn’t matter to her anymore. As though there was no sentiment behind it.

Sure, they’d had their ups and downs since she’d moved in with him, but this was different. And he intended to find out why.

As soon as he entered the flat, he stormed towards Kasia’s bedroom and burst in through the door. After kicking her backpack out of the way, he found her sitting on the bed, naked from the waist up, in the middle of slamming her laptop lid shut.

Tomek yelped in embarrassment and shielded his eyes.

‘Dad! Get out!’

He did as he was told, then waited until she confirmed she was decent. When he returned, his blood pressure and heart rate still through the roof, she had pulled the duvet over herself, and hidden her laptop.

‘What are you doing?’ she hissed, as though he was the one in the wrong. ‘Why didn’t you knock?’

‘I’m glad I didn’t, otherwise you would’ve tried to hide whatever you were up to. What the fuck were you doing just now?’

‘Language!’ Kasia pointed to the living room, but adding a pound coin to the swear jar was the last thing on his mind.

‘Answer me, Kasia. What were you doing just now? Why were you almost naked?’

She gripped the duvet tightly until her knuckles whitened. ‘I was just watching Netflix.’

‘Were you taking photos of yourself for someone?’ he asked, stepping into the room.

‘What?’

‘Is someone forcing you to send indecent images of yourself?’

He moved towards her side of the bed.

‘No! Dad, of course I’m⁠—’

He ignored the laptop next to her, and reached for her phone. She was considerably smaller and weaker than him, so the fight was short. He held her back with one arm while he tried to unlock the device. Then he realised it would require her face to do it.

‘Unlock it,’ he barked, then shoved the phone in front of her. The operating system, with all its high-tech power and sophisticated technology, recognised her features and unlocked the device. All Tomek needed to do was swipe upwards. Then, once he was in, he quickly checked the last used apps: TikTok, Instagram, Safari.

‘Give it back!’ Kasia screamed, reaching out for the phone.

Tomek ignored her and continued. On the social media apps, he checked her direct messages, saw that there were no recent ones that alarmed him, then checked WhatsApp. At the top of her chats was a group chat called The Harpies, followed by thunder and lightning emojis.

‘Who the fuck are these people?’ Tomek asked, spinning the screen round for her to see.

‘Friends from school!’ She made another advance, but Tomek was too quick for her and pulled the device away. Kasia grunted in frustration.

Disregarding the group chat and the rest of her WhatsApp messages, Tomek turned his attention to her camera roll. Saving the worst one for last. He didn’t know what he was going to find in there. But he certainly knew what he didn’t want to see. As his eyes scanned the most recent photos, he let out a heavy sigh of relief. There was nothing. Just a couple of photos of her new hairstyle, taken that morning.

Relieved, he passed the phone back to her. Kasia snatched it and glowered up at him.

‘I can’t believe you just did that,’ she said.

‘I had to check. I know what happens nowadays. I just want you to be safe online.’

She rolled her eyes, the same way she’d rolled them at him so many times before. ‘I am being safe. I’m not stupid.’ She placed the phone on her knee as a brief silence entered between them. ‘Why are you home early?’ she asked softly, as though she’d just forgotten about the outburst.

‘To see you,’ he said, pointing his finger at her. Next, he tried to reach for the phone again, but this time Kasia was wise to it and yanked it from him. ‘To speak to you about that. I heard about your little music party in class today. What was that about? And in maths too? I know it’s your least favourite subject, but that doesn’t give you the right to disobey a teacher’s orders. And Miss Hendry said that when you went to get the phone from her, you hissed at her. What the fuck was that about?’

‘Language!’

‘Right now, I’m allowed to swear as much as I fucking like! I’m absolutely furious with you, Kasia! What’s going on?’

Tomek had tried the nicey-nicey approach. He’d tried to be subtle and gentle approaching the topic of her recent change in behaviour. But it clearly wasn’t working. It was time to change tack.

‘I was… I was bored.’

‘And you think that gives you the right to behave like a horrible little brat?’ Now it was his turn to hiss.

Kasia’s face contorted. ‘I wasn’t being a horrible little brat. I just didn’t want to be there.’

‘Tough. You don’t get to choose. You have to do it.’ He ran his fingers through his hair, then massaged his beard. ‘I know it might seem like forever to you, but it’s not. You only have a couple more years of it left, then you can drop it completely. I was your age once, and there were subjects I hated, but do you know what I did? I fucking got on with it. And do you know what else? By the end of it, I found out I actually liked it.’

Kasia scoffed, rolling her eyes. ‘Whatever you say.’

Tomek inhaled deeply in an attempt to control himself. Murderers, rapists, villains – he’d come across them all. Some of the most evil and darkest people on the planet. And yet none of them had riled him or perplexed him as much as his teenage daughter.

‘What the fuck’s got into you recently? You’re changing and I don’t like it. You’re wearing your hair a different way. You’ve stopped wearing the bracelet I got you. And what the fuck were you talking about the other day? Something to do with fucking barcodes?’

Tomek could see on her face she wanted to elaborate but bit her tongue.

‘I am changing,’ she retorted. ‘It’s called puberty. I thought you’d know all about that, what with some of the girls you used to go out with. I’ve seen photos of them, and they all looked like they’d only just finished it.’

‘Firstly, they were all in their twenties, thank you very much. And secondly, that is none of your fucking business.’

Tomek clenched his fist in frustration. He couldn’t bear to look at her right at that moment. Not like this. Not while he could only see red.

He made his way to the door and threw it open. As he left, he stopped himself and turned back.

‘I didn’t think I’d ever have to do this, but you’re grounded. For… for the rest of this week. I want you to come straight home after school, and I want you to stay in your room.’

‘What? That’s so unfair!’

‘Tough shit. Life is unfair. Just be grateful I’m not confiscating your phone as well.’

Kasia opened her mouth to speak, but he cut her off.

‘If I were you, I wouldn’t give me a reason to change my mind.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




Tomek had made the journey to the radio station alone. On the drive over, he’d blasted music through the speakers, silently bobbing his head in time with the heavy beat of the drums, letting his thoughts process the night before. He’d tried already, lying awake in bed, but he’d been too angry, too frustrated to form a cogent thought. Now that he’d slept on it, he found his mind was calmer, more in control of itself, if only slightly.

Kasia’s behaviour deeply concerned him. She was acting stranger than strange, and he doubted their shouting match would do anything to change that. If anything, he feared it had made the situation worse, made her more inclined to rebel and do things without his approval or permission. She was nearly fourteen, and yet she was acting four years older. Like a teenager on the verge of adulthood.

The notion that she was taking indecent photos of herself had stuck in his mind all night. Not the images themselves, but the fact that she was being pressured into it by someone. Someone older, perhaps. Someone who was taking advantage of her. A boy from school, he considered. Maybe Billy ‘The Cow Fighter’ Turpin had come back into her life and was trying to get some sort of revenge. Or perhaps it was a new boy. Maybe someone she’d met at the under-sixteens night, and she thought taking photos of herself was the right way to get his attention.

The thoughts continued to percolate as he ruminated, until he pulled into the radio station car park and headed to the reception desk. The same woman who’d greeted him the week before was sitting behind the computer, chewing loudly on a new piece of gum.

‘Back again?’ she asked.

‘Still here?’ he replied.

‘Sadly. Though my days are numbered. Either I leave or they sack me, whichever comes first.’

‘Let’s hope the grass is greener,’ he said. ‘Would you be able to give Roger Armstrong a call and tell him I need to speak with him please?’

‘His Highness won’t like that,’ she said as she reached for the phone and made the call. After a short while, she put the phone down, and said, ‘He’s cancelled his next meeting. He said you have fifteen minutes.’

‘Lucky me.’

As he started off, she called him back. ‘Do you know where to find it this time?’

‘Just follow the overwhelming smell of aftershave, right?’

‘Spot on. Hope you’ve got your gas mask at the ready.’
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Forget the gas mask; Tomek wished he’d brought a hazmat suit with him. Or at the very least, wished he’d suggested he meet the man outside, where there was a little bit more air, some place he could have stood upwind from him. The smell exuding from his pores was acrid and overwhelming, and Tomek had been holding his breath for the first minute of their interaction, nodding politely as he let the man waffle on and complain about the inconvenience and interruption he’d caused.

‘I’m sorry to say it, Mr Armstrong, but I don’t care. Our murder investigation is more important than whatever you’re trying to do here. And I’m sure most people would agree with me.’

Roger’s mouth dropped wide open.

‘But, just to keep you happy, I will keep this as brief as possible,’ Tomek continued, though he was only willing to do so because he couldn’t bear the smell for much longer. ‘How does that sound?’

‘That sounds like one of the rudest things anyone’s ever said to me.’

Tomek shot the man a facetious grin.

‘Excellent. Well, let’s begin, shall we?’

Roger rubbed the underside of his nose vigorously.

‘How did you know what I wanted to talk about?’ Tomek asked.

‘Excuse me?’

Tomek pointed to the man’s nose. ‘That.’

‘I’m sorry. I don’t understand what you’re talking about.’

‘Drugs.’

As if on cue, Roger rubbed at the underside of his nose again.

‘What about them?’

‘Been doing a bit of the blow, have we?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Which bit are you struggling with, Roger? The street name for cocaine, or trying to find an answer while the substance is streaming through your system?’

The penny finally dropped.

‘There are no drugs here,’ the man mumbled. ‘Absolutely not. I’d know about it if so. And I would confiscate them and fire that employee on the spot. Absolutely. You have my word. That is a direct breach of contract, and is grounds for instant dismissal. I have never seen or heard anything about drugs since I’ve worked here, and I find that allegation preposterous.’ Roger raised his finger and pointed it at Tomek.

‘You’d better watch where you’re pointing that.’ Tomek looked past the shaky finger, and said, ‘You’ve never seen any evidence to suggest that Michael Edwards may have been using or dealing drugs to his colleagues at all?’

Roger shook his head vigorously. ‘Absolutely not. As I have already said, I’ve heard and seen nothing in the ten years I’ve worked here. I would be the first to know if there was something like that going on.’

I’m sure, Tomek thought, as Roger rubbed his nose for a third time. So you can be first to get your grubby little fingers on them.

Roger raised his arm, flashing a shiny metallic Rolex on his wrist, presumably in a display of how tiny his penis was. Then he called time on the meeting.

‘Your fifteen minutes are up, sadly.’

Tomek checked his own watch. It had only been five.

‘By my estimations, I’ve still got another ten.’

‘Not according to my watch.’

Tomek tutted and shook his head. ‘A fancy watch like that, and it’s broken? You might want to get it looked at. I’d hate for all your drug money to have gone on a fake Roley…’

Tomek climbed out of the chair and headed towards the exit, leaving the man to bubble away in frustration. He smiled as he headed to the lift and prodded the button. As the doors closed, he breathed a heavy sigh of relief. His frustrations with life at home were spilling into his work. Usually, he would have tried to keep the two separate, but Roger was the exception. The self-righteous arsehole was hiding something, and Tomek was more than happy to wind him up every day of the week.

Downstairs, Tomek made his way to the receptionist.

‘Going so soon?’ she asked, looking up at him from behind her glasses.

‘Something tells me I might be back before you know it. Though whether you’re here or not by that point remains to be seen.’

She smirked, her eyes creasing at the sides. ‘Well, it’s been fun. But it’s not a goodbye, it’s a see ya later.’

Tomek chuckled. ‘If that’s the case, then I wondered if you might be able to help me.’

‘You mean more than by merely pointing you in the right direction? Now you’re asking a bit too much.’

‘It’s about drugs,’ he said.

The woman leant back in her chair and folded her arms across her chest, one eyebrow raised. ‘Is this a set-up?’

‘No. Nothing like that.’

‘You in the market?’

Tomek shook his head vigorously. ‘Nothing like that, either. No, I’m wondering if you know anything about any potential drug use that might go on here. You’re the front of house, the oracle. You see and hear things us mere mortals might never pick up on. I figured you’d be best placed to know something about that sort of thing.’

The receptionist considered for a while, her head pivoting left and right as she searched for somebody who wasn’t there.

‘I might’ve heard a few things, picked up on a piece of information here and there. What would you like to know?’

‘Michael Edwards. Did he ever do drugs or try to sell any while at work?’

The scoff that came out of the receptionist’s lips was more like a cough. As though he’d just asked the most stupid question ever.

‘Michael Edwards? Drugs? Those two went hand in hand like goths and heavy metal music. They were joined at the hip. How do you think he made it through his fifteen-hour days, and still left here with a fuckload of energy? The man was always popping off to the toilet.’

‘Cocaine?’

‘That was what he liked to take. I mean, I never saw him do it. But you could tell, you know. And I’ve heard from people who’ve been with him when they’ve done it together, so I’m fairly confident.’ She leant forward, then beckoned him to do the same with a wag of her finger. ‘But I’m also told he liked to dally in supplying, as well. Again, all through the grapevine. He never offered me anything, but I’ve been advised that he had a large amount of cocaine that he’d tried to ship out at the Christmas party one time and anyone who was anyone got in on it.’

‘And yourself?’

She gestured with her arms, regarding her desk. ‘I’m not anyone. I’m just the lowly receptionist who’s quietly plotting away at all of these people and adding them to my burn book. I never got offered anything, nor would I want to be. Drugs have never been my thing. Give me a bottle of vodka any day of the week.’

‘Right. And it was just cocaine he had?’

She paused a beat. ‘Actually, no. I remember, bizarrely, he had a massive load of LSD at one point. You know, the little tabs you put on your tongue?’

He nodded slowly. ‘I’m familiar with how it works.’

‘Right. Of course you are. Well, he had loads of them and was trying to get rid of them. But this was a while back, before he got into the cocaine.’

Tomek thanked her for her time and help, then made a phone call to the office to request an immediate drug search in Michael Edwards’ home.

‘Oh, and while you’re doing that,’ he said to Chey, ‘there’s an address I need you to get for me.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




Tomek pulled up outside the industrial estate and quietly shut the car door. He glanced down at the red dot on his phone and then looked up. He was in the right place. A quick detour on the way to the station.

After leaving KISS headquarters, Chey had given him the address and mobile number of Pamela Kirby, Yasmin’s mother, who, after apologising profusely for not being at home, had confirmed the address of the under-sixteens kids’ club that Kasia and her daughter had attended.

Tomek was certain that someone was forcing her to take pictures of herself. And where had she been recently where she could have met someone new? The exact place he was looking at: the House of Zeus Yoga Studio.

The small building was in the middle of an industrial estate in Southend, and was buried in a long row of garages and workshops. Outside, wooden beer garden benches were chained to the wall with large parasols protruding from their centres. While the street may not have been inviting and was clearly a hotspot for theft, the studio was more welcoming, and Tomek felt himself pulled towards it. Perhaps it was curiosity calling him in, or perhaps it was something else. As he entered the studio, he was hit in the face by the cloying aroma of burning incense and candles. The door opened into a large yoga room. In one corner of the room was a pile of yoga mats. In the opposite, foam rollers and large wooden sticks. On the adjacent side were two benches adorned with candles, some brand new, some burnt down to the wick. The walls were covered in Indian and Asian calligraphy, ornaments, and other references to spirituality. In the background, vibrant and disjointed electronic music played. Tomek recognised it instantly.

He had never seen the interest in yoga and spirituality. To him it was all a load of bollocks that had been westernised by the Californians as the next best thing to drinking water, but he understood why people needed it. There was so much chaos and horror in the world, they needed an escape, a release, a way to let it all out and make sense of it.

Tomek was busy looking at some of the inscriptions on the wall when a man emerged from behind an open doorway, drying his hands on a towel. The first thing Tomek noticed was the size of him. He was shorter than Tomek by a few inches, but what he lacked in height, he more than made up in breadth. The second thing he noticed was his long hair tied in a bun, and the sculpted beard that was almost as long as his hair. He looked like a buff Jesus.

‘Can I help you?’ the man asked, caution lacing his tone.

Tomek reached out a hand to put bodybuilding Jesus at ease. He knew how it must have looked to have a stranger turn up randomly at his place of business.

‘Tomek Bowen,’ he said, shaking the man’s hand, immediately feeling his bones and cartilage crumble. ‘Pleasure to meet you.’

‘Zachary Godson,’ the man replied, his eyes studying Tomek carefully. ‘Likewise. Who are you?’

‘I’m the father of one of the girls who came to your kids’ club the other night.’

‘Okay…’

‘I wondered if I could have a chat with you about her time here?’

The man threw the hand towel over his shoulder. ‘Is everything okay? She’s not made a… a complaint, has she?’

Tomek shook his head. ‘Nothing like that. It was more a concern that I had, actually.’

Zachary’s Adam’s apple bounced up and down as he swallowed deeply.

Tomek opened his mouth to speak, but a sudden thought had interjected itself into his train of thought. ‘What do you do here?’

‘What do you mean?’ Zachary replied, massaging his beard.

‘Well, at the kids’ club. You force them to do yoga?’

The man scratched one of his biceps. ‘I host yoga sessions and retreats for my customers during the day and sometimes in the evenings. But the kids’ stuff is completely separate. I have a smaller studio out the back and a lock-up where I store all the bits. Before they come, I bring out the sofas and PlayStations and football tables. I’ve got pool tables, a trampoline outside, loads of stuff to keep them entertained.’

This was all news to Tomek. He’d tried to ask Kasia if she’d enjoyed herself and what sort of things she’d got up to, but she hadn’t been willing to entertain the conversation. Instead she’d grunted and kept to her typical monosyllabic answers, with the exception of telling him that she’d ‘had fun’.

‘And you play music?’ Tomek asked. ‘I thought I recognised it from somewhere.’

‘Oh, yeah?’ A thin smile grew on Zachary’s face, yet he still wore a look of slight apprehension.

‘Kasia’s been listening to this music nonstop since she came here.’

‘That’s very kind of her. I worked long and hard on it, so it’s nice when people continue to listen to it out in the wild.’

Tomek was impressed. A yoga community, an evening kids’ club, and a music career.

‘You’re a man of many talents,’ he said.

Zachary looked flattered. ‘Just someone who’s trying to change the world and throw out some good into it.’

‘How noble.’

‘Do you like it?’

Tomek paused before he answered. How could he let this man down gently without telling him he despised his music?

‘It’s not for me, no,’ he answered eventually. ‘I’m a man of the eighties and nineties, and I’m a snob when it comes to anything else.’

Zachary flashed a smile, displaying his teeth. As he did so, his blue eyes seemed to glisten, and Tomek was suddenly taken aback by how attractive and handsome he was.

‘Besides, if the music all goes to shit, at least you have a future in modelling ahead of you. The rest of us have to make do with looking like we’ve been dragged along the concrete for a mile and a half.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ he said. ‘I got out of acting for a reason.’

‘Acting? Anything I might’ve seen?’

‘EastEnders,’ Zachary replied nonchalantly. ‘But those days are behind me. Anyway, what was it you wanted to know?’

Tomek raised a finger in the air, as though he’d suddenly remembered what he was there for. ‘Ah, yes. It’s about the type of people Kasia was here with the other night. You see, something’s come to my attention and it’s raised some concerns. In particular with members of the opposite sex. You know what they’re like nowadays. I wonder whether you might have seen her talking to any boys that were either her age or perhaps older than her?’

It didn’t take long for Zachary to think about it.

‘She was with her friend all night. The one with… with blonde hair… in the pigtails.’

‘Yasmin?’

‘Yes, that’s the one. Every time I saw her she was with Yasmin. They were laughing, playing on their phones, listening to music. They kept to themselves mostly.’

‘And you’re sure?’

His blue eyes glistened even brighter. ‘Fairly confident. I don’t tolerate any sort of inappropriate behaviour here. Sure, some of the kids might have a little flirt now and then, but I won’t tolerate anything further than that.’

Tomek nodded in acceptance. Then he reached into his pocket, produced a business card with his mobile number on it, and handed it across to Zachary. ‘If I could ask that you perhaps keep an eye out and let me know if you see anything that’s… concerning, or something you think I should know.’

‘Of course,’ Buff Jesus said. ‘I’d be more than happy to do that for you.’


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




They were in their usual spot on the artificial grass, cross-legged, their bags on the ground in front of them. The only difference was that today the sun was out and the boys were playing on the field, their cheers and shouts filling the air from afar. Near them, on the edge of the field, was the usual group of girls fawning over them, cheering them on as though they were professional players.

WAGS-to-be, Kasia called them. And they represented everything she hated about the girls in her year. They were so conceited, so stuck-up. All they cared about was how they looked and what they wore and what everyone else thought about them.

What they didn’t know was that there was a race war coming, the end of days, and she and Yasmin would be the only ones saved when the day came. Meanwhile, they would still be playing with their hair and make-up as they were ravaged and decimated by raids and bombs and fighting.

‘How are you feeling after last night?’ Yasmin asked.

It took Kasia a while to process the question. So much had happened the night before that she didn’t know what her friend was referring to.

‘It was… fine,’ she said. ‘I… wasn’t expecting it, but now I completely get it.’

‘Have you already followed the advice?’ Yasmin asked.

Kasia nodded. ‘I didn’t have breakfast and I threw my lunch away today.’

‘Good. He’ll be happy to hear that. It’s important you follow his instructions, otherwise he won’t be pleased.’

That reminded her. ‘Do you know what happened to Myrtle McCall?’

Yasmin shook her head. ‘No, I don’t know. I’ve never been on that side of him.’

The look on her face suggested otherwise, but Kasia decided not to press.

‘Just let it be a lesson,’ Yasmin continued. ‘You don’t want to get on God’s bad side, let’s just put it that way.’

The intonation in Yasmin’s voice concerned her, and she heeded her friend’s warning.

Before Kasia could respond, a football clattered into the wire fence that surrounded the artificial grass. As the ball bounced to a stop, one of the boys in the year above hurtled towards them.

‘Sorry, girls,’ he said cockily. As he turned away, ball in hand, he did a double-take at Kasia. ‘Didn’t scare you, did I?’ he asked with a wink.

Kasia suddenly became flustered, and she didn’t know why.

‘No. It didn’t come anywhere near me,’ she said shyly.

‘Well, if it does, you just let me know who kicked it and I’ll sort them out for you, all right?’

‘All right,’ Kasia replied, unable to control the embarrassed grin that made its way onto her face.

Then she felt a slap on her arm. She turned to face Yasmin, who glared at her.

‘What was that all about?’ she asked.

‘What was what?’

‘That flirting. I saw you. You can’t do that. Not if you want to stay in the Harpies. We can’t have any of the distractions that these weak-minded fuckers have. It’s us versus them, Kasia. Us versus all of them. They’re not your friends, they’re not trying to flirt with you. They’re trying to infiltrate us. And we can’t let them! Remember what Zeus said about the devil trying to stop the race wars from happening? He’s everywhere. You have to be so careful.’

Kasia lowered her head in shame. ‘Sorry. I should know better.’

Yasmin placed a comforting hand on her back. ‘It’s okay. You’re still learning. Just a good thing Zeus and none of the other girls were here to see it.’

‘Why?’

Yasmin opened her mouth to respond, but before she could, Kasia’s phone chimed, distracting them. The WhatsApp icon appeared on her Lock Screen. Yasmin glanced at it, then checked her own mobile.

‘He’s messaged you directly,’ she said, placing a hand on Kasia’s upper arm, gripping it tightly.

A lump formed in Kasia’s throat as she stared blankly at the screen. Zeus. Messaging her. Directly. Why? What had she done? Was she in trouble?

‘Don’t just sit there,’ Yasmin screamed. ‘Open the message! You have to open it quickly otherwise⁠—’

Yasmin lunged for the phone on Kasia’s skirt, but Kasia threw her off and opened the notification herself. As her eyes scanned the message, Yasmin leant across to read it with her.

Creepy Sleepy.




Kasia read the message again, waiting, wondering whether there was any more to follow. But there wasn’t. She lowered the phone to her lap and turned to Yasmin. Her friend displayed a combination of jealousy, excitement, and confusion bundled into one expression.

‘What is it?’ Kasia asked softly.

‘You’ve been invited out on a Creepy Sleepy.’

‘What’s a⁠—’

Before she could finish, her phone chimed again. Another message from Zeus. This time, Yasmin beat her to it and read the message first.

‘Oh God… Oh, no…’

‘What is it?’ Kasia snatched the phone from her friend and read the message.

We have an issue. Your dad just came round to the studio, asking questions about last night. I need you to deal with it, or you’re out of the group and will perish in the race war. Remember your prophecy.





CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




The past two weeks at school had been the best of his life. Everything had gone according to plan. He’d taken the blade in, shown it to a handful of people, and by the end of the first day’s lunchtime, he was the talk of the school. Not just the year group – the whole school. Fifteen hundred kids, including a handful of the older ones in the Sixth Form College, knew his name and were coming up to him in the playground and in the corridors, asking to see it, pestering him to hold it so they could inevitably show off to their friends that not only had they seen it in the flesh, but also held it too. He must have been stopped about a thousand times, and with each hassle, with each tug of the arm in a new person’s direction, he felt his ego boost immeasurably. This must be what it felt like to be a celebrity. He could not think of anyone in the history of the school having this much notoriety. He would be remembered for years, talked about by generations as the kid who brought a murder weapon into school.

But all that excitement, all the adrenaline that came from being lauded by dozens of people in the playground, disappeared almost instantly as soon as he got home. There was no one there to treat him like royalty; his mum and dad were too busy with catching up on work, cooking, cleaning, and then crashing in front of the television because they’d ‘had a long, hard day at work’. There was never any time for him, and the next-door neighbour’s murder had only exacerbated things. Since the police’s visit, his parents had become paranoid, peering out of the window at all hours, watching the news constantly, heightening their home security surveillance, questioning Donnie about his every movement and whether he’d seen anything suspicious on the walks to and from school. They were overreacting, worried that the killer might come back and kill them all.

But Donnie wasn’t afraid. He had the murder weapon. He could defend himself.

Tonight, like most nights, he was locked away inside his room, pretending to play with his mates on the PlayStation. His mum and dad, meanwhile, were downstairs, probably doing something boring. Now and then, he screamed and yelled at the television to make it sound like he was on his games console. He needn’t have bothered. Neither of his parents had been up to check on him since they’d got home.

He was all alone. Just him and the knife. Him and the murder weapon.

Placing his phone on the bedside table, he threw his legs off his Lord of the Rings duvet and headed towards his walk-in wardrobe. Two bright lights illuminated overhead, bathing his clothes in a harsh, clinical white. On the left were his school clothes. On the right were his casual clothes for evenings and weekends. At the back were his football shirts and boots for when he wanted to play in the park with his mates or go to the five-a-side pitch in Southend.

The blade was lodged behind a shoebox on the shelf at the top, wrapped in an Arsenal football jersey.

Donnie reached for a large plastic box that contained some of his toys, and placed it in front of the wall of football boots and shirts. The same thing he’d done every time he got it down for school. The only difference was, whenever he did that, his mum and dad were out of the house, on the way to work. Now, however, there was an added element of suspense to it, of caution, of fear and jeopardy.

But he knew he had nothing to worry about. They never came up to see him. Never came to his room. Never loved him enough to even bother.

Atop the plastic box, he reached into the top shelf, pulled away the shoebox, and retrieved the blade. Before his foot had even touched the carpet, he’d unravelled the shirt and held the weapon in the air. It sparkled beneath the light, save for the parts that were still covered in dried blood. He hadn’t tried to clean it. It was more authentic that way. The kids at school wanted to see the blood. Otherwise what proof did he have that it was the real weapon? To them it was just a fancy knife. The blood made it real.

Both feet now firmly on the ground, he swung the blade through the air, enjoying the swooshing sound it made as he thrust it left and right, fighting off his invisible enemies, pretending he was playing one of his games.

Thwack!

Take that, orc scum!

Die, you filthy goblin!

With the blade in his hand, he felt unstoppable. Untouchable. Like he could fend off anyone and anything who came through that front door. If someone wanted to break into his home, they were no match for him. He was ready for them.

For the next two minutes, he thrashed and whacked, stabbed and jabbed, until something gave him cause to stop suddenly.

Not an alarming sound or the noise of his parents climbing the stairs.

No. It was a thought, a vision.

For the first time in his life, he imagined plunging the blade into one of his parents. His mum, standing there in the doorway. The knife slowly entering her body. Blood spurting out of it. That was for all the afternoons and evenings she’d neglected him. All the times she’d shouted at him for not doing his homework.

All the times she’d⁠—

And then he heard his bedroom door opening.

‘Donnie, sweetheart,’ came his mother as she entered. ‘Is everything all right? We couldn’t hear you play⁠—’

She froze in the bedroom doorframe, one hand on the door handle, looking at him in the walk-in wardrobe.

Donnie didn’t move. Couldn’t. Something was holding him back, inhibiting him. His eyes flicked towards the blade at the same time as his mother’s.

‘Donnie,’ she said, ‘what is that?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Donnie, give me the knife.’

He said nothing. She inched closer towards him, a hand outstretched.

‘Donnie… Where did you get that from?’

She moved closer still, but there was nothing he could do about it. He couldn’t move. His legs and arms were screaming at him to move, to attack, to defend himself, but his brain wasn’t communicating with them. And so he remained perfectly still.

This was his opportunity. He could plunge the knife into her stomach and run away. He could do exactly what he’d just imagined.

But now that he was here, faced with that very real and distinct possibility, he realised he didn’t want to kill his mum. He didn’t want to wield the weapon anymore. Like Frodo carrying the Ring to Mordor, he felt the full weight of its evil pulling him the other way, pulling him towards the darkness. He’d tasted its evil sins, and now he wanted nothing to do with it.

As his mum came to a stop by his side, he lowered his arm and placed the blade into her hands. She snatched it from him and wrapped it tightly in the Arsenal jersey, before dragging him out of his room by the collar.

And just like that, his notoriety, his heightened status at school, was gone.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




Tomek’s eyelids became heavy. Drooping, drowsy. The stresses and tribulations of the past few days were catching up with him. And there was no amount of belly laughing from an old episode of Only Fools and Horses that could keep him awake.

As usual, Kasia was in her bedroom, and he was left alone with his thoughts in the living room, spacing out as he watched the television. That night, however, he was more than happy for Kasia to stay there. He couldn’t handle the embarrassment again. Not for a second time. His face had turned red as she’d cornered him in the kitchen. As she’d explained to him that, when he’d walked in on her the other night, she’d been doing stuff. Adult stuff. Teenage stuff.

Masturbating.

At least, trying to.

That was why she’d been half naked.

Tomek’s cheeks had flushed harder and faster than ever before, and he hadn’t known what to say. What could he? Instead, he’d thanked her for letting him know, and then gone back to making his dinner.

What she was up to now, he didn’t want to think about. And he certainly didn’t want to walk in on her and find out. That was the last thing either of them needed or wanted. The only benefit was that, at least now he didn’t have to worry about Kasia sending photos of herself to boys that she’d met at the kids’ club or at school.

Now he just had to worry about knocking and waiting for a response before he entered.

But as one occupying thought left his mind, it was quickly replaced by another. And one that he wasn’t too happy about entertaining.

The thought of Abigail.

In particular, her body, her warmth, her touch on the sofa. Her company as he battled an evening of mundanity. Before, when they’d been in a relationship, they’d chatted, laughed, complained about the same things on the television. Sure, most of the time they were on their phones, not talking to each other. But what relationship wasn’t like that nowadays? There was only so much time they could spend talking about their day before they started repeating themselves. No, it was her company that he liked more than anything. Something he’d never considered before, never even noticed until now. A little too late, now that it was gone.

The nights were the hardest. Especially when he didn’t have Kasia in the same room as him. Even if she was on her laptop or her phone with her headphones plugged in, at least she was still in the room with him, and he could annoy and distract her every few seconds with a benign and unimportant question. But now he was alone, he found he was struggling to pass the time in the evening. He would come home, converse with his daughter for a brief period, question her about her day – or, in the case of that night, find out that she’d tried masturbating for the first time – and then he’d be alone. There was nothing new on television, he didn’t like reading, and he wasn’t on any of the social platforms. So what else was there for him to do? How had he ever managed when he’d lived alone? How had he ever managed a little over eight months ago, before Kasia had been blasted into his life?

He knew the answer deep down. The companionship that he craved had come in the form of one-night stands and going to the pub with Sean and the rest of the team almost every night. They had been his outlet for human attention and interaction, but now he didn’t have either of those, he was seriously considering crawling back to Abigail, crawling back to an unhappy and unfulfilling relationship. Something he knew deep down he didn’t really want nor did he really need.

‘Right,’ he said, closing down the Contacts app on his phone and turning off the television. ‘That’s enough thinking for the day. Time for bed.’


CHAPTER THIRTY




She took her time with it, pausing after each movement, holding her breath, waiting to see if the sounds of creaking floorboards had stirred Tomek. And after a couple of minutes, and several tenses pauses, Kasia was out of her bedroom window and dropping from the neighbours’ garage. Adrenaline coursed through her. Not only was this her first ever Creepy Sleepy but she was also breaking curfew.

But she knew she had nothing to worry about with Tomek. He was all bark and no bite. If he ever found out she’d left the house in the middle of the night – which was already looking unlikely because she’d done it twice already and there had been no mention of it – there wouldn’t be much he could do. And she’d be sure to come up with an excuse in time. After all, he’d believed the whole masturbating thing. If he was gullible enough to believe that, he’d believe anything. And the embarrassment on his face afterwards! She would never forget that image.

It brought a smile to her face as she hurried across to Lorrie La Leta’s Honda Accord. Kasia didn’t know Lorrie’s real name. She didn’t know any of the girls’ real names, the only exception being Yasmin. And so far, since joining the Harpies, she had only spoken to Lorrie maybe once, twice. Nothing more than just a pleasant ‘Hello’ and the time she’d had to give her opinion on Lorrie’s stomach. Those were the only times she’d spoken to her new sister, and she felt a smidge of apprehension as she opened the car door. What would they talk about? What if Lorrie didn’t like to talk? Fortunately for her, Yasmin, who had received the message in the playground shortly after her, was in the back of the car. A friend, as well as a sister. Someone to fall back on.

‘Evening, Harpy,’ Lorrie said, more vibrantly and excitedly than Kasia had been expecting. She removed an empty bottle of water from the passenger seat and chucked it into the footwell.

‘Evening, sisters,’ Kasia replied as she slipped in and slotted the belt buckle into place.

That night, they all wore the same thing: black. Black leggings and black hoodie for Kasia, while the others had added black gloves as part of their ensemble.

Before pulling away, Yasmin tapped Kasia on the shoulder and brandished a pair of black leather gloves in her face.

‘For you,’ she said.

‘You sure?’

‘Positive. We’re sisters, right?’

Kasia’s face filled with glee as she took them and placed the gloves over her fingers. They were a tight fit, and there was only just enough movement for her to flex her hand in them. Another reason for her to continue to lose weight. If the other girls could fit into them, then why couldn’t she?

Lorrie La Leta slipped the gearstick into first, and turned to face them. ‘Right, sisters. Ready?’

Kasia had never been more ready in her life. Ever since Yasmin had told her what a Creepy Sleepy was, she had been imagining the events in her head. Like a footballer envisaging themselves scoring the night before a big game, she had planned for every eventuality, for every possible outcome.

And so far, everything was living up to it.

They had been walking for ten minutes, prowling the streets in silence. Overhead, the moon struggled to break through the clouds, and the pressure in the air deepened as these threatened the onset of rain. They were in the middle of a random, innocuous residential street in Thundersley. Cars littered the sides of the road and driveways. Some were brand new, some old and rusty.

They tiptoed along the pavement, watching for loose stones, branches, and puddles of water, before eventually coming to a stop. Lorrie La Leta had been leading the way so far, expertly, Kasia thought, and like a trained SAS operative, she flashed a fist in the air, commanding her and Yasmin to freeze. Then she turned to face them and pointed to the house.

Their target for the Creepy Sleepy was a small two-bedroom detached house. Probably worth a stupid amount of money in the current market. But that wasn’t her concern. Not now.

In front of the house was a perfectly manicured garden, complete with freshly trimmed grass, cut flush to the pavestones surrounding it; a small patch of flowers; a bundle of hydrangeas by the front wall; and a small army of garden gnomes guarding the house.

Lorrie La Leta pointed to the garden gnomes, and Kasia and Yasmin nodded at one another, immediately understanding what was required of them.

Next, Lorrie led them towards the side gate on the right-hand side of the house. First, she checked to see if it was locked. It was. Then she placed a foot on the wall that divided the target’s house from its neighbour, and hoisted herself over the wooden gate. In the still darkness, the sound was deafening, and each movement sent bolts of fear ricocheting inside Kasia. She didn’t want to be caught. Not on her first Creepy Sleepy. And not because she was worried about what Tomek might say but instead, about how Zeus might react. How disappointed he would be. How upset and frustrated. How the three of them would be out of the Harpies for good.

They couldn’t afford to make mistakes.

They couldn’t afford to be caught.

Next, it was Kasia’s turn. Adrenaline coursing through her veins, she placed her hand on the exact same space as Lorrie, then her foot, and she pushed. She vaulted the gate with ease, and jumped down to the ground, grateful for the gloves protecting her hands from being grazed on the concrete. Once Yasmin was safely with them, they waited, panting, holding their breath, listening for sounds of disturbance, backs pressed against the wall.

Thirty seconds passed. A minute. Two.

Nothing. No sound of movement coming from within the house.

Now they had to find a way in.

Crouching low, they crept along the side of the house until they came to the back of the property. Still, there were no signs of life. No lights radiating through curtains. No signs of movement through the windows.

At the rear, they immediately came to a set of patio doors that looked into the living room. Lorrie, taking charge of the situation, approached the door, reached into her pocket, and produced a device. Kasia had no idea what it was or what it did. Though she quickly found out the answers to both those questions as soon as Lorrie plunged the device into the lock and began twisting and turning, the noise clacking in the silence.

A few seconds later, the sound of the lock giving way echoed across the garden, and the door opened.

They were in.

They had done it.

And nobody had stirred, nobody had awoken.

After a minute of waiting, they removed their shoes and stepped into the house. Lorrie led the way, followed by Yasmin, leaving Kasia at the back of the pack. Once inside, they reached for their phones and switched on their torches. The living room was immediately bathed in bright white light, revealing the contents of the owners’ home. Two large sofas were trained on the television in the corner of the room. A black floor lamp hovered between them. Pressed against the wall was a white IKEA unit, filled with ornaments and bowls containing sweets. Lorrie made a beeline for the unit and began rearranging things.

The aim of a Creepy Sleepy wasn’t to steal, it wasn’t to rob the owner of their possessions. It was to move things, to confuse, to incite paranoia and fear that their homes weren’t safe anymore. It was to incite the race war that they were all so desperate to begin. To incite the end of the world, so they could all be saved from the tragic event that was coming for everyone. This was God’s work. This was Zeus’s work. And they were more than happy to do it for him.

Shortly after, it was Kasia’s turn to move something. Instead of staying in the living room, she moved to the kitchen, where she headed straight for the cupboards. The first she opened was filled to the limit with spices and herbs. The smell of pepper and chilli instantly hit her, filling her nostrils. She grabbed one of the jars of herbs and placed it in a different cupboard. Then she moved a knife from one of the drawers and deposited it into a cupboard filled with boxes of cereal. The changes were only subtle, but they would suffice.

Lastly, it was Yasmin’s turn. She had a wild look in her eyes as she left the sanctity of the adjoining living room and kitchen, and headed deeper into the house, deeper into danger. She tiptoed along the hallway, making her way towards the foot of the stairs. Just by the front door was a small bathroom. Yasmin opened the door, and returned a second later holding an unused toilet roll. Kasia’s ears strained for the slightest sound of movement upstairs. She held her breath, hoping that the sound of her breathing wouldn’t disrupt Yasmin’s turn. Back in the hallway, Yasmin set the toilet roll on the stair newel post, then tiptoed back to her sisters. There was a collective sigh of relief as she returned.

But they weren’t out of danger yet. Not when they still had to leave through the back garden and over the fence.

And then there were the gnomes…

Kasia grabbed her shoes from the floor, and skipped outside onto the damp concrete. As she donned them, she looked skyward, searching the bedroom windows for any sign of life. Still nothing.

Then, before she knew it, Lorrie had locked the back door, and they were ready to leave. Kasia followed them round the side of the house, and joined the back of the queue to climb the fence. As she lifted herself onto the top of the gate, she paused, froze, held her breath. Waited.

A sound, a disturbance, somewhere in the distance. Footsteps, coming towards them. Kasia’s heart leapt into her mouth as she dangled over the edge of the gate.

And then she spotted the source of the sound. A figure, a man. Stumbling along the other side of the road, drunk, the light from his phone illuminating his face and neck. In the garden, Yasmin and Lorrie collapsed to the ground, sheltering behind the bushes and brick wall. Until a few moments later, the man was gone.

They were safe, in the clear.

Once the sound of footsteps had finally retreated, Kasia lowered herself quietly to the ground.

‘That was close,’ Yasmin whispered.

‘Very,’ Lorrie replied, then turned to the garden gnomes facing the driveway. ‘You know what to do.’

Yasmin and Kasia looked at one another and nodded.

They knew exactly what to do. And why.

Without needing to be told twice, they began stomping on the ceramic creatures, crushing them underfoot, paying little heed to the sounds they made. Gnomes were the works of the devil, Zeus had said. People were being controlled by them, and they were recording everything they saw and heard. Always watching, always listening. Gnomes were the enemy, and they couldn’t be trusted. And so they had to be destroyed.

Mercifully, the thick, damp grass muffled the sound of the ceramic shattering, and the destruction did little to disturb the homeowners. Once the gnomes were sufficiently destroyed, the Harpies sprinted back to the car a few hundred yards away, hearts pounding and pulses racing.

Kasia had never felt more alive.

She loved the sensation. And she didn’t want it to stop.

She was having the time of her life with her new family, and she didn’t want it to end.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




Tomek raised his hand to his mouth, too late to stifle the yawn.

‘Boring you, am I?’ Nick asked, slamming his notebook on the desk.

Tomek hesitated before responding, and turned to his colleagues, who at that moment, were all staring at him.

‘Not at all, sir,’ he said with a hint of sarcasm in his voice. ‘Please… continue. I can’t wait to hear more about how a thirteen-year-old has entirely fucked with the only murder weapon we’ve been able to find.’ He inhaled deeply. ‘You know, he should be reprimanded or something for what he did. What is it with fucking teenagers nowadays thinking they can do whatever the fuck they want?’

The room fell silent. He hadn’t expected that to turn personal, but it had. And everyone in the room sensed it. They all knew the reason as well. It was no secret that he’d had his struggles with Kasia since she’d arrived in his life, but he’d always tried to keep them at home, between just themselves. But now the box had been opened.

‘Hold your horses there, champ,’ Nick said. ‘We can’t just go around charging teenagers for playing with knives.’

‘That’s exactly what we should be doing,’ Sean remarked. ‘There are so many carrying them round my way nowadays.’

Nick shot Sean a stern stare. ‘That’s not what I’m talking about. Yes, you’re right. We do need to do more about knife crime. But right now I’m referring to the thirteen-year-old who accidentally found a murder weapon in his back garden and showed it off to all his mates.’

‘What I want to know is why SOCO or uniform didn’t find it earlier. I thought we’d sent them round to speak with the neighbours?’ Tomek blurted out. The anger and frustration in his blood wasn’t dissipating, and he didn’t know what he needed in order to make it do so.

‘I feel your frustration, Tomek,’ Victoria said, jumping in before Nick. ‘And I will have a word with them about it later. But right now, we should focus on the fact that we’ve got it. It might not be in the best condition, but we’ve got one of the murder weapons. Hopefully, there will still be some DNA we can trace on it, and if it does belong to one of Richard Stafford’s people, then with any luck we should be able to find them on the system; God knows we’ve got enough of them on there from over the years.’

Because it was just that easy.

Something told Tomek it wouldn’t be. And he could see from all the defeated and beaten expressions from his colleagues they felt the same way.

‘That reminds me,’ he said, turning back to Nick again. ‘How’d we get on with the drugs search of Edwards’ place?’

Nick fired a finger gun at DC Oscar Perez. ‘The Captain’s your man for that one.’

Oscar, or Captain Actually as he was affectionately known amongst the team due to his infuriating personality trait of correcting everyone with ‘Actually…’ followed by the reason they were wrong, cleared his throat and turned over pages in his notebook. ‘The dogs were sent in this morning,’ he said, then waited.

And waited.

And waited.

‘What are you doing? Why aren’t you saying anything?’ Tomek asked, bemused.

‘I was pausing for dramatic effect. It’s something I’ve been learning recently. In my elocution lessons.’

Tomek’s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to respond, but it was Chey who beat him to it.

‘Are you having a career change?’ the young constable asked, looking Oscar up and down. ‘I never had you down as an electrician, mate.’

Oscar looked visibly offended. ‘Elocution, numbnuts,’ he retorted. ‘Not electrician.’

If it was possible for Chey’s face to show embarrassment, it certainly chose not to after that particular blunder. ‘What’s the difference?’ he asked the room.

‘One’s about currents and lightbulbs and wiring; the other’s about pronouncing those words properly,’ Tomek replied, enunciating each word for effect. ‘How come you’re having lessons, Oscar?’

The man looked about the room, as if trying to answer the question.

‘Oscar?’ Tomek asked.

‘Are you really having a career change?’ Nick asked.

‘No,’ the Captain replied. ‘I… I’ve been having performance lessons. You know, stage school. I’m thinking about getting myself involved in acting… some performances. On the weekends, like. Or in the evenings. Nothing that would interfere with here, but… I was hoping to have the discussion with Nick and Victoria before the whole team found out, but… the cat’s out the bag on that one.’

‘That’s awesome,’ Martin said loudly. ‘But just make sure you don’t ever take a role in Cats. I saw the film and it was the shitest thing I’ve ever seen.’

‘Right. I’ll bear that in mind.’

Everyone offered Oscar their congratulations.

‘That’s very exciting,’ Nick said, after the atmosphere had calmed down slightly. ‘Though we will need to have a separate discussion about what that looks like going forward.’

‘I vote we all take the evenings off to go and support Oscar at his performances,’ Tomek said, raising his hand.

While everyone agreed, the outburst was quickly dampened by Oscar himself, who continued with his explanation of the police dogs’ investigation. ‘The dogs found two kilograms of cocaine and LSD stuffed behind one of Michael Edwards’ wardrobes,’ he explained.

‘That explains why nobody found it in the evidence search,’ Sean commented.

‘It had a street value of approximately a hundred thousand pounds,’ Oscar continued.

‘I wonder whether that’s part of the metal shipment from Richard Stafford that went missing,’ Tomek said, thinking aloud. Then he looked up at Nick. ‘Any luck with drugs squad allowing us to look into our very own Pablo Escobar?’

Nick sighed and folded his arms. ‘I’m still working on it. Leave it with me. We’re going to have to play it very carefully if we think Stafford is the best line of enquiry. I just think we need to make absolutely certain. If Edwards was sending Richard money, on time, every month, then why would Richard send people to kill him?’

‘I heard it was ninjas what done it,’ Chey burst out.

‘You what?’ Sean replied, followed by a, ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ from Rachel on the other side of the desk.

‘Ninjas,’ Chey answered. ‘Donnie Strachan was saying that the kids in his school were spreading rumours about Michael Edwards being offed by a group of ninjas.’

Tomek scoffed. ‘I can’t wait to see that in the news,’ he said. ‘Did they say anything else about these ninjas, Chey? Were they were seen running along buildings dressed in black? Were they⁠—?’

‘Actually,’ the Captain started, more seriously this time, ‘you joke, but something came through last night.’

‘About ninjas?’

‘In a roundabout way, yes.’

Oscar waited. And waited.

‘Don’t you start pausing for dramatic effect again!’ Tomek exclaimed, brandishing his finger at the man. ‘Spit it out, otherwise I won’t come to see you in any of your performances – even if you make it to Broadway!’

That seemed to work. Oscar looked down at his notes, downtrodden. For a moment, Tomek felt bad for the comment. And then he realised the man was practising performing arts, and that it was probably all an act anyway.

‘This morning, uniform were called out to a house in Thundersley. Their front garden had been vandalised. A load of gnomes were destroyed, and then more bizarrely, they claimed that their possessions had been moved inside the house.’

So many thoughts. So many funny comments.

Just no time to say them in.

‘Not very good ninjas if they’re breaking stuff on the way in or out,’ Rachel remarked.

‘No, but get this,’ Oscar said, leaning forward. ‘There was no sign of a break-in. So they must have got in without making a sound, moved things about, and then left.’

‘Maybe they were ghosts,’ Tomek said. ‘Ghosts that have got something against the casual garden gnome.’

Oscar raised an unimpressed eyebrow, and gave Tomek the shoulder. ‘Guv?’ he asked Nick.

‘Yeah?’

‘Is it worth pursuing?’

‘Fuck, no. Leave that sort of shit to Uniform. Our time is better spent finding out what Michael Edwards was doing with all his drug money. And, more importantly, who he was selling to.’


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




Chinnerys had been a staple of live music in Southend since the late nineties. Not only did they host big-name acts and tribute bands, but they also gave a voice to local independent artists looking for their big break, their one chance at superstardom.

And tonight was no different; the venue was hosting the Harpies’ beloved Sons of Zeus.

The event had been last minute, added to the schedule only two days before because the previous act had pulled out due to unforeseen circumstances, and fortunately, it fell after Kasia’s curfew had lifted. After being dropped off by Yasmin’s mum, she and Yasmin found the Harpies standing in the queue outside. It was six thirty, the doors didn’t open until seven, and Zeus wasn’t performing until nine, but they were all told to meet early, to create a crowd, to make it look like one of the biggest artists in the history of music (which he was, in their opinion) was about to perform at this tiny venue along the Southend seafront.

And it was working too. As they stood outside, several passersby walking along the seafront, enjoying a casual stroll along the esplanade and perhaps a night of playing in the arcades or feasting on fresh fish and chips, had their interest piqued and approached them.

‘Who’s performing?’ one of them had asked.

‘The Sons of Zeus,’ the Harpies had replied in unison, like it was programmed into their brains to say it in that particular pitch and at that particular tempo.

‘He’s my favourite artist in the world!’ Kasia had added, almost screaming in their face.

‘What type of music is it?’ the man continued, his interest clearly not lost yet.

‘Everything,’ the girls replied.

‘It’s techno, grunge, R&B with some rock thrown in all at once,’ someone added.

The couple had glanced up at the billboard with Zeus’s face on it, realised it was just a one-man band, and then left.

At first Kasia had felt aggrieved at the couple, furious at them for not staying. They were going to die in the apocalypse and she would make sure that they were two of the first. But her frustration and disdain for other human beings began to recede a little when a handful of people in their late twenties joined the back of the queue and, to her surprise, weren’t put off by their screaming and fangirling. Nor were they dissuaded by the girls wearing the same Sons of Zeus merchandise they’d all bought to show their support. It didn’t occur to her that they might be there for one of the warm-up acts instead.

When the time finally came to enter, the crowd had almost doubled in size. And so began the slow march towards the entrance, pressed up against her sisters, all eager to get in and race to the front.

‘How much is entry?’ she asked.

‘Ten quid,’ Yasmin replied.

‘We have to pay?’

‘Of course we do. We need to support Zeus in every way possible, Kasia. And that means financially too. He gets a lot of money from performing these gigs, and the more people we get, the more money he has.’

Kasia nodded. It all made perfect sense to her. Not even the thought of using her hard-earned pocket money was enough to dampen her excitement. That particular honour fell to the two bouncers standing by the door, checking IDs as her Harpy sisters went through.

The minimum age at Chinnerys was fourteen, and as she was three months shy of that date, it meant she was ineligible to enter. That hadn’t been a problem, however, because her sisters had amended the date of birth on her Be Identified Throughout Essex (BITE) card.

Nerves steadily began to creep in the closer she got. She played with her BITE card in her hands, running it through her fingers, trying to avoid eye contact.

Eventually it was her turn. Yasmin was waiting behind her, in case she needed someone to defend her, someone to assure the bouncer that she was old enough, with a flirtatious flick of the hair and a flutter of the eyelashes.

‘ID?’ the bouncer asked. He was a big brute of a man with forearms and biceps the width of her head.

She swallowed deeply as she handed across her BITE card. As the man took it, he eyed her suspiciously, scrutinising her features. Then he looked at Yasmin.

Kasia could feel her heart in her mouth. Funny, she felt more nervous about being refused entry into a venue, and letting Zeus down on one of the biggest nights of his life, than she had during her Creepy Sleepy.

‘When’s your date of birth?’

The question was so sudden and abrupt that it took her by surprise. Her mind went completely blank.

‘My…?’

‘Your date of birth,’ he repeated, his patience rapidly wearing thin. ‘When were you born?’

And then it came to her. Her new birthday. The extra year she’d been given to prove she was older than fourteen. She told the man, and after a few more painful seconds of deliberation, he eventually let her into the venue. At once, the nerves disappeared and excitement came flooding back through her in waves. That had been so easy. Lying about her age like that. Lying about her date of birth. Over the past few weeks, ever since she’d joined Zeus and the Harpies, she’d got better and better at lying. To the point where she almost considered herself an expert. Now, she could lie to Tomek with ease. To her teachers. To her classmates. And now to the bouncer outside Chinnerys.

Some of the excitement in her system gave way to pride as she hurtled through the doors and made her way to the dance floor. The stage occupied the back of the venue, and was filled with Zeus’s electronic equipment that was brilliantly lit beneath a row of spotlights. Soon, Zeus would be standing up there in all his magnificent glory. She wondered what he’d be wearing, how he would have styled his hair. She’d heard rumours in the queue that some of the girls had chosen an outfit and a new hairstyle for him, but that they were keeping it a secret. They wanted it to be a surprise, they’d said.

That wasn’t the only surprise of the evening, however, because at the end of what had been a brilliant, if not perfect show, Yasmin and Peppy Piper, another of her sisters, had informed her that she would be doing another Creepy Sleepy. That night. In less than a few hours. And that she was to go straight to the house without going home beforehand.

Which meant she was to put her excellent deception skills to the test once more.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




Sean plonked his empty pint glass on the table and asked Tomek if he wanted another.

‘Better not,’ he replied, looking at his almost empty glass. ‘Gotta pick Kasia up from her concert later.’

‘Ah, yes. Mr Ear Splitter. I bet she’s having a wonderful time.’

‘I’d rather shove earwigs into my head and let them feast on my brain than listen to⁠—‍’

‘Is that what they do?’ asked Chey, sitting beside him.

‘Is what what who do?’

‘Earwigs. Do they really go into your brain?’

Tomek shared a knowing glance with Sean.

‘Only if you don’t clean your ears out,’ Tomek replied. ‘That’s why you have to be super careful when you wake up in the morning. Sometimes they can be in there without you realising. Do you ever get a little tickle in your ear every now and then?’

Chey’s eyes widened. He looked at Tomek and then Sean, then shook his head. But both men could tell he was lying.

‘Well, that’s them,’ Tomek continued. ‘Burrowing away in your ear, making their way steadily towards your brain.’

Chey slapped both hands over his ears and shook his head. ‘Shut up! You’re having me on!’

Tomek picked up his glass, finished the last dregs of his beer, then set it down. ‘I’m not. Honest. Look it up.’

Chey didn’t need telling twice. He reached for his phone, unlocked it, and then chucked it back onto the table. ‘There’s no fucking signal in this place!’

Tomek checked his own signal. ‘Mine doesn’t have any issues.’

‘That’s because you’ve still got a Nokia 3310 from twenty years ago. You could probably get a signal on Everest.’

Tomek glanced at his iPhone on the table. ‘Just because it’s an older model doesn’t mean it’s any less functional. Sometimes older things just work better.’

‘Except for the human body,’ Chey remarked, having forgotten about the imaginary earwigs crawling through his skull. ‘My neck and back have been killing me the past few days.’

‘Probably because you spend all day hunched over at your desk,’ Tomek said. ‘Besides, you’re about twelve. You don’t get to complain about that sort of thing until you hit at least thirty.’

Tomek trailed off, then realised Sean was still standing over them. ‘What you waiting for?’

Sean pointed a thick finger at Tomek’s glass. ‘Last chance,’ he said.

Tomek declined and thanked him anyway. As Sean returned to the bar of the Fork and Spoon, their regular haunt for post-shift beers, Tomek and Chey continued their discussion about the ageing process and the various ailments likely to afflict the young detective if he didn’t change his posture habits. It was all right for now, the constable said; he had years to wait before he had to start worrying about those sorts of things.

‘Deep vein thrombosis and the posture of a ninety-year-old were the reasons I joined the police force, Sarge,’ Chey added. ‘I even said that in my interview.’

Tomek chuckled. ‘For some reason, I don’t doubt you did, mate.’

A moment later, Sean returned with two pints. He set them on the table, and slid one across to Chey.

‘What’ve I missed?’

‘Chey was just telling me how he can’t wait to suffer later on in life.’

‘I won’t suffer,’ Chey replied. ‘I’ll fix it before things get really bad.’

‘You sound like an addict,’ Sean added as he took a sip of his pint. When he set it down, he let out a long, raspy breath.

‘Good?’ Tomek asked.

‘The best. I’ve been in need of one of these for a while.’

‘Hard day?’

‘More like hard week.’

‘Things not going so well at home?’ Tomek asked, referring to Sean’s recent decision to move in with Victoria.

‘Just… work and home. Home and work,’ Sean explained, clutching his beer in his hands as if holding onto it for support. ‘We’re on top of each other constantly. We’re knackered all the time, we never have much to say to one another, and when we come home the last thing we want to do is cook or clean or tidy the dishes, but it’s the thing we argue about the most. Perhaps moving in with her was the wrong thing to do.’

Tomek was taken aback. He’d suspected that they were having issues; he could see it in his friend’s face, in their interactions around the office and the way they’d been snapping at one another recently, but he hadn’t known it was that bad.

‘You gonna keep at it or cut your losses?’ Tomek asked.

Sean stared into the bubbles of his beer. ‘Bit of a tricky one, ain’t it? We work together, which makes things impossible. But to make them even more impossible, she’s my boss. And then there’s the problem of me trying to find a place to live⁠—’

‘You could come and live with me!’ Chey exclaimed.

‘You moved out yet?’ Sean asked.

‘No, but⁠—’

‘Then why the fuck would I want to live with you and your parents? Where would I sleep? The top bunk?’

Chey’s eyes widened at the thought. ‘That would be amazing. I always dreamt of having a brother growing up. Imagine, the two of us playing late into the night. Pissing each other off.’

‘It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,’ Tomek interrupted. ‘My brothers were arseholes to me, and if I know Sean as well as I think I do, he’d be the biggest arsehole in the world to you.’

‘Yeah, I’m a real arsehole, kid. You wouldn’t want to live with me. And… I mean this with all due respect, but I do not want to live with you either.’

Chey dropped his head in defeat, took his beer, then held it to his lips. Both men watched him take a moment to recover from the sudden hurt he felt. Neither knew what to say. In the end, Sean turned to Tomek and asked, ‘How you getting on with Abigail?’

Tomek chewed on his bottom lip. ‘I… You’re gonna hate me for this, but I thought about calling her the other night.’

‘And did you?’

Tomek shook his head.

‘Good. Then I don’t hate you.’

‘It was close, though.’

‘I’m sure it was. But you came to your senses and didn’t do it. She was a bad egg – I’d know – and I’m glad you got out of there when you did.’

Tomek grunted. He didn’t feel like adding anything more to the conversation.

‘How’s Kasia getting on?’ Sean asked, trying to fill the awkward silence.

‘Tonight or generally?’

Shrugging, he replied, ‘Generally, I guess.’

And then Tomek told them. About her recent behaviour. About her difficulties. About her changes in appearance.

‘The other day, she told me not to show her any barcodes,’ he finished.

‘You what?’ asked Sean.

Tomek shrugged. ‘Barcodes, she doesn’t like them for some reason. Got something against them, I think. She said that I wasn’t to show her any of them.’

‘Is she on drugs?’ Sean asked, his tone laden with sincerity.

‘That’s what I wondered, but I’ve not been able to find anything in her room.’

‘She’s not on drugs,’ Chey said suddenly.

Both men slowly turned to look at him.

‘How would you know?’ came the response from Tomek.

‘Because I heard the same thing.’

‘You heard what?’

‘That barcodes are bad for you. They’ve got messages programmed into them designed to brainwash us and every time you look at one, those messages get sent through.’

It wasn’t often that Tomek was lost for words, but now was certainly one of those times.

‘You sure you’re not on drugs as well?’ Sean asked. ‘Where the fuck did you hear that?’

‘TikTok and YouTube. There’re loads of conspiracy theories out there about it.’

‘Is that where she fucking picked it up?’ Tomek asked, finally coming to.

Chey shrugged. ‘Probably. Some of the other ones out there are quite funny. It’s crazy that some people believe these things.’

Tomek scowled at the constable. He didn’t appreciate the insinuation that Kasia was stupid. Sure, she was if she truly believed that barcodes contained brainwashing messages. But only he was allowed to think it. Nobody else.

‘Did you know that water has feelings?’ Chey asked.

‘What?’ Tomek and Sean asked.

‘Water… it has feelings…’ He cleared his throat and shimmied himself higher in his seat. ‘Scientists have done tests on it, you know.’

‘Tests on what?’ Tomek asked.

‘Glasses of water. They… some guy in Japan spoke positively to one glass, then froze it. Then he spoke negatively to another, then froze it. And then when he examined the ice afterwards, the negative ice was full of warped holes and blackness. And the positive ice was full of crystals.’

Tomek said nothing. Too dumbfounded to think properly.

‘They’ve tested it down to the word,’ Chey continued, ‘and the water responds the same way every time.’

Tomek turned to Sean, who looked the same way Tomek felt. It was a long time before either of them said anything.

‘My God, social media is rotting our brains,’ Tomek said. ‘The next generation is fucked.’

‘I didn’t say I believed it!’ Chey protested.

‘Bollocks. Is that why I’ve seen you cradling your bottle of water at work recently?’

‘Fuck off!’

And then the breakdown came. Tomek bent double with laughter, slapping his hand on the table repeatedly until tears began to form in his eyes.

‘Fucking water has feelings! Christ on a bike, where did you hear that from?’

Chey shrugged. ‘Some footballer.’

‘Bloody hell. They really need to look into the long-term effects of heading a ball from such a young age. Fucking hell…’

Another bout of laughter, this time louder and longer than the first, overtook them. When he and Sean finally calmed down, wiping the tears from their eyes, Sean continued, ‘Anyway… I don’t know what to tell you about Kasia. It sounds like you’ve got your hands full. But at least she doesn’t believe that water has fucking feelings!’

At that moment, before either of them could descend into more hysterics, Nick entered the Fork and Spoon. As he arrived at the table, he removed his coat and placed it on the back of a chair. He shook everyone’s hands then lowered himself into his seat.

‘What’ve I missed?’

‘We’re just talking about barcodes,’ Tomek said.

‘And Kasia,’ added Chey.

‘And drugs,’ added Sean.

‘And water.’

A look of consternation drew across Nick’s face. ‘Well, that sounds quite heavy. I might need a drink to help me get through all of that.’ He looked around the table, at the half-empty glasses and the empty table in front of Tomek. ‘Drink? Drink? Drink?’

Sean and Chey ordered another. Tomek declined.

‘Come on,’ Nick insisted. ‘By the sounds of it, you need one the most.’

Just as Tomek opened his mouth to respond, his phone chimed.

It was a message from Kasia, notifying him that she would be staying over at Yasmin’s for the night and getting a lift to school in the morning. That he didn’t have to worry about school uniform because Yasmin had spares for her to wear.

Tomek set the phone down, locked the screen, then looked up at Nick.

‘On second thoughts…’


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




The following morning, Tomek’s head ached more than he’d expected. An extra pint had turned into an extra three, and now he was really feeling the arse-end of his decision. The last place he wanted to be was in an eighty-year-old’s home that contained that particular smell. The smell of something that had existed since the seventies, and had been so absorbed into the furnishings that the only way to remove it would be to destroy them. The smell that indicated she had lived there her entire life, and she had the furniture to match: the bus-style pattern on the sofa, the thick shagpile carpet that had become threadbare over the years, the colourful, garish and out of place wallpaper that was doing its best to cling to the wall, but was rapidly losing its strength.

Despite her age and the decaying furniture around her, Mrs Spall was in good shape. She was slim, wore a brand-new pair of trainers on her feet, and looked like the type to go on a walk every day just to maintain a level of fitness.

She handed Tomek his tea in a china mug, then gave one to the police constable he’d come with. Her name was Megan, and they were to speak with Mrs Spall about the break-in she’d had the night before. It was the fourth one in less than two weeks, and Nick, in his infinite wisdom, had decided to send a member of the team to help investigate. He, Sean and Chey, had played a game of rock, paper, scissors to determine the team member who had the privilege. And Tomek had lost.

He took a sip from his drink and made an approving noise. The tea was nice. But the smell, however, that godawful smell, wasn’t.

‘Thank you for taking the time to speak with us this morning, Mrs Spall,’ the constable began, playing with her police cap in her fingers.

‘Please, call me Elizabeth.’

‘Elizabeth it is,’ Megan said with a smile. Then she opened her pocket book and pressed pen to paper. ‘Firstly, I’d like to say that we’re sorry to hear about what happened to you last night. If there’s anything you need, over and above the usual, we’ll be more than happy to help, or we’ll be able to find someone who can.’

Elizabeth’s face warmed and broke into a smile, revealing a set of dentures. ‘Very kind of you to offer,’ she said. ‘I must admit I am a little spooked. I just… I just want to know why they would do something like this. I’ve lived here for fifty years and I’ve never had an issue.’

Tomek took a quick moment to survey the room. ‘Would you mind telling us when you first noticed something was wrong?’

‘It was after midnight. I… I was dozing on the sofa when I heard these noises from outside. Disturbances, you see. Noises that sounded out of the ordinary. I figured it was just my neighbours outside, coming home late or maybe bumping into my fence by accident, so I took myself off to bed, then fell asleep. It wasn’t until about an hour later, one thirty-two; I remember because I looked at my alarm clock, that I heard the noises again. Usually, I’m quite a light sleeper, and when my neighbours have parties and play loud music, it keeps me awake. But when I got downstairs, I didn’t see anything wrong with the house. Things were just… different, you see. It felt different. And I could smell perfume.’

‘Perfume?’ Tomek interrupted. Beside him, Megan scribbled away in her notebook.

‘Yes… Strong. Really overwhelming. I noticed it immediately, you see.’

Tomek couldn’t help thinking they could do with a little more perfume in the air right then. The smell was making his head pound.

‘Before I went back to my bed, I thought I’d check all the rooms, just to make sure there was nobody hiding in one of the cupboards or under the stairs,’ Elizabeth continued.

‘That’s very brave of you,’ Megan responded. ‘Though you must be careful not to put yourself in danger like that in the future. Anyone could have been there.’

Elizabeth let out a little chuckle. ‘Oh, dear. I lived through the sixties, seventies, and eighties. I’ve seen and been through a lot. I know how to handle myself.’

Tomek noticed some definition in her shoulder and arm muscles, and didn’t doubt that she could wield a frying pan with venom if she needed to.

Elizabeth cleared her throat before continuing. ‘It was then that I noticed things had been moved. Things were out of place. It looked odd, you see. At first I thought I was going mad or that perhaps I was a little sleep deprived, but the more I looked and the more I investigated, the more I realised that someone had been inside.’

‘Did you notice anything missing?’

Elizabeth shook her head. ‘That’s what I couldn’t understand. They’d been in, but they hadn’t stolen anything. They’d just… moved bits. Like the spoon rest I’d bought in Malaga one year was suddenly on the coffee table, and the picture frame of my grandchildren had been put in the washing machine. I… It baffled me.’

Megan finished scribbling her notes before responding, ‘Would you mind telling us about what they did to the front garden?’

At that, Elizabeth tensed, her expression turned into a frown, and she humphed loudly. ‘Well, you saw it on the way in, didn’t you? Carnage. The absolute savages, the beasts. How could they do that to my Norman… to my garden?’

Tomek had indeed seen the destruction caused to Elizabeth’s front garden. Flower heads and leaves were scattered everywhere. Stones and clumps of soil kicked across the lawn. And what appeared to have once been a red and green garden gnome had been destroyed and the bits strewn across the patio.

‘Norman?’ Megan asked.

‘My late husband. He loved that garden. It was his, and he worked on it right up to the moment he died. Literally. He passed while he was trimming the hedge back. Heart attack. I bought that gnome to commemorate him. He was supposed to stand guard over the garden while he was gone, and I did my best to keep it looking as lovely as he did, but now…’ She bowed her head and reached for a tissue from a box beside her.

Tomek and Megan gave her a moment to compose herself before continuing with the questioning.

‘Did you see anyone at all? Perhaps you looked out of the window and saw the intruder running down the street?’

Elizabeth considered for a moment, as though she were struggling to grab the memory. ‘I looked out of the window and saw what I thought was a girl, sprinting down the road. She disappeared just out of sight before I could do anything about it. I don’t… I didn’t see much more than that. I’m sorry, my eyesight isn’t what it once was.’

‘Did you see what colour hair she might have had? What she was wearing? How old she might have been?’ Tomek asked.

Elizabeth slowly turned to him. ‘I think she was blonde, maybe. About my height, but… nowadays that doesn’t mean anything. I couldn’t say how old she was, no. Old enough to drive, though.’

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Because I heard a car driving off shortly afterwards.’

Tomek looked at Megan and gave her a nod to write that piece of information down.

‘Have you got any female grandchildren, Elizabeth?’

She shook her head. ‘Only boys, I’m afraid. I had only boys, and they’ve had only boys as well. So lots of men to keep the family name going. Why do you ask?’

He shrugged. ‘No reason.’

Other than the fact this whole thing could have been an aggrieved and upset teenage grandchild intent on seeking revenge on their grandmother for whatever reason. It was almost ridiculous, but Tomek had enough experience to know that it was always the left-field thoughts that were usually the correct ones. Though on this occasion, his intuition was telling him otherwise. He wasn’t getting the usual ache in his stomach or head when his spidey senses began to tingle.

There had been too many incidents of break-ins recently for it to be a coincidence or a familial matter. In most of the cases, Tomek supposed they were dealing with a group of bored and troublesome teenagers with a penchant for garden gnomes who had nothing better to do with their time than to destroy people’s lawns and vandalise their properties. He certainly didn’t think it was related to Michael Edwards in any way.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




Nick disagreed with Tomek’s theory.

‘We got the DNA back from the hair found in Michael Edwards’ house and it belongs to a woman,’ Nick explained as he adjusted himself in his seat.

‘I could’ve told you that. It was about thirty inches long.’

‘Yes, but it matches with what the victims of the break-ins have been saying. You said yourself that Elizabeth Spall spotted a woman running away from her home, not to mention the smell of perfume.’

Tomek ceded the point with a small huff.

‘But the MOs are different,’ he argued. ‘Let’s assume it is the same people, for a moment. Why would they break into Michael Edwards’ home, brutally stab him and cut his throat, and then leave without moving anything or touching anything else? Then, a few days later, why would the same people break into random people’s homes, move things about, and destroy a handful of innocent garden gnomes without so much as waking the owner? They’re not the same. It doesn’t add up.’

Nick pondered on that a moment, running his hand over his bald head, as if massaging the thoughts into order.

‘Maybe they’re not random,’ he answered, eventually. ‘Maybe they’re being targeted for a reason.’

‘Why?’ Tomek asked.

‘That’s your fucking job to find out. But I’m telling you there’s something there. And you need to find it. Fast. I’ve got another press conference coming up soon, and I want to be in a good position for when the questions inevitably come. That reminds me, will your old flame be there?’

Tomek grimaced. ‘Please don’t call her that. And please don’t ever use that phrase ever again.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s cringey. And the flame is definitely, definitely, definitely extinguished. Like, doused in water and frozen over, so I have no idea whether she’ll be there. Though, given the number of times she’s tried to hassle me for information, I would say there’s more chance of you growing your hair back and losing some weight than her not being in attendance.’

Nick shot Tomek the middle finger. ‘Cheeky fucker,’ he said, looking down at his stomach.

‘Where are we with Richard Stafford and Michael Edwards, Nick?’ Tomek asked, changing the topic.

‘I’m still looking at it. I’m having a big issue with the swinging dicks over at drugs squad. They’re blocking me at every turn, and I’m seriously starting to think they’re in bed with Stafford.’

‘I’m sure you’ve scared enough people out of bed in your time that you won’t have any issues with this one.’

Nick flipped Tomek off with another finger. ‘Fuck you again. Want to go for one more and make it a hat-trick?’

Tomek’s lips flickered into a wry smile. ‘Don’t tempt me.’

The lines in Nick’s forehead relaxed. He cleared his throat before speaking. ‘I didn’t get a chance to say it last night, but… Kasia. If you need a hand or some advice or someone to lean on, I’m here for you. With two teenage daughters myself, I like to think I might know a thing or two. Chances are I’ve probably been through it myself anyway.’

‘You’ve been around so long you probably saw the Big Bang. But I appreciate it.’

Tomek gave the man a gentle nod to show his appreciation, but it was met with fury.

‘That’s a hat-trick,’ Nick hissed. ‘Fuck you. I don’t want to help you anymore. Now get out of my office and do some work.’


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




Yasmin swung her legs off the side of the bed and reached for her school shirt, draping it over her shoulders. As she began slowly doing up the buttons, she savoured the moment, drinking it in, absorbing the pain and discomfort she felt beneath the waist.

The sex had been fine, if a little painful. For her first time, she hadn’t known what to expect. But she had been in safe hands with Zeus. She had felt protected, comforted by his strong hands that had held her down on the bed. He hadn’t meant to hurt her, she knew that. Of course he hadn’t. He wouldn’t. He had promised to be her first time, to take her virginity – and she couldn’t have imagined giving it to someone else. Wouldn’t imagine it.

But it was over. Just like that. And now she felt bereft, deflated, almost disappointed. Had she orgasmed? She didn’t know. But Zeus had, and that was what mattered. Allowing God to take her virginity and giving Him an orgasm on her sixteenth birthday. She could only imagine how much stead that would put her in for the afterlife. Of course, she knew that he slept with all the other girls in the group. Even if they wouldn’t talk about it, she knew, but none of them could say that they’d let the saviour take their virginity. The rest of the Harpies had already been deflowered by the time they’d met Zeus.

Except for Kasia.

The smell of sex and sweat hung in the air, masked by the incense burning in the corner of the room. Zeus lay behind her, naked on the bed, the sheet doing little to cover his body, one arm behind his head. She could feel his eyes watching her get dressed, watching her slowly put on her clothes. She felt empowered by it. Proud, almost. It was an honour and a privilege, and so she took her time, trying to be as seductive as possible as she stood up and rolled her school tights up her legs like she’d seen in the movies.

His gaze hardened when she arrived at her underwear and covered it with her skirt, as though he was trying to get one last look before it all disappeared. Once she was fully dressed, he reached for a cigarette on the bedside table and ignited it. The light from the nearby candles reflected off his chiselled body. God, she wished she could lie in his arms again. That she could feel the pressure of his body crushing her and her throat once more.

But she would have to wait. He would decide when next had sex. He would choose the time, location, everything. All she had to do was turn up and provide her body.

For a few moments, while he continued to inhale the cigarette, she stood awkwardly at the side of the bed, unsure what to do with herself.

It wasn’t until he finished the cigarette and extinguished it in the ashtray on the bedside table that he lifted himself up to his elbows, cocking a leg. The position reminded her of Michelangelo’s The Creation of Adam painting she’d seen in her religious education class one time.

‘Can she be trusted?’

The question took her by surprise.

‘Who?’ she asked.

‘Kasia. Can she be trusted?’

Yasmin hesitated a moment before responding. Perhaps longer than she should have. ‘With what?’

‘Everything. Our plan. Our mission. Can she be trusted?’

Yasmin nodded fervently. ‘Yes. Of course she can. She’s my closest friend. I vouch for her. I’ve told her about the importance of keeping everything to just us. How we can’t let anything slip. She’s invested as much as I am. She can be trusted. I promise you.’

He mulled that thought over, then turned his attention to the packet of cigarettes and reached for another.

‘Very well then,’ he said. ‘I have been impressed with her so far. But her dad continues to concern me. I may have to lean on her for information soon. Is she prepared to die to herself?’

‘Yes,’ Yasmin replied without hesitation.

‘I mean, is she prepared to die to herself fully?’

This time, Yasmin took longer to respond. ‘Yes. She is. I know she is.’

‘Very well. I very much hope that is the case, because if she isn’t, then she will not be the only one expelled from the group. Do you understand what I mean?’

She understood perfectly. But the racing thoughts and sudden fear that spiked in her stomach inhibited her from answering.

Zeus lit another cigarette and spoke with it dangling between his lips. ‘The race war continues to evade us. That will change tonight, I am sure of it. And then we will see how invested your friend really is. I may lean on you, I may not. But be aware there may be a time for you to fulfil your prophecy.’ He took a large toke of the cigarette and expelled a giant plume of smoke into the air. ‘That will be all. You can leave. Please close the door on your way out.’

As she made for the door, he called out to her, ‘And tell the girls I want everything ready for this evening. There are to be no mistakes.’

‘Yes, Zeus. Of course, Zeus. Would you like me to tell all of them?’

‘No,’ he said blankly. ‘Don’t tell Kasia. Leave her to me.’


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




Kasia had been staring at the message for too long. Far too long.

The message had indicated she needed to act. Fast. Swiftly. There was a deadline. And if she missed it… Well, she didn’t want to think about what might happen to her if she missed it.

You need to be on the 21:07 train from Leigh-on-Sea to Southend Central tonight. If you miss it, do not get the next one. We will not be waiting. You have one opportunity to prove whether you’re worthy of coming with me when the race wars begin. And they will begin tonight.




She read the message again. She’d lost track of how many times she’d seen it, read it. How many times her brain had absorbed those words and then instantly forgotten them.

21:07.

Fifteen minutes away.

Should be plenty of time. It was only a five-minute drive. Ten if you counted traffic. That left five minutes to get herself ready (the message hadn’t stated an outfit or particular attire, so she would have to guess and hope for the best) and the remaining few minutes to beg her dad for a lift.

Dad.

Fuck.

It was all well and good driving there with some minutes to spare, but that wasn’t her biggest obstacle. Her biggest obstacle was sitting in his jogging bottoms in the living room, pretending to watch television while he fell asleep.

Added to that, she needed to think of a reason why she should be dropped off at their local station late on a school night.

This was going to be her toughest lie yet.

Or…

She slowly turned her head to the window. Rain pounded against the frame, echoing around the room. She considered the possibility of jumping out and sprinting towards the station on foot. But could she do it? Fifteen minutes in the pouring rain and thunder? She could call a cab. Or Yasmin. Or maybe one of the other Harpies. No, she didn’t have the time. They all lived far away, and besides, they were probably all trying to get to the same location themselves.

This was all pointless. She was wasting time. Her best bet was the man who proclaimed to love her.

If that was the case, then it was time he showed it.

She swung her legs off the side of the bed, changed into a slightly worn pair of jeans and a thin navy-blue sweater, grabbed a raincoat from her wardrobe, and prepared a bag of the essentials: her phone, purse, a spare set of house keys, perfume, and a hairbrush. Then she opened the door and hurried towards the living room. She found Tomek lying on the sofa, scrolling through his iPad, dozing off. As soon as he noticed her, he lowered the iPad flat to his stomach.

‘Where’re you off to?’

‘I need a lift to the station,’ she said bluntly.

Tomek checked his watch. ‘Now? It’s nearly nine o’clock. And it’s pissing it down. No.’

‘Please.’

‘What for?’

‘It’s urgent.’

‘Why? What’s happened?’ His tone was dubious. If she was going to break him, she would have to be super convincing.

Come on, Kasia, think.

‘It’s Yasmin. She’s been kicked out. Her and her mum… they’ve been arguing. She… she kicked her out this evening and she wants me to meet her.’

Tomek took a moment to respond. His face contorted as he considered what she’d said, as he considered the lie. Her pulse pounded and her heart raced as she waited and waited, waited and waited. Hoping, praying that he would believe her. She was holding her breath and could feel her lungs screaming at her to release.

‘Why do you need to meet at the station?’ he asked.

The release came, but it wasn’t the one she was hoping for. ‘Because she’s going to be there.’

‘Have you told her she can stay here?’

Shit.

‘No,’ she replied. ‘She wants me to get on a train with her, so we can go to Benfleet.’ She could feel the lie unravelling as she said it. Come on, be more convincing! Make it make more sense! And then it came to her: ‘She has an older cousin that’s agreed to let her stay the night, but she wants me to go with her so we can… so we can talk about it.’

Tomek said nothing.

‘I need to be there for her. It’s serious, Dad.’

‘I’m not disputing that. But I think she needs to go back home. Maybe I should give her mum a call,’ Tomek said as he reached for his phone.

‘NO!’

Tomek froze. ‘Why not?’

‘Because it’s not your place to get involved.’

‘If she’s being a bad influence on you, then I think I have every right to get involved.’

‘A bad influence? She’s not being a bad influence.’

This wasn’t good. They were digressing, moving further and further away from the topic. And she was rapidly running out of time.

‘They just haven’t been getting on, that’s all,’ she continued.

‘You mean like how we haven’t?’

Kasia inhaled sharply, tapped her foot on the floor. Don’t rise to it. Don’t say anything. Just… beg.

‘Please, Dad. She’s in a bad place right now and she needs someone to help her. You… you must know what that’s like. You didn’t have anyone when you… You know, when you left home…’

Bingo.

The expression on Tomek’s face changed from one of doubt to one of consideration. He suddenly turned pensive, mulling the thoughts over in his mind.

Come on. Come on. Come on.

She held her breath again.

Eventually, Tomek relented and agreed.

She released the air from her body in one large breath and paced about the room, grabbing everything he needed. The sweatshirt that lay strewn over the side of the sofa. His shoes. His car and house keys.

Time was rapidly running out. She had a little over eight minutes to make it. And as they jumped into the car, she prayed there was no traffic.

The atmosphere inside the car was tense. She was on the edge of her seat, fidgeting, tapping her feet in time with the pounding rain on the roof. In her mind she screamed at the other cars on the road, lambasting them for not getting out of the way, or for pulling out right in front of them. Worse, she yelled internally at Tomek’s driving. Of all the times for him not to have any sense of urgency about him, he’d chosen now.

She prodded her phone repeatedly, checking the time every ten seconds.

‘What’s the rush?’ he asked, peering over at her screen.

‘She’s on the twenty-one oh seven train.’

He glanced at the dashboard.

‘Ah.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Have you got a ticket?’

Fuck! How could she forget to buy a ticket? Her mind had been so preoccupied, she…

She unlocked her phone and bought one online, via the c2c app. She didn’t care how much it cost. All she cared about was getting there on time.

She had three minutes to get to the station, scan her digital ticket, and reach the platform before the train arrived.

Four minutes to prove to Zeus and the rest of the Harpies that she was ready, that she was committed.

If she missed it, they would disown her. If she missed it, they would expel her from the group. Her family, her sisters. The only siblings and true family members she’d ever known. She couldn’t bear the thought of it.

A minute later, at the crest of the hill that descended towards the station, they came to a stop at a set of roadwork lights. Rain continued to pound on the roof and windows, and the wiper blades struggled to keep up. Aside from the car behind them, there was nothing in sight. No cars from the right, none from the left, and none coming the other way.

They were just sitting there, time ticking by.

‘God, what’s taking so fucking long!’ she screamed as her foot reached new levels of tapping.

‘Language, Kasia!’

She ignored him. Why did he seem so calm about this? What did he know that she didn’t? Was he trying to sabotage her? Had he known the roadworks were going to be there? Had he taken her this way on purpose?

Eventually, after what felt like an eternity, the lights turned to green, and Tomek eased his foot onto the accelerator. The journey down the hill felt like the longest ever, and by the time they pulled up to the station, there was one minute left. She heard the train pull in to the platform as she opened the car door. She sprinted towards the station in the pouring rain without so much as a goodbye or thank you.

But it was too late. As she arrived at the barriers, the QR code on her phone didn’t work. The raindrops on her screen had distorted it, and as she wiped them away on her sweatshirt, the train pulled away, disappearing into the blackness.

Kasia’s mouth fell open but nothing came out. She wanted to scream, to cry, but there was nothing. She felt bereft, empty. That was it. She was out of the Harpies. She had ruined her one chance to prove herself, to fully give herself to the cause.

She wanted to throw up, and for a long time she stood there, staring into the space on the platform where the train had just been, her mind devoid of any thought. It wasn’t until a train guard spoke to her that she eventually came to.

‘You all right there, love? Need a hand with your ticket?’

She ignored him and moved away before he could get too close. Then she turned her back on him and trudged back towards Tomek, the rain lashing at her face. As she placed her hand on the door handle, a sheet of lightning flashed and thunder rattled overhead.

Zeus was angry, furious. And it was all her fault.

No. It wasn’t her fault.

It was Tomek’s.

‘Sorry you missed it,’ he said as she climbed back in.

‘No, you’re not,’ she hissed. ‘It’s all your fucking fault! You did this on purpose, didn’t you? You made me miss it. And now… now I don’t get to… God, I fucking hate you. I fucking hate you so fucking much. Take me home. Take me home right now.’

Tomek looked at her aghast. He didn’t know what to say. In the end, he said nothing as he slipped the gear lever into first and pulled away to the sound of Zeus’s furious rain pelting the windscreen and the loud thunderclaps overhead.

Zeus was furious. And there was nothing she could do about it.

She had lost her family.

She was no longer a member of the Harpies.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




Thick wet strands of hair clung to her face. Rain continued to lash at her and the rest of the girls from all angles as waves of thunder rippled across the blanket of cloud overhead.

The body in her arms felt heavy, weighing her down. He was unconscious, his arms lolling by his sides. It was her job to support him and keep the knife pressed against his throat, but her biceps were screaming under the weight.

The rest of the Harpies surrounded her, their thin shirts and trousers clinging to their bodies. Some of them were so skinny and frail she could see the outlines of their rib cages and collar bones through the material. There was a demonic look in all of their eyes as they were trained on Yasmin and the man. Behind them all, sheltered beneath the castle, was Zeus. Screams and wails, combined with cackles of evil laughter, like the cries of a pack of hyenas, filled the air, though they were quickly drowned out by the rumbling of thunder above.

Zeus was furious. And as a result, so were they.

‘The race war begins tonight,’ he cried, his voice deep; the deepest she’d ever heard it. Almost otherworldly. ‘And now we must make our next sacrifice.’

He snapped his fingers, and one of the girls dashed towards him. He whispered something in her ear, and a moment later she was rushing towards Yasmin. Without saying anything, the girl, Peppy Piper, slapped the man across the face. The movement was so sudden and forceful that his head rolled from one side to the other. The blade in Yasmin’s hand was so close to puncturing his skin, and yet he didn’t move, he didn’t stir.

Another slap. Another roll to the side.

This time, the man blinked, slowly. As soon as he came to, Bright Muffin raised her Taser and trained it on him. Silent Horsechick and Auspicious Almond removed twelve-inch kitchen knives from their waistlines. In the darkness, there was no shimmering of the metal, no reflections of light caught in the blade, but each Harpy knew they were there.

The man in Yasmin’s arms mumbled and gurgled on the blood in his mouth. At first his words were unintelligible, nothing but garbage. But after he’d spluttered and splurged the blood onto his chest, he said, ‘What the fuck is going on? Where am I? What’s happening?’

‘Undress him,’ came the command from the back.

At once, the girls grabbed the man by the collar, tore through his T-shirt with the knives and ripped it to shreds. Next on the list were his trousers. The girls were so quick to throw him to the ground and undress him, that the man had little time to protest. That, and because the knife in Yasmin’s hand was still held firmly against his throat. She could feel his muscles tensing beneath her arms. His pulse beating through his neck. The rapid rise and fall of his chest as adrenaline coursed through his system. There was so much strength in him, so much power. And yet he couldn’t use any of it. She was in control of it. She had tamed him. She was the one with the power, and she felt alive with it, consumed by it.

‘Put him on his knees,’ ordered Zeus, still in the darkness.

Yasmin wasted no time in manoeuvring the man onto his knees, all ninety kilograms of him. Adjusting her grip on the blade, she grabbed his hair and tilted his head back, angling his face towards the sky. Raindrops landed in his eyes and he blinked frantically, but he dared not move his head. Not unless he wanted to die.

‘Please,’ he began to beg. ‘Please, I haven’t done anything. I don’t know what you want, but I didn’t do it. You have to believe me. You don’t have to do this. I’m sorry for all the things I said. I didn’t mean them.’

Yasmin stared into his eyes as he spoke. That someone much older and physically stronger than her was begging for his life filled her with even more euphoria. In one quick movement, she could end him, she could end his life and spill his blood.

‘Shut up,’ she hissed, spitting in his face. ‘Shut up!’

The man did as he was told, save for some low rumblings that vibrated against the blade. Shortly after, he began to sob, cry, and shudder in her arms.

‘Enough!’ came the cry from Zeus.

Then, everything seemed to stop. The rain, the thunder, the lightning. The shuddering, the pounding of the man’s heart, the pounding of her own.

And then he appeared, emerging from the shadows. He had removed his top, and in the low light, she could make out the muscles that had held her so powerfully only hours before. Poor Kasia, she was missing out on this. She would be out of the Harpies for good. But she couldn’t think about that right now. She needed to be in the moment, devoting herself entirely to Zeus and what he asked of her.

He sauntered towards them and raised a hand. As soon as he did, lightning flashed across the sky, revealing his and the girls’ faces. They were like a hungry pack of wolves, waiting for the command to attack.

And then he gave it.

‘Kill him.’


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




Acrowd had formed at one of the entrances to Hadleigh Castle. Beyond the bushes, the remaining tower of the English Heritage site loomed, dark and forbidding against a backdrop of gunmetal grey.

As Tomek climbed out of his car, his foot stomped in a puddle. Water splashed on his leg, and he swore under his breath. He wasn’t in the mood. Not after the previous night. Not after Kasia had flown off the handle at him. He had been so taken aback, so hurt and broken, that he hadn’t said anything on the way home, nor when they’d got back, nor in the morning. In fact, he’d left the house before she’d even got up for school. She could get herself ready and find her own way there, if she wanted to behave like such a spoiled brat about things, the ungrateful cow. He was rapidly running out of ideas what to do with her, how to handle her outbursts.

Fortunately, he had been given a distraction: another dead body, this time at Hadleigh Castle, one of Essex’s most treasured landmarks.

A uniformed police officer stood at the cordon by the gate, ushering people back, explaining to them that the castle was closed to visitors. When Tomek arrived, he shook the rainwater off his leg, and changed into a scene suit in a nearby forensic tent. He signed in, then dipped beneath the cordon, preparing himself for the brutality that lay beyond the hedges.

Hadleigh Castle had been built by Hubert de Burgh over eight hundred years before. From there it had passed between hands for almost a hundred years until King Edward III had used it as a royal residence. In the following centuries, it had passed through many hands and survived the Hundred Years War, until, in the sixteenth century, its materials had been sold off and parts of the castle demolished. Since then, the ruins, of which only the barbican and two drum towers remained, had towered above the South Essex coastline and marshes.

Tomek had visited dozens of times during his teenage years, slipping through the gate to drink with his school friends. The only thing he remembered from those nights was that it was cold and pitch dark. Mobile phones didn’t exist back then, so he and his friends had relied on a mate’s dad’s torch or the weak moonlight to illuminate the path, and the strangers they ended up meeting while there.

The thought of Kasia sneaking in and drinking on the hilltop briefly entered his mind, but fortunately, before he could infuriate himself even further, he was distracted by the sight of someone dressed in a SOCO outfit slipping over in the mud. Tomek stifled a laugh, lest they injured themselves. But when he got closer and realised it had been Chey, he was unable to control himself. The sound echoed and rolled over the hills.

‘It’s always you,’ Tomek said as he helped the man to his feet.

‘It’s these bastard shoe sleeves! Whose idea was it to make them without any fucking grip? I’ve been sliding about like fucking Bambi on ice over here!’

Tomek chuckled uncontrollably.

‘It doesn’t help that these shoes haven’t got any grip either,’ Chey continued, brushing mud from his suit.

‘I think it might be time for them to go, mate,’ Tomek said, brushing a clump of mud from Chey’s shoulder. ‘Nadia almost fainted the last time you took them off.’

‘Is that why she bought all those air freshener things?’

Tomek dipped his head.

‘Shit. I have been eyeing up a new pair.’

Tomek patted him on the back. ‘Maybe make sure the next ones are suitable for mountain hiking and long walks along the beaches before buying them, yeah?’

Chey grunted and, with his head low, scuffled back towards the crime scene. A few metres from them, a small forensic tent had been erected around the body, but it was dwarfed by the barbican tower that cleared it by several metres. Tomek remembered trying to climb the tower once to impress a girl, but he’d ended up falling off and bruising his elbow, palms, and ego severely. So much so that he’d learnt his lesson and hadn’t attempted it since.

Standing outside the tent was crime scene manager, Rory Stevens. He stood with his hands behind his back and his shoulders stooped forward. Beneath his face mask and paper suit, a pair of tired and bloodshot eyes stared back at Tomek.

‘You been crying?’ Tomek asked.

‘Funny. Hay fever.’

‘Ouch.’

‘Yeah, it’s a bastard this time of year. And especially in a place like this.’

‘Where there’s loads of open spaces and plenty of wind, you mean?’

Rory grunted, turned his back on Tomek, and then headed towards the tent. As he lifted the flap open, he said, ‘Careful, you might end up crying after you see this.’
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Rory was wrong. The first thing Tomek wanted to do as soon as he saw the body wasn’t to cry.

It was to throw up.

He wondered whether that was what Chey had fled the tent to do before he’d fallen on the grass and suddenly lost the sensation as soon as Tomek had arrived.

The crime scene echoed that of Michael Edwards’. The victim was male, mid-thirties, medium build. His throat had been slit, his body covered with puncture wounds, and Tomek noticed the same two Taser wounds on his chest. His body had been placed flat on its back, arms and legs thrown wide. Tomek was unable to figure out whether it had been staged that way, or if it was just the way the body had fallen after he’d been brutally stabbed.

The similarities were too stark for him to think them unrelated. Though this time, there was something different about the killing, something more concerning. Tomek got the sense that it was more frenzied, more savage. The number of puncture wounds in the man’s chest and abdomen was, to the naked eye, almost double that of the number found on Michael Edwards. However, over the course of the night, the rain had washed away most of the blood, and all that remained now was congealed and spotted from the last few droplets of rainwater splashing down onto his lifeless body.

‘We did our best to protect him from the rain, but it looks like most of the blood’s washed away,’ Rory began, as if listening to Tomek’s thoughts. ‘He was found by a group of school kids on their way to school. Poor sods. Whole thing’s probably scarred them for life.’

Ain’t that the truth, Tomek thought, as his mind turned to his dead brother, Michał. The body in front of him was in a state all too similar to the one he’d found thirty years before.

‘As you probably noticed on your way in, we’ve extended the outer cordon pretty far. As far as we possibly could. There are footsteps all over the place, but I’m told it was a group of ten kids who found him, so it’s very possible a lot of the muddy footsteps you see around you are theirs. Nevertheless, we’ll take as many samples as we can.’

‘All of them,’ Tomek instructed.

‘Yes. All of them.’

‘Including the routes leading towards the train track. The killers could have fled six ways to a dozen.’

Tomek took a moment to survey his wider surroundings. To the north was Hadleigh town centre; to the east, a large field; to the west was the former Olympic mountain biking course; and to the south was a steep hill that led down to the train line which ferried passengers from Shoeburyness to Fenchurch Street. In his mind’s eye, he imagined the killers splitting up, fleeing in all different directions, and dispersing into the darkness of the Essex countryside.

‘How many?’ Tomek asked.

‘How many what?’

‘How many wounds?’

Rory consulted the body. ‘A quick count puts the total at forty-six.’

‘Christ,’ Chey remarked. ‘It’s like they were using his body as a piñata.’

‘Any idea how many blades might have been used?’

Rory shook his head. ‘Not until your pathologist can measure them. But, based on what I saw the other day, I’d argue you’re looking at the same number. Around three or four.’

Tomek nodded and crouched down on his haunches. As he began to survey the body, the faint whiff of urine crept up his nose.

‘He pissed himself?’

‘Most likely,’ Rory replied with a nod. ‘You would too, if you were in his situation.’

‘And the rest,’ Tomek retorted as he straightened his legs. ‘Is there anything else we need to be aware of?’

Rory didn’t respond. Instead, he opened the flap and exited the tent. Tomek and Chey followed him outside, towards the barbican. Tomek froze as soon as he noticed it.

LET THE RACE WAR COMENCE had been scrawled across the brickwork in blood, misspelling and all. Long, thin streaks of blood had trickled down the brick and come to a stop a few inches below. The message had been preserved and protected from the elements far better than the body. Whoever had put it there wanted it to be seen. On the ground by the wall, covered in a layer of dirt and dust, was the victim’s top, torn and bloodied.

‘Presumably that was done using the victim’s blood as well as his top?’ Tomek asked.

‘That’s the theory,’ Rory replied.

All three men took a minute to read the message again, to absorb it.

‘What race war are they talking about, you reckon?’ Chey asked. ‘Isn’t that the Olympics?’

‘What the fuck did you just say?’ Tomek shot the young detective a deeply intimidating and unimpressed scowl.

‘Race war. The hundred metre sprint and all the other running events they do at the Olympics. I wouldn’t call it a war, per se, but they’re all racing from different countries, aren’t they?’

‘That’s not what it’s fucking talking about, you absolute eejit,’ Tomek cried in disbelief. ‘Kurwa macz.’

‘Jeee-zus Christ,’ Rory lamented. ‘How stupid d’you have to be?’

‘I’m getting your mum to confiscate your phone from you,’ Tomek added. ‘All that social media is causing absolute havoc with your brain.’

Chey raised his hands in surrender. ‘Honest mistake. Honest. What’s it talking about then?’

Tomek let out a long breath through his nostrils, composing himself before he explained the simple term to his colleague. ‘A war between the races. You know, whites, Blacks, Asian. Those races.’

Chey’s eyes widened with realisation. ‘I get it now. So, whoever did this thinks there’s one coming?’

Folding his arms across his chest, Tomek said, ‘Either that, or they’re trying to incite one.’


CHAPTER FORTY




The knot in Kasia’s stomach hadn’t abated since she’d left the train station, a little over sixteen hours earlier. It crippled her, wrapped itself around every inch of her body, and made her feel sick. She’d been distracted during all of her classes that morning, and as she crossed the playground, keeping her head down and hugging her bag tightly against her chest, the sensation intensified.

Yasmin was waiting for her in their usual spot. But today, Kasia didn’t feel like seeing her. She didn’t know if she could handle it. There had been no word from any of her Harpy sisters the night before, no message offering their condolences or support. Nor had she received anything from Zeus.

Right now, she didn’t want to be there. She didn’t want to be anywhere. She wanted to curl into a ball and just wither away. Maybe even slit her own throat the way her sisters had described doing to Michael Edwards.

But Yasmin had other ideas. Her friend sprinted across the pitch and grabbed Kasia by the arm, pulling her in.

‘Come on!’ she yelled.

‘Yas, I don’t want⁠—’

‘Just shut up and listen,’ her friend insisted, almost tearing her arm off. ‘I have so much to tell you, you don’t even understand.’

Yasmin yanked her to the ground so forcefully Kasia lost her balance and her legs flew into the air. As if she wasn’t already embarrassed enough.

‘What’s going on?’ she hissed. ‘I didn’t think you’d want to… want to talk to me.’

And then Yasmin came crashing back to earth. The excited expression on her face turned sullen, almost morose.

‘I…’ she started, now suddenly unable to make eye contact. ‘I don’t know what to say. You… you received the message, right?’

Kasia took a moment to respond. Her friend knew she’d received the message. She knew she’d missed the train. So why was she pretending?

‘I missed the train, Yas. I fucking missed it all because of some fucking traffic lights near the station. I don’t know what to do… I don’t know what to say. Shall I message him and see if he’ll have me back? Did he say anything about me last night? I’m freaking out here!’

Yas took her hand and gripped it tightly. ‘I was so disappointed when you didn’t turn up,’ she said, giving a little squeeze. ‘I wanted you to be there so badly. But…’ She inhaled deeply. ‘I don’t know what happens now. He didn’t say anything. He… I will have to message the girls and see what they recommend. Have you been officially kicked out of the group chat?’

Kasia checked on her phone quickly. She hadn’t. She still had access.

‘That’s positive…’

Kasia rolled her eyes and turned her head to the side. She couldn’t see the positive in anything right then.

‘Let me have a word with the girls,’ Yasmin repeated, placing her other hand on Kasia’s shoulder. ‘I’m sure if you explain the reason he might let you off.’

‘Of course he won’t!’ Kasia snapped. ‘It’s not good enough. I need to give him everything. I can’t afford to make mistakes like that. It was unacceptable. I can’t let anything like that happen again, not during the race war, not in the next life, not ever.’

Yasmin offered a look that indicated she understood and agreed with her completely.

Sighing, playing with her phone in her fingers, staring into the pitch, Kasia said, ‘Go on, what happened last night then? What did I miss?’

A part of her hadn’t wanted to hear it. It would have given her a massive case of FOMO, and added to the guilt and embarrassment she already felt, it would have been enough to make her want to stay indoors for the rest of her life. But the other part of her, the more curious and inquisitive side – the more invested side – was eager to know. She’d been a Harpy for over a week now, she had invested her time, energy, body, and effort into becoming one; she felt like she deserved to know, that it was owed to her.

And after hearing everything, in excruciating, minute detail, the sensation of FOMO increased. She’d missed the start of the race war. She’d missed the beginning of the end of days. All because of a fucking traffic light.

She was indifferent about the brutal killing that had taken place. By now, she’d heard so much about the need to start the race war, and how it was to be incited, that it had become normalised in her head. It was necessary. A life lost for the bettering of the human race. A life lost so the saviour could save her.

It was vital the man be killed, regardless of who he was or what family he had, if any, back home.

Lunchtime quickly came to an end. At the bell, they grabbed their things and started towards the classroom. They made it to the other side of the pitch when Kasia’s phone rang.

She froze. Stared at the screen. Struggled to contain the scream.

‘It’s him! He’s calling!’

‘Answer it! Answer it!’ Yasmin thrust Kasia’s phone in her face. ‘For God’s sake, answer it!’

Nerves suddenly wracked her body. Her arm shook as she held the phone, which now seemed to weigh a thousand tonnes in her hand. Slowly, cautiously, she answered the call and held the device to her head.

‘Hello?’ she said, a catch in her throat, pulse pounding.

‘Are you alone?’ came the deep, sullen voice.

Kasia locked eyes with her friend. ‘Yas is with me,’ she answered. ‘We’re about to go back to school.’

‘Leave her,’ Zeus instructed. ‘And leave school.’

‘Yes. Of course. Anything.’

Kasia didn’t hesitate. She waved goodbye to Yasmin, turned her back on her, and headed towards the school gates. Once she was outside, she removed her tie and blazer, things that would easily identify her as a student at the King John School, and cut down a residential street.

‘Zeus, I’m so sorry I missed⁠—’

‘Enough,’ he said, shutting her off instantly. ‘You have a strike against your name. You are in debt. You have dug your own hole, but are you willing to get yourself out of it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you willing to fulfil your prophecy?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you invested?’

‘Yes.’

‘How invested?’

‘So much, honestly. So much I can’t even put it into words.’

There was a long pause, and for a brief moment, she wondered whether the call had cut out.

‘Are you ready to die to yourself?’ Zeus asked eventually.

‘Yes. Absolutely. One hundred per cent. I’m all in. I don’t want to let you down again, Zeus. I will make sure nothing like last night happens ever, ever, ever again. You have to believe me on that. I am ready to die to myself.’

Another pause, even lengthier than the first.

‘Very well. Your luck is in. I have looked favourably upon you, and there is still a chance to be with us when the race war comes. Last night has not worked as we would have hoped. The devil has been playing his tricks with us again, but I have seen a prophecy that states it is coming soon. Very soon. But we must act quick. The devil has been listening in and may be aware of our plans. Are you ready to fight the devil?’

‘Yes!’

‘Then you must die to yourself, Kasia. And you must now do everything I say.’

‘Of course. I’m ready. I’m willing.’


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE




Tomek was in the middle of typing his notes from Elizabeth Spall’s witness statement when his phone rang. He immediately felt a sense of dread as the device vibrated against his leg. That dread was only compounded when he realised who was calling. A part of him almost didn’t want to answer. To avoid it, leave it, pretend he was busy, run away from it. But the other part realised the need and urgency to swipe right and answer the call, like he was some sort of mediocre superhero.

‘DS Bowen speaking,’ he said as though he didn’t know who was on the other end.

‘Hi, Mr Bowen,’ the voice began. ‘It’s Miss Holloway calling from Kasia’s school. How are you?’

‘Can’t complain,’ he said. ‘For now, that is.’

Miss Holloway chuckled awkwardly down the line.

‘That’s great. It’s just… I was just wondering if you’re able to come down to the school anytime between now and the end of the day?’

Tomek checked the clock, then his calendar.

‘I can come now. Why, what’s she done this time?’

He found out the answer nearly half an hour later.

‘Mr Peters, one of our PE teachers, found her heading towards the Gypsy Bridge,’ Miss Holloway explained. ‘He sprinted along the seafront to catch up to her.’

Tomek shot Kasia a scowl.

‘You were bunking?’ he hissed.

She sat with her legs and arms crossed, her bag perched atop her knee, and a large piece of chewing gum in her mouth. She said nothing.

‘What were you doing?’ Tomek asked.

Still nothing.

‘Where were you going?’

Silence.

‘Who were you with? Who were you meeting?’

Kasia didn’t respond. Beside him, Miss Holloway hovered awkwardly, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, playing with her hands. But Tomek didn’t care. He was more than happy to conduct the interview – being as hard and forceful as he could manage – right there right then, whether or not Miss Holloway wanted to stay present.

‘Kasia, answer me!’ he barked, his voice almost reaching a bellow. ‘Why did you leave the school grounds? Was someone telling you to? Was it a joke or one of those stupid dares kids play nowadays? What possessed you to go out of the school grounds? Anything could have happened to you. You could’ve been hit by a car or, worse, someone could have taken you.’

If Kasia understood the severity of her actions, she didn’t show it. Instead, her attention fell away from Tomek and onto the furnishings in the headteacher’s room. The three of them had been given the time and space to discuss Kasia’s behaviour without fear of interruption.

‘Can I go to the shops?’

The question was so left-field, so out of context, that it took a while for him to realise what she’d said and that she’d been addressing him. When he finally understood, his hand flinched. The movement was only minute, as though he were going to raise it to smack her, but Miss Holloway noticed it, and her expression immediately turned to one of concern.

He wanted to hit her so bad, smack her so hard for being so disobedient – the way his parents had done to him when he’d misbehaved as a toddler and child – but he couldn’t bring himself to. That wasn’t him. That wasn’t who he was. He wasn’t like his parents. And he knew violence wasn’t the answer. Besides, if he did do anything, then he knew he’d have social services on his arse before he could get the feeling back in his fingers.

‘Absolutely not,’ he said to Kasia. ‘No fucking way. You’re coming back home with me, where I can keep an eye on you, and we’re going to sit in silence if we have to, but I am not having you go anywhere for the next week. You’re so fucking grounded.’

You spiteful little bitch, he added in his head.


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO




The night had dragged. It was like being an incredibly bored and sober plus one at a party filled with a load of obnoxious drunk people you didn’t know.

As soon as they’d returned from the headteacher’s office, Tomek had confiscated Kasia’s mobile phone and laptop, leaving her with her Kindle, her school textbooks, and a great deal of time to think about her actions. He had tried to do some work, conducting telephone calls from the living room, trying to stay on top of his emails on the dining table, and following up with his various action points and notes, but he had been distracted, unable to think of anything other than Kasia.

He’d spent the night tossing thoughts about in his mind. Why had she been acting this way? What was the catalyst? What had sparked it all?

The only logical conclusion he could make was that she was being bullied. That someone in the school or possibly online had told her to be at Leigh station at a particular time in the middle of a thunderstorm otherwise she would be subject to unprecedented ridicule and subjugation. Perhaps that was why she’d flown off the handle?

Or maybe the same person had told her to skive off school, to get herself into trouble and risk possible expulsion?

Maybe they’d also told her to send photos of herself, and the masturbation story she’d told him had been nothing but a lie?

He didn’t know. He didn’t know what do with her. She was testing him on every level imaginable, and he was seriously running out of patience.

But then, late that evening, an idea had occurred to him, and he’d been unable to shake it all night, lying awake, tossing and turning, watching the clock, counting down the hours and minutes until it was possible to make the call.

And then he’d done it, first thing in the morning.

Mercifully, she’d agreed, and after squaring it away with Nick, Tomek made the journey to HMP East Sutton Park in Kent.

The person he’d gone there to meet was already waiting for him by the time he arrived.

In the months since he’d last seen her, she’d gained a considerable amount of weight. Somehow, despite being inside prison where there was a proliferation of them, she had managed to get off the drugs and was now looking all the better for it. She had a soul in her body again; there was warmth in her face and expression; there was life in the colour of her skin, a renewed and vigorous light in her eyes.

She looked… normal.

‘Hello, Tomek,’ she said, sitting behind the table in the isolated room. She didn’t stand, she didn’t attempt to shake his hand. Instead, she just offered him a welcoming smile, one that, a few months before would have been filled with venom and malice.

‘Hey, Anika. Good to see you. You’re looking well.’ He pulled the chair from beneath the table and slowly lowered himself into it.

‘Shame the same cannot be said about you,’ Anika replied. ‘In the nicest way possible, that is,’ she added with a subtle smirk.

‘Of course,’ he replied in kind. ‘How’s life on the inside?’

‘About as shit as you’d expect. Though all my meals are bought and paid for by you, so I can’t complain. How’s life on the outside?’

Tomek shrugged. ‘As you’d expect. Same old, same old.’

‘Except for one thing, which I presume is the reason you’re here.’

The smirk on Tomek’s face stretched into a grin. ‘Astute, as ever.’

‘You learn a few things when you’re in this place. Go on then, what’s happened to her now, our darling daughter?’

‘“Daughter” is probably the only word I would use to describe her right now,’ Tomek muttered. ‘There’s nothing darling about her at all right now.’ His gaze fell away from her as he prepared himself to explain. The problem was, he didn’t know where to begin. He didn’t know what was just her being a stroppy teenager, and how much was something deeper. In the end, he started with the night of the thunderstorm.

‘She shouted at you about that?’

Tomek nodded slowly.

‘Over a missed train?’

‘It sounded important.’

‘That’s unlike her,’ Kasia’s mum said.

‘I know. That’s why I’m here.’

Anika paused a beat before responding. She leant backwards in the chair and folded her arms across her chest.

‘Is that the first time she’s screamed at you like that?’

Tomek searched his memory files. ‘Like that, yes. We’ve had our fair share of shouting matches recently.’

‘Why?’

‘Because she’s been difficult.’

‘How?’

Tomek told her. From the jewellery to the barcodes. From the hissing to the truanting. From the bizarre change in hairstyle to the sudden weight loss. She thought he didn’t know about it, but he did. He’d noticed it immediately. The loss of appetite. The refusal to eat anything at dinner. The constant checking of her stomach in the mirror or on the sofa. The signs were subtle, but not if you knew what you were looking for.

‘I dunno, she just seems… different,’ he finished.

Anika shrugged. ‘Don’t sound like too much to me.’ She prodded the side of her head with her index finger. ‘Do you not think maybe you’re just overreacting a little bit?’

Tomek took a moment to control his response.

‘How do you explain the argument the other night?’ he asked.

‘Maybe she’s lashing out. That’s what teenagers do.’

‘Only the ones with something to hide.’

‘Not necessarily. She could be upset about something. She could be upset with you. I mean, you’re the one who’s been looking after her these past few months. And from the sounds of it you haven’t been doing a very good job.’

‘Excuse me?’ Tomek’s voice broke like a surprised teenager. ‘What the fuck did you just say?’

‘It doesn’t sound like you’ve had much success caring for our daughter.’

‘You’re one to fucking talk,’ Tomek hissed back. ‘Look where we are, Anika. Look where you are.’

‘When I sent her off to you, I thought she’d be better off staying with you, her father… But clearly not.’

‘I didn’t ask for this. I didn’t ask for her to turn up on my doorstep,’ he replied, blood boiling. ‘But she did, and I stepped up. I agreed to be her dad. I agreed to care for her, provide for her, look after, guide her… Who the fuck do you think you are, trying to lecture me from inside your jail cell? You’re the one who decided to get arrested and go to prison. Not me. Who can blame her for feeling upset? If she’s upset with anyone, it’s you!’


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




The bell sounded, ringing through the hallways.

Kasia immediately swept up her notebooks and pens, grabbed her bag from the floor, and shoved it all in, paying little heed to the damage she’d caused to the notebook on the way in.

Another day, another lesson, another shitty hour spent on maths.

Today they’d been discussing ratios and rates of changes. As usual, it had gone completely over her head, aided this time, however, by the fact she simply didn’t care. She’d lost all motivation for it. What would all this matter after the race wars? What would any of it matter? In the new world, she, Zeus, and the rest of the Harpies would create their own rules, their own ways of doing things, and it wouldn’t include ratios or fucking Pythagoras’ Theorem. She would have her own theorem instead. One that would be useful. One that would actually help people.

She had been fantasising about their new life together. All of them. Zeus, master of the gods, and her Harpy sisters. How life would be different, how it would be better, without any of the brainwashing, the climate change, the wars. They would be in charge, and they would have a peaceful, fulfilling existence. Zeus would bestow upon them the powers and knowledge of agriculture and survival, and give them the tools required to help build a new world. All of them.

The day of reckoning was coming, he’d said. Soon. Their second sacrifice hadn’t been enough to initiate the race wars. There had been a mistake, and Kasia believed him. Why wouldn’t she? He was Zeus. He was a god. He had made her see things she’d never thought possible. Who was she to doubt and question him?

When the race war finally came, he’d said, they would need to make one more sacrifice, one more offering, and then their saviour would save them all.

Kasia was thinking about the sacrifice as she left the classroom.

‘Kasia, could I grab you for a minute?’

At first, she didn’t hear it. It wasn’t until Mrs Matthews, one of the senior teachers at the school, repeated herself, that she finally came to.

‘Kasia, I was wondering if I could have a word with you for a second, please?’

Kasia stopped in her tracks, turned to Mrs Campbell – another one of her maths teachers – rolled her eyes and grunted.

‘Little less of the attitude, please,’ the teacher said as she made for the door and closed it behind the last student. Then she moved across to her desk and perched herself on the edge. With both arms, she gestured for Kasia to sit.

She didn’t feel like sitting.

‘Please,’ Mrs Campbell insisted. ‘Take a seat.’

As she said it, Kasia noticed Mrs Campbell glance down at her arm. And then she realised what this was about.

It was showtime.

Chewing on her bottom lip, Kasia shuffled towards the nearest desk and pulled a chair out from beneath. Carefully, slowly, she lowered herself into it.

Ready.

‘How are you?’ Mrs Campbell asked.

Kasia was taken aback by how simple and easy the question was. She’d been half expecting the teacher to go straight for the jugular. But instead she was playing the waiting game.

‘I’m… fine,’ she replied, trying to sound as nonchalant as possible while keeping an element of suffering in her tone.

‘You sure?’

‘Yeah.’

‘How are things at home?’

Kasia turned her gaze away from the teacher and trained it on the edge of the table. She began picking at a loose chip on the surface.

‘Fine,’ she answered.

‘You sure?’

‘Yeah.’

‘I heard about the incident with Miss Hendry the other day. What happened there?’

Kasia took a moment to think about the incident. ‘With my phone? I was just… I dunno. She just caught me on it.’

Mrs Campbell unfolded her arms and gripped the edge of her desk. ‘And the other day…’ she continued. ‘Truanting. That doesn’t sound like you. None of it does.’

Kasia didn’t respond. She thought it more impactful if she said nothing.

‘Are you sure everything’s all right?’ Mrs Campbell continued. ‘This is a safe space, I hope you know that. If there’s ever anything you ever want to tell me, my door is open. Except for when we’re having a discussion, then it will be firmly shut! If there is something you want to tell me and you don’t want me to share, then of course I can do that. My job is to look after my students, and I see a lot of potential in you. I wouldn’t want to lose that.’

For a moment – a brief, fraction-of-a-second moment – Kasia forgot herself. She forgot about Zeus, about the Harpies, about the impending race wars. About the end of the world. And for an even shorter moment, she considered telling Mrs Campbell the truth.

‘Is there anything you want to say?’

Kasia didn’t respond. She continued to play with the desk. She was waiting for the words to fall out of Mrs Campbell’s mouth.

‘I…’

‘Yes?’

‘Nothing.’

‘You sure?’

Kasia nodded.

Mrs Campbell let out a long sigh, pushed herself off the desk and started towards the door. A few steps in, she glanced down at Kasia’s arm and paused. Her expression feigned surprise, but Kasia knew it was false.

‘Where’d you get those bruises on your arm, Kasia?’ she asked. Then her eyes wandered up to her neck. ‘And there too.’

Kasia glanced down at her forearm and placed a hand on the left side of her neck. There was nothing really there. Just some make-up she’d expertly applied that morning after Tomek had left for work.

‘Where did you get those bruises from, Kasia?’

‘I… I fell.’

‘Right. And how did you fall?’

It was then that Kasia really turned up the heat and began sobbing. Shortly thereafter, tears streamed down her cheeks, and she cupped her hands to her face. God, she was getting good at this. So good she deserved an award!

Mrs Campbell rushed over, crouched by her side, and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. ‘It’s okay,’ she said. ‘You can tell me. You can tell me everything. You didn’t fall over, did you?’

Kasia, between sobs and hyperventilated gasps, shook her head.

‘Did you get them at home?’

More sobbing. More hyperventilation. This time a nod.

‘Did your dad do this to you?’

Another nod.

It was then that Mrs Campbell broke all school boundaries and embraced her in a hug. Her body felt warm against Kasia’s, comforting, soothing. The motherly touch she hadn’t had in months, if not years.

A motherly touch that forced her to reconsider what she was doing.

As she pulled away, Mrs Campbell asked, ‘How long has this been going on for?’

‘A few weeks.

‘Would you like me to tell someone? I can make some arrangements to ensure you’re safe.’

‘Like… like take me away?’

Mrs Campbell nodded. ‘Yes. Or have you move in with someone else, another relative. We can protect you, Kasia. Make sure you’re safe. Would you… would you like me to?’

Just as Kasia was about to respond, the bell sounded, signalling it was time for the next class.


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR




Several hours later, Tomek was still livid from Anika’s comments, though his frustration and resentment, along with the rest of his confused emotions, dissipated as soon as she opened the door.

It had been a few months since Tomek had last seen her, and she hadn’t changed at all. Her hair was still the same length, still the exact same colour, and her face was the exact same hue. Even down to the outfit she wore. It was as though she’d been frozen in time and had thawed just for him.

‘Hello, stranger,’ she said, a wide grin on her face.

‘Evening. Going to let me in or shall I just stand out here in the cold?’

‘Cold? It’s bloody fifteen degrees. That’s boiling!’

‘Sorry,’ Tomek replied. ‘I forgot you Scots aren’t used to anything above ten degrees.’

‘Funny!’ she said sardonically, shutting the door on him a fraction. ‘For that I don’t want to let you in.’

‘And leave a poor, old man out here on his own in the… heat?’

Saskia’s face dropped, her mouth agape with surprise. ‘The day has finally come. The great, inimitable, unageing Tomek Bowen is calling himself old. You really must be in a bad place.’

Don’t I know it, he thought as she stepped aside for him to enter.

Saskia Albright was his closest and oldest friend. When he’d first moved to the country, aged five, she’d been the angel that had made friends with him in the playground. She, too, hadn’t had any friends, and so together they sought one another’s company, camaraderie, and solace. It was a miracle they’d stayed in touch for so long. She knew him better than anyone else on the planet, and she was like a sister to him.

Which was why it was okay for him to remark that her flat was an absolute shitheap. Textbooks and notebooks were piled across the living room floor, reams and reams of paper and plastic pouches scattered beside them. Pens, pencils. It was as if there’d been an explosion at a stationery shop. Either that or she’d just dropped everything on the floor at the end of a long day.

‘I’m not even going to apologise for the state of it,’ she replied. ‘You didn’t give me enough warning to tidy up.’

‘I gave you four hours. How long do you need?’

‘Twenty-four. At least.’

‘So now I have to sit in your filth?’

She shrugged, as though she couldn’t care less. ‘That’s a you problem.’

Tomek chuckled. ‘I got me lots of them.’

They moved into the kitchen, where Saskia depressed the lever on the kettle and turned to him.

‘Tea? Coffee?’

He checked his watch. ‘Not unless I want to be awake pissing all night.’

Saskia inhaled sharply through her teeth. ‘That stage of life already, is it?’

‘We’re the same age, mate.’

‘Some feel it sooner than others. I guess I’m blessed with good genes.’

‘Shame that’s the only thing you got going for you.’

The kettle clicked before Saskia could deliver a retort. By the time she’d finished making herself a cup of tea, the teacher’s version of water, she’d become distracted and forgotten what she was going to say. While he waited, Tomek skipped to the other side of the kitchen and dived into the fridge. There, he found a carton of orange juice, opened it, and poured himself a glass.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Saskia hissed.

Tomek froze, holding the carton. He looked at her, then at the carton, then back to her. ‘I… I don’t know. I… I just thought… juice.’

‘That was far too natural for my liking. You might know where everything is but you could’ve at least asked first.’

It all felt too natural for Tomek too. Including the stern words he’d faced afterwards. It all felt far too natural, indeed.

After he’d apologised, they moved into the living room. Tomek drank from his glass then placed it on the carpet by his feet.

‘Just make sure you don’t spill any,’ Saskia said.

‘Yes, Mum,’ he replied, much to her chagrin. ‘Anyway, how have you been? Busy?’

‘And then some. But fortunately the summer holidays are right round the corner.’

‘Six weeks of doing absolute sweet FA.’

‘Might book a stay somewhere. Maybe. Haven’t really thought about it, things have just been so busy. What about you?’

‘No, we’re not going anywhere,’ Tomek answered with a shake of the head.

‘That’s not what I meant, stupid. I meant how are things with you?’

He shrugged. ‘You know, same old, same old.’

‘Well, that’s a lie. I can see it in your face. Something’s been keeping you up at night, and it’s not just the pissing. I know you well enough by now, Tomek, to know when you’re bullshitting me. Otherwise why else would you have come round on a random Thursday evening?’

‘It’s not possible to pop round and see my closest friend on random Thursday evenings anymore?’

‘Not when you look like you’ve just been told you’ve got six months left to live.’ Saskia slapped her cheeks in horror, suddenly realising the potential faux pas. ‘Oh my God. You haven’t only got six months left to live, have you?’

‘Five,’ Tomek replied. But when Saskia shrieked and started grovelling, he apologised and explained he was joking.

‘Arsehole!’ she screamed, slapping him on the arm. ‘Your sense of humour was always shit.’

‘What does that say about yours?’

‘We’re not discussing me. We’re talking about you.’ She snapped her fingers, then set her drink down. ‘Go on. Out with it.’

Tomek inhaled deeply, taking his time. He didn’t know why, but he felt nervous. Even though he knew she wouldn’t, he felt like she would judge him; judge him for his parenting skills, judge him for the way he’d been handling Kasia up till now. That she would say he was inept, a terrible father, one who didn’t deserve to have Kasia in his life.

Then, despite the anxiety, he told her. Got it all out there. Everything that had happened from the last time they’d seen one another till now. A word vomit of stories, emotions, frustrations, and fears.

‘I feel like I’m a shit dad. I feel like I’m the worst dad on the planet. I have no fucking idea what I’m doing and it’s showing. I’m losing her, and I don’t know what to do.’

Saskia, who’d been sitting quietly, listening to his every word, politely nodding with each one, manoeuvred out of her chair, stepped towards him, then, crouching down by his knees, slapped him across the face. Not hard. But hard enough.

‘Don’t be stupid,’ she said, pointing her finger at him. ‘You’re not a shit dad. Nobody knows what they’re doing when they become a parent. Your problem is you’ve become one to someone who unfortunately happens to be a teenager with a fairly miserable past and knows how some elements of the world work. That’s not your problem. She’s a teenager. Of course she’s going to have these sorts of blips, outbursts, rages. She’s going through a lot of changes, hormones, and uncertainties, and you’ve been handling it like a pro,’ she explained, taking his hand in hers. ‘Honestly, you should see some of the parents I get coming up to me at school. Bearing in mind these are fully-grown adults, people similar age to us, they ask the most stupid and obvious questions – things you would have thought they’d learnt by now. Nobody knows what they’re doing. Nobody has the answer. You’re all just finding the way as you go along.’ She lifted his chin, forcing him to make eye contact. Then she told him to breathe. In through the nose, out through the mouth. They did it together. In. Out. Until Tomek felt his shoulders de-stress.

He let out a long, heavy sigh of relief. He’d been foolish to think she would be prejudiced, that she would judge him as naïve and terrible. He should have known better.

‘I think she’s being bullied,’ he muttered.

‘What makes you think that?’

‘The train station incident. The laptop incident. Skipping school. And this evening, after she’d got home, she had bruises on her arm and neck.’

‘Bruises?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Like she’d been punched?’

‘Or pinched.’

‘I mean, kids can be vicious, but there isn’t much physical violence anymore. At least not in what I’ve seen. It’s all online, it’s all verbal.’

‘Doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen,’ Tomek noted.

‘Of course. And if you think something’s happening to Kasia then I would definitely flag it with the school. But I would manage your expectations about what they can do. If they’re anything like mine, they won’t have either the time or the resources.’

‘I don’t give a fuck. If my daughter’s being bullied and physically hurt by anyone, I want it dealt with. Otherwise I’ll be forced to deal with it myself.’

Saskia placed a hand on his knee, gave it a firm squeeze and then winked. ‘Exactly what I would expect to hear from a fantastic father.’

Tomek thought ‘fantastic’ was a bit of a stretch, but that didn’t lessen the smile that crept onto his face after she’d said it.


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE




The music blasted through the tiny speakers of her laptop, filling the room with a cacophony of noise. Zeus had just released a new song, and like members of an exclusive club, they were the first to hear it, before anyone else. He wanted their opinions, their feedback. But she had none, other than it was fantastic, his best work yet. He’d far surpassed his previous songs and really shown his talents. She simply couldn’t get enough. Her only criticism was that he didn’t release more frequently.

Her hips and arms swayed in time with the music as she moved about the flat. She let the music take her wherever it felt like going. Through her bedroom, around the bed, into Tomek’s, through the corridor, up and down the sofa, onto the windowsill. Until she came to the dining table, and the object lying atop it.

Kasia crouched down to inspect it. It was cheap, made from flimsy wood, and evidence of the glue that had been used to seal it all together had spilled through the cracks and run down the sides. On the front was a large hole for the birds to dive in and out, and on the side was a small inscription. It read, For Michał. Gone but not forgotten.

Tomek had fawned over it with a great big smile on his face. It was almost like he’d been hugging it before she’d come through the door and was trying to cover up after himself. It was embarrassing. It was just a bird box.

She contemplated picking it up and dancing around with it when her phone rang.

Zeus.

She answered immediately.

‘Yes, Saviour?’

‘I’m hosting a video chat in the next two minutes. Just a few of us. It’s going to be tight, close-knit, invite only. I want you to be on it. Can you make it?’

‘Yes. A hundred times yes.’

‘Good.’ He hung up, and then a moment later, her phone chimed with a link to the video call. She sprinted to her bedroom and this time secured the door with her make-up table wedged slightly in front of it. She didn’t want a repeat of the last time. If Tomek came home, he would have to wait.

Kasia threw open her laptop lid, pasted the security code into Zoom and then joined the call. Three other Harpies were there already. But not the ones she’d been expecting. When Zeus had said invite only, she’d expected to be invited to a group call with the most senior girls, the ones closest to Zeus. No. Instead, she found herself in a meeting with the other girls who had been causing issues, the ones who weren’t meeting their weight targets, the other girls who had given Zeus cause for concern and reason to believe they weren’t fully invested. She was in the bottom set, the isolation group where all the class clowns and disobedient kids were sent.

She was on the naughty step.

Along with Whispering Nightmare, Becky Bonky and Debra Zebra.

‘Thank you for joining so quickly,’ Zeus said, and then she realised that the girls had already been there for some time, that they’d already spoken privately with him. That she was last to hear the information. She really was the runt of the litter at this point. She had a lot of grovelling and making up to do. ‘I was just explaining to your sisters here that now is not the time to be making mistakes. You are being given a once in a lifetime opportunity to be with me. Literally. If you mess up or make mistakes, when the race wars come, you will die. You will not have another opportunity like this in your life. And the skills and tools you’ve learnt with me will be useless. They will not save you. Only I can save you.’

Kasia nodded furiously, showing to Zeus that she understood, that she was remorseful.

‘Now that you girls are here,’ he continued, ‘I have some important news, and some important requests. Are you ready?’

‘Yes, Zeus,’ the girls answered in unison.

A wry smile flickered at the sides of Zeus’s mouth. ‘Very well. I wanted to let you know that I have had a vision, and I have been given the date the race war will come. Kandy, I have already briefly explained some of this to you, but I want you to listen. The killing the other day was not enough. There were mistakes, it was sloppy. The spelling on the wall was incorrect. It was not enough, and our plans were spoiled. Spoiled by a devilish and demonic figure. I have seen visions of them for some time recently, trying to interfere with our mission. For now I have been able to fend them off and gain us some time, but they are growing stronger each day. That is why, for us to succeed and for the race wars to begin, we must kill this evil figure, this demon, once and for all. Do you understand?’

‘Yes,’ the girls replied. Kasia was captivated. His voice, the way he spoke. She could hear his music in the background of her mind.

‘In the meantime, there are some things I need you to do. Are you listening?’

‘Yes.’

‘Very well: money. It is not cheap and it is not easy running the studio and preparing for the afterlife. I have invested so much money into it already, that I need some more. Which is why, for my new song, and the rest of my backlist, I want you to listen to it nonstop, on repeat. The money generated from the streams and the downloads and the views will help prepare us all for the afterlife. Do you understand?’

Kasia didn’t hear the question. She was too busy loading Zeus’s latest song on Spotify.

‘Kandy? Are you ignoring me?’

‘No, Zeus.’ She held her phone to the camera. ‘I was playing your song again.’

The wry smile on Zeus’s face turned into a grin. ‘Very good. Very impressive. Very proactive. I like it. Girls, perhaps you could learn something from Miss HeartThrob here.’

At once, the other girls reached for their phones and began playing the song.

‘On a more serious note,’ Zeus continued, with Kasia now the only one listening, ‘the revenue generated from streams and downloads will not be enough. I need more. We need more. That is why I’m asking you to steal from your parents, steal from the people you know and love. Everything they have. If you are truly invested in this, if you are ready to die to yourself, then this is what you must do. You must let go of those emotional attachments and take what you can. In the afterlife, money will be important. Much more important than you could possibly imagine. Do you understand?’

‘Yes,’ the girls said, including Kasia. This time she wasn’t rushing off to steal money from Tomek’s wallet or wherever he kept it. She was sitting bolt upright on her bed, unable to move.

After describing some other ways the girls could secure extra money, Zeus ended the call but asked Kasia to stay behind.

‘I have an extra request for you,’ he added. ‘Your dad. I need to know everything he knows about the people your sisters killed. I need to be kept up to date on the latest developments, and I need to be notified in advance if their investigation comes too close to me or your sisters. Do you understand?’

She nodded, eyes wide, fully invested.

‘I understand.’

He had some notes stashed away in his backpack in the living room that she could read.

‘Good. Remember, this is for his benefit. What must you do if you want him to join us in the afterlife as well?’

‘I must die to myself,’ she said, sounding robotic. ‘I must erase him from my life in every way.’


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX




Tomek was propped on the edge of his seat, leaning against the table, when Nick entered the briefing room.

‘Sorry I’m late, everyone,’ he said as he made his way to the head of the room. His shirt was tight around his body; in particular, around the midriff area, as though it had shrunk a few sizes in the wash and he didn’t look as though he either cared or noticed.

‘You been working out, sir?’ Tomek asked.

‘Why? What makes you say that?’

‘Or did you get a takeaway last night? I can’t tell.’

Nick looked down at his stomach, patted it like he was pregnant, then smiled gleefully up at Tomek. ‘You can thank my lovely wife for that. She doesn’t see a problem with it. I’m starting to think she might be going blind.’

‘I thought that was why you married her in the first place?’ Tomek remarked to weak laughter from his colleagues.

‘That’s enough from you,’ Nick barked, brandishing his finger at Tomek. He set his laptop on the surface, then said, ‘Right, where were we? Updates. Updates, people, I need updates. Who’s got what and what have you got?’

In the room was a series of whiteboards occupying each wall. On the one immediately behind Nick was an image of Michael Edwards, an aerial map of his house, and other relevant information relating to his murder, along with images and information on Richard Stafford.

To Tomek’s left was another whiteboard, freshly wiped clean, ready for the new murder investigation. Already, one of the members of the team had placed an aerial photograph of Hadleigh Castle on it. Above both images on the whiteboards was the operation nickname which had been assigned at random: Operation Heartthrob.

For a long while nobody said anything, until Martin chose to take the baton from Nick and address the team. He rose from his seat, grabbed a pen from the whiteboard tray and began playing with it in his fingers. ‘The victim’s name was Karl Bacon,’ he explained, then proceeded to scribble the name beside the photograph of Hadleigh Castle. ‘The post-mortem indicates that the cause of death was the blade across his throat. He was then stabbed a total of forty-two times, with what Lorna reckons are the same knives as used on Michael Edwards, with the exception of the one found in the neighbours’ garden, of course. She also found two black circular marks on his bare chest.’

‘Taser marks?’ Rachel asked.

‘The very same.’

‘Anything else?’ Nick asked.

‘Yes. One more thing. It’s not an exact science, but the CSM reckons there were more than just four people there. Now, bear in mind it was a group of kids who found the body, but from the number of footprints they found, Rory estimates there was a considerable number of people present.’

‘How many?’

‘Ten, fifteen. Maybe more.’

‘Fifteen?’ repeated Rachel. ‘Why would there be that many people⁠—’

‘We don’t know for certain how many people were there,’ Nick interrupted, his voice deep. ‘It’s not confirmed, and it’s not exact. Therefore, I do not want our focus pulled too much in that direction. It might turn out to be insignificant, and we need to focus our efforts on things we know, not things we think might be true. Everyone understood?’

There was a rumble of murmurings.

‘Very well,’ Nick continued. ‘Do we know what happened to him before he died? Why was he there at that particular time on that particular night?’

Rachel raised her hand, despite there being no need for her to. ‘Karl lived alone in a small house, and according to his neighbours they didn’t hear anything from him at all on the night he died. My theory is that he was abducted from his house in the middle of the night, and then taken to the castle.’

‘What did he do for a living?’

‘Politics. Someone hoping to get their foot through the door in their mid-thirties. I’m still trying to track his whereabouts before he ended up at the castle.’

Nick nodded. He was deep in thought and it showed on his face. He was thinking of something, the cogs whirring. And Tomek felt it too. A connection.

‘Do we know where the killers might have fled afterwards?’ Nick asked.

‘Not yet,’ replied Martin.

‘What about CCTV footage? Chey, you got anything on that front yet?’

The young constable shook his head. ‘Not yet, sir.’ Though he looked like he had something else to add.

Nick let out a long, steady sigh. A Nick special.

‘Double your efforts, please.’ Nick turned his attention to the aerial map of Hadleigh Castle. ‘If we are dealing with the same killers as Michael Edwards, then I’m hoping they will have headed towards the town centre, towards the CCTV, and not south.’

‘Aside from the MO, is there anything else that connects the two murders?’ Victoria asked. As soon as she said it, all the heads turned to face her as if pre-programmed.

Before anyone could respond, Chey blurted something unintelligible.

Then, after gaining his composure, he said, ‘I thought you’d never ask, ma’am! I typed Karl’s name into Google and found quite a few things about him. Online articles, social posts, media interviews. That sort of thing. But the thing that really caught my eye was a radio interview he’d done almost eighteen months ago.’

‘Radio interview, you say?’ Nick asked, tilting his head to the side with curiosity.

‘I do say,’ Chey replied. ‘And it was with our very own Michael Edwards, discussing immigration and the supposed rise in violence associated with it. Turns out our latest victim was another right-wing fascist who thinks someone from war-torn Syria is coming directly for his job while simultaneously claiming benefits on the welfare state. Very paradoxical how they can do both, if you ask me.’ He looked at Tomek, who gave him a proud nod for using the word correctly this time. ‘But it’s what he’s used to get a platform into politics. People are buying into it – or not, as the case may be – but he hasn’t got a fucking clue about anything else. I listened to this guy speak and he’s so underqualified that a fucking four-year-old could come for his job and do it better.’

‘Was it just the two of them on the interview?’ Tomek asked, suddenly worrying about a third victim.

Chey confirmed it was.

‘Have they had any further interaction with one another?’ asked Nick.

Chey shook his head. ‘Not been able to get that far, sir. I will look into it, for sure.’

‘Excellent. If they’ve met before and have openly discussed far-right topics on the open airwaves, it’s possible someone, or rather, a group of people, might be seeking their own form of justice.’

Silence descended on the room. Tomek considered the point.

‘What about Richard Stafford, sir? What’s happening with him?’

It took a moment for Nick to register Tomek’s voice.

‘Drugs squad have finally lifted their ban on him, so now he’s fair game. But they want to do the arrest. We just need to see if there’s any evidence linking him with Michael Edwards’ murder. Either way, he’ll be coming off the streets soon.’

‘I don’t think he was ever actually on the street, sir, but I know what you mean. Mega. Sounds like progress.’

‘Should be. And with any luck, we might be able to find something connecting him to Karl’s murder as well.’

Tomek didn’t think it likely. A part of his intuition, deep down within him, suspected that something else was going on. Something more disturbing and malign. The only problem was, he didn’t have a clue what.


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN




The weekend. At long last. A day off, and the first day after Kasia’s curfew. She was no longer grounded, and he’d been afforded the house to himself. In all honesty, he hadn’t minded that she wanted to go to Lakeside, one of the busiest shopping centres in the country, with Yasmin and a couple of other mates from school. In fact, he’d been glad to get rid of her. He couldn’t tolerate the awkward, unshifting atmosphere in the flat for much longer. And he’d wanted some time alone, some time to clear his headspace and process what was going on. They had left that morning, making it to the train station with ample time, this time around, something which Tomek thought better not to mention, and she wasn’t due back for another hour or so. Since then, he’d started tidying the flat with his favourite film on in the background. Titanic. He always found the film lifted his mood. He didn’t know why. He just remembered watching it as a teenager and being enthralled by Leonardo DiCaprio’s and Kate Winslet’s performances. And the topless scene had left a lasting impression on a seventeen-year-old boy. Sure, he liked the gory action films like Pulp Fiction and Fight Club, but nothing came close to the way Titanic had made him feel – and still made him feel to this day.

His slightly lifted mood didn’t last for long, however, when he came to Kasia’s bedroom. Her private space. The place she felt safest. The place she also kept her secrets.

Tomek stood there for a long time, frozen, rooted to the spot, contemplating the decision. There would be no going back. If he went through her things, he would have broken her trust. It didn’t matter if she never found out; he would know. And what if he found something he didn’t want to? He would have to confront her with it, openly admitting to having gone through her possessions. What was already thinning ice would crack and snap beneath his feet and send him plunging into the cold, murky depths of resentment and ostracism.

On the other hand, he needed to know what she was going through. If she were being bullied, he wanted to know. Needed to know. He could help her. He could make things better.

But what evidence would he find in her bedroom? It wouldn’t be like finding letters or printouts of the messages she’d received. No, like Saskia had said, it was all online nowadays, and so the secrets would be in her mobile or her laptop. Both of which were password protected.

Fuck it.

He was going in.

He pulled out the top drawer of her bedside table, and removed her laptop. He placed it on the bedside table, and crouched on his knees. If he perched himself on the end of the bed he put himself at risk of making a dent and messing up her freshly pulled duvet.

Once he’d opened the laptop, the screen illuminated, and he was presented with a picture of a cliff face overlooking a serene, tranquil ocean. With his knuckle, he prodded the enter button. In the middle of the screen was the password box. Tentatively, he typed Kasia’s password into the box like it was a bomb and any drastic or sudden movements might set it off.

He pressed the enter button again.

For a second the computer processed the password. And then wobbled from side to side. An error message appeared beneath.

You have entered the wrong password.

‘Fuck. She changed it…’

Before he could attempt another one, he heard the front door opening. Panicked, he threw the laptop inside the drawer, slammed it shut, and reached for the feather duster he’d dropped to the floor.

A moment later, she entered her bedroom.

‘What are you doing in here?’ she asked, caught in a freeze frame, her hand still wrapped around the door.

‘Cleaning,’ he responded, acting as natural as possible despite his racing heart. ‘Consider yourself lucky. I thought about making you do it when you got back, but then I realised I’m not that mean.’

Saying nothing, Kasia opened the door fully, stepping aside to let him through. ‘You can leave now,’ she replied.

Tomek had no intention of going anywhere. At least not as fast as she wanted him to.

‘You’re back early.’

‘Yeah.’

‘How was shopping?’

‘Fine.’

‘Where are your bags?’

‘What bags?’

‘Didn’t you buy anything?’

‘No.’

Tomek stopped dusting. ‘Oh. So have you got the money I gave you?’

‘No.’

‘Where is it?’

‘I spent it all.’

Tomek looked about her person, then popped his head out of the bedroom door, looking down the hallway to the front door. ‘On what?’

Shrugging, unable to make eye contact, she answered, ‘Bits.’

‘What bits?’

‘Just bits.’

‘I gave you a hundred quid, Kasia. That doesn’t just go on “bits”. You’d have to buy a serious number of “bits” to do damage with a hundred quid. Where is it?’

She folded her arms and gazed into the carpet.

‘Did someone take it from you? Did Yasmin ask for it?’

‘What? No!’

‘Then where’s the money?’

‘I told you. I. Spent. It.’

‘On what, Kasia? Fucking thin air? I didn’t realise oxygen came with a premium nowadays.’

‘Shut up,’ she whispered under the breath.

‘Excuse me? What did you just say?’

‘Nothing. I told you, I spent it. It’s gone. I don’t have it. What more do you want me to tell you?’

‘I’d like for you to tell me where it’s gone. A hundred pounds is a lot of money, Kasia. Or do you not realise that?’

She shrugged, moved towards her bed, and hopped onto it, completely ignoring him as though he weren’t there.

‘Are you being bullied?’

He didn’t know where that had come from. He had just blurted it out involuntarily. But it was a question he’d been waiting to ask for too long.

‘What?’

‘Are you being bullied?’

‘No.’

‘Then why else did you leave with a hundred quid and come back with nothing to show for it? I’d understand, maybe, if you’d said you’d lost it. But⁠—’

‘I didn’t lose it.’

‘Did you give it to anyone?’

She flinched. ‘No. I spent it all on food.’

‘A hundred quid on food? What did you get? A meal for everyone in the shopping centre? Jesus Christ, Kasia. I don’t know what to do with you, I really don’t.’

‘Nothing,’ she replied, crossing her legs and folding her arms. ‘You don’t have to do anything with me. I’m fine. I can look after myself.’

Before Tomek could reply, her phone chimed. He had the desire to lunge for it and check who it was. But she was too quick; she’d locked her phone screen before he could do anything. Then she swung her legs off the bed and began rooting through her wardrobe.

‘What are you doing?’ Tomek asked.

‘Going out.’

‘No you’re not. We haven’t finished our discussion.’

‘Yes, we have.’

‘Where are you going?’

‘Hadleigh Castle.’

Some of the tension eased in Tomek’s shoulders. ‘Why?’

‘Because there’s a vigil being held there tonight,’ she hissed.

For Karl Bacon? Was there? That was the first Tomek had heard of it.

‘Loads of people from school are going to be there to pay their respects,’ she continued.

For a long while, Tomek said nothing. Instead, he just watched her pull out a pair of leggings and a thick jumper from her wardrobe, feeling like he was a thousand miles away from her, and no matter how far he tried to reach, no matter how far he stretched, she was just a few inches from him.

‘Who are you going with?’

‘Sylvia,’ she replied.

Tomek relaxed further knowing she would be going with Sylvia. He liked Sylvia, approved of her. She had been Kasia’s first friend since joining her new school, but in recent weeks, Kasia had left her for Yasmin, a decision he wasn’t too happy with.

Within a few minutes, she was ready.

‘Don’t be home too late, please,’ he said as she opened the front door. ‘And if you happen to stumble on another hundred quid while you’re out, I could really do with having it back.’

She left without saying anything.


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT




Twilight. The sky was cast a deep, romantic purple. Kasia stared at it in awe from atop a small stone wall in the castle ruins. Behind and in front of her were her sisters, chatting, giggling, dancing. In the background, echoing through the hills and beyond, was Zeus’s music.

‘We just hit fifty thousand streams on Spotify!’ he declared triumphantly to a procession of high-pitched squeals from the Harpies. Kasia’s sisters raced towards him, embraced him, then gave him a kiss on both cheeks. Before pulling away, he gave each of them a small tab.

Next it was Kasia’s turn. She hopped down from the wall, ignoring the jarring pain that shot up and down her knees, then hurried towards him.

‘Congratulations,’ she said, grabbing his muscular forearms. ‘I haven’t stopped listening to it. It’s been on repeat all day every day since you launched it.’

Zeus’s stern face broke into a thin smile. ‘You are fulfilling your purpose,’ he said, then brushed a strand of hair away from her face, looking deeply, longingly into her eyes. ‘You have your colour in them again. I didn’t think I’d see it come back so fast, so soon.’

Blushing, she replied, ‘I am fulfilling my purpose. I am dying to myself. I am doing what must be done.’

‘Good girl.’ He lowered his voice. ‘And… the other thing we discussed?’

She lowered her voice to his level. ‘All in hand,’ she said. ‘I found some reports that he’d brought home with him. They’ve identified the body, estimate he was killed with three weapons, and that there were more of us here.’

‘Any names?’

She shook her head. ‘Only someone called Richard Stafford.’

At the mention of Richard Stafford’s name, Zeus turned pensive, as though he recognised it. He thought to himself for a moment, then eventually nodded, thanked her, and sent her on her way. Before she left him, however, he pulled her back, his hand almost crushing her arm, and then passed her a tab.

‘For your hard work,’ he said.

Kasia glanced down at the tab of LSD and took it. It was already in her mouth, dissolving on her tongue by the time she returned to her spot on the wall. She stayed there for five minutes, watching her sisters dance and embrace and kiss in the middle of the castle grounds as the chemicals began to take hold of her body and flood through her brain. By now, the sun had dipped beneath the horizon and all that remained were the fading shades of purple. As she craned her neck skywards, the thin lavender clouds turned into great ribbons and started to ripple across the sky, moving in whatever direction her eyes wanted them to take. As they flashed overhead she could hear the whooshing sound they made. She extended her hand to reach out for them. One of them, the smallest and slowest ribbon, came hurtling towards her. It stopped right in front of her and beckoned for her to climb on board. Clambering to her feet, balancing on the precarious and jagged rock, she stepped off it and onto the flying carpet.

But it wasn’t there.

Her body went hurtling through the air and before she knew it, clattered into the ground. Blinding pain flashed in her ankle and she screamed in agony, her voice drowning out the music. Immediately, her Harpy sisters surrounded her and began tending to her. They moved it gently, testing it, doing their best to ease the pain. But it didn’t work. The agony was too great. It wasn’t until Zeus came over and held her foot that the pain disappeared. He massaged it, rubbing it with his thumbs and forefingers until there was no pain left.

His healing hands had saved her.

‘Better?’ he asked.

‘Yes. Much.’

Then he helped her to her feet and instructed her to walk on it. There was nothing. No pain, no irritable sensation shooting up and down her leg anymore. Nothing.

‘Thank you,’ she said, leaping on him.

‘That is just a taster of what I can do,’ he said.

She looked up at him in awe. ‘Thank you, thank you, thank you. I can’t thank you enough.’

‘You already are by being here,’ he explained. ‘By supporting and believing in me, you are thanking me.’

Then he handed her another tab of LSD and told her to take it.

Kasia did so without hesitation. It was the least she could do.

‘Now, everyone, gather round,’ he bellowed. Within seconds, the Harpies had formed a huddle around Zeus, their bodies pressed tightly against one another. ‘I have an announcement,’ he continued. ‘This… What you see here… this… is going to be our new home in the afterlife. On the day the race wars begin, we shall come here, we shall make our sacrifice, we shall kill the devil who has opposed us for so long, and we will be reborn here. I want you to imagine it now. I want you to imagine yourself perched in the towers, in the walkways, looking out upon the new world. I want you to imagine yourselves living our new lives together.’

Kasia closed her eyes hard, counted down from three, then burst them open again. At once, her entire surroundings changed. It was like she’d stepped into a kaleidoscope, like she’d gone down the rabbit hole, looked through the looking glass, and entered a whole new world – the world Zeus wanted her to see.

She was standing in the centre of a magnificent castle, her feet perched on cobbled stones, surrounded by four towers on the perimeter. Inside, her Harpy sisters were busy building, cooking, cleaning, out in the open. Overhead, the sky was a crystal-clear blue filled with multi-coloured birds that looked as though they’d been pulled out of the rainforest. Immediately beside her was a weapons cache, complete with swords, knives, and other blades. It was magnificent, seeing it like this. She knew it was only imaginary, but it was a prelude to the real thing; it was the truth, and she couldn’t wait to finally experience it. After several minutes of exploring the hidden nooks and crannies of her castle, running her hand along the masonry and stonework, she heard Zeus’s voice calling out to her, and slowly the illusion began to dissipate.

In a few short seconds, the world Zeus had created for her was replaced with the bleakness of Hadleigh Castle. By now the light had disappeared, leaving her standing in the middle of darkness. Just as she was about to return to the group, she heard a voice.

Deep, demonic.

Her first instinct was that it was the devil coming to find them. The person who’d opposed their every move. The one who stopped the race wars from beginning.

That he had finally found them.

‘Hey! Get out of here! The castle’s closed! You can’t be here!’

The voice came from immediately behind her. She didn’t know what to do. She had become separated from the pack, and so she sprinted towards the group, her ankle screaming in pain as it twisted on the uneven ground. But by the time she reached the spot where the group had been, there was no one there. They had all fled, their screams and cackles of laughter disappearing into the distance. Kasia didn’t know which way to go, but she continued sprinting, following the vague sounds of her sisters, hoping to catch up with them. After a short distance, the ground beneath her started to slope down, and her leg muscles shuddered and turned to jelly, until eventually they gave way altogether and she rolled down and down, down and down, like a rag doll. She screamed in pain, but it was muted by the sound of her body barrelling through the grass.

Eventually, after thirty metres, she came to a sudden stop against something hard. Her immediate reaction was that she’d fallen into the devil’s lap, but when she opened her eyes, through the thick, murky darkness, she saw Yasmin. Her friend. Her sister. Saving her.

Without saying anything, Yasmin helped Kasia to her feet, placed her arm over her shoulder, and assisted her as they started down the hill.

‘Where is everyone?’ Kasia asked.

‘They’re safe,’ Yasmin replied. ‘Don’t worry about them. They know how to look after themselves.’

Kasia winced in pain with each step. ‘Where are we going?’

‘Back to the studio,’ Yasmin answered, breathing heavily. ‘Zeus will be there. He can help fix your ankle. He’ll take care of you.’


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE




It was just the two of them. Had been for over ten minutes.

As soon as they’d arrived, Zeus had sent Yasmin into another part of the studio, and told her not to return unless he instructed her to do so.

It was just the two of them. The two of them in the bedroom. Alone. Kasia lying on the bed, almost naked from the waist down, wincing as Zeus worked his magic on her ankle, kneading the muscles, massaging the bones, rubbing the cartilage. The pain had subsided drastically since her return, and it was all thanks to that man. Zeus. Her saviour.

She looked up at him longingly, her eyes losing themselves in his muscles which flexed with each minute movement. He was so well defined, so well-trimmed that she was envious. All her sisters had fantastic bodies. Their abs, their breasts, their legs, even their bums. They were all so perfectly honed. But hers… she still wasn’t happy with hers, despite her recent efforts.

‘I see you’ve lost some weight,’ Zeus murmured, as if hearing her thoughts.

‘Really? I didn’t think I had.’

‘Nonsense. I can see it here.’ He slowly moved his hand away from her ankle, up her shin, and then began rubbing his thumb over her thigh. ‘Your legs look much skinnier.’

As he spoke, he stared into her flesh, not making eye contact. At first she’d wondered whether she’d done something to upset him, but then she quickly realised it was completely the opposite. And then she suddenly felt uncomfortable.

‘I… I haven’t been eating as much,’ she said, twitching her leg as though in pain from Zeus’s thumb; he continued to knead her muscles regardless.

‘I can tell. I’m impressed. Your efforts are paying off. You are fulfilling your prophecy, as I told you earlier. It is a shame some of the other girls have not been doing the same.’

More kneading. Inching ever higher up her leg. Closer, closer. She kept her mouth shut, tried to avoid watching it, thinking about it.

‘What do you mean?’ she asked in an attempt to delay the inevitable.

‘Whispering Nightmare,’ Zeus muttered. ‘She has not been following my instructions. She has put on weight. Drastically. Have you noticed?’

What was the right thing to say here? She didn’t know. Sure, she’d noticed Whispering Nightmare had put on weight, but only slightly, a minuscule amount. But did she want to admit it and grass on her sister? Whispering Nightmare would risk expulsion from the group, and she would have betrayed the trust of her sister. But, on the other hand, lying to Zeus was just as bad. If not worse. Much worse.

‘You must be honest with me,’ he continued. ‘Whatever you say in this room is safe and sacrosanct. Nothing will happen. The girls will never know we had this discussion.’

She swallowed hard, her mouth dry from the gasping run down the hill and the trek towards the studio. In the end, she nodded. ‘Yes. I have noticed she’s put on some weight.’

Zeus tutted and shook his head disapprovingly. Still, he continued to massage her thigh, his thumb working around the circumference of her upper leg. ‘Thank you for being honest with me. You must be in a lot of pain. Your whole body must ache.’

She tried to reposition herself on the bed but his hands held her in place. ‘No, I’m fi⁠—‍’

‘Remember, you mustn’t lie to me,’ he said, his tone deeper. This time his eyes flickered upwards and caught her worried stare. ‘I will always find out the truth in the end.’

Closing her eyes in a long, long, long blink, she nodded. ‘Yes. My whole body hurts.’

‘I thought so. Why didn’t you say earlier? I’m here to help, remember.’

She didn’t respond. Her pulse was racing and her heart felt like it had leapt into her mouth.

‘Take your top off,’ he ordered.

She didn’t hesitate. Reaching around her waist, she pulled her T-shirt off over her head and placed it beside her. Now she was down to her underwear, she felt exposed, naked. She folded her arms across her chest, but Zeus grabbed a hand and began massaging it.

‘You have a lovely figure,’ he said as he individually rubbed her fingers. ‘And your skin is so smooth and soft.’

‘Thank you. I’ve been using the soap you told us to buy.’

‘Very good. That is yet another thing that Whispering Nightmare has disappointed me on.’

‘Oh?’

She covered her breasts with her spare arm, but it felt uncomfortable and looked awkward, so she lowered it to her side.

‘Yes. She said it was bad for her skin, not good for her health. She has disobeyed me, and I am not sure what to do with her. Especially with doomsday so close. It is right round the corner. What would you have me do?’

Kasia opened her mouth to respond but caught herself. ‘I… I don’t know. You… you have always said that we must follow your every order if we want to come with you to the afterlife.’

He finished with her right arm, then pulled on her legs, dragging her down the bed so she lay in a supine position.

‘That’s correct. And you’ve been following my every order, haven’t you? You’ve done everything I asked. And sometimes you’ve gone above and beyond.’

‘Yes…’

‘And I’d like to reward you for that now.’

Without saying anything, he propelled himself off the edge of the bed, and wandered towards a large wardrobe in the corner of the room. While his back was turned towards her, Kasia looked around the room. Searching for something to protect herself, something that might convince him not to go ahead with what she thought was about to happen. She didn’t even have her period that she could blame it on.

But then she remembered what she was here for. What she was fighting for.

The race wars. The afterlife. Dying to herself. If she wanted to make it into the new world, she would have to let him do whatever he wanted. It was God’s will. She would be fulfilling her prophecy.

A moment later, Zeus emerged from behind the wardrobe door. On his head, he wore a large swan mask. It was like something out of a theatre production, oversized, made from prosthetics, and yet it looked lifelike. Almost like the real thing.

As he wandered towards her, he reached into his pocket and produced another tab of LSD.

‘Take this,’ he said.

Kasia stared at it for a long time. She could already feel the comedown – the unending headache, the overwhelming sense of dread and despair – readying its claws, preparing to sink its teeth into her.

‘Take it,’ he repeated.

Kasia reached out her hand. Zeus dropped the tab into it. Kasia placed it into her mouth, let it dissolve and then swallowed. The movement was robotic, almost second nature to her now. And within an instant, she began to feel the chemicals combine with what remained in her bloodstream. It went straight to her head, and almost immediately, she witnessed Zeus turn into a large, six-foot tall swan.

‘The myths say that I used to wear masks whenever I slept with my whores,’ Zeus said.

She knew it was Zeus talking, but the drugs coursing around her system made it look like the swan’s beak was speaking directly to her.

Next she felt a hand on her thigh, spreading her legs apart. It took her by surprise, and she flinched.

‘There is no need to fight it,’ he told her. ‘You are fulfilling your prophecy.’

I’m fulfilling my prophecy, she told herself. I’m fulfilling my prophecy.

‘Usually, I would wait until you’re sixteen,’ he continued. ‘But there is something about you, Kasia. There is something about you indeed. I feel you are special to me. I feel you are the chosen one. With your help, we are going to get rid of the devil that has been hunting us all this time. And you’re going to be the one to do it.’

Part of her was listening, while the other half was focused on lying perfectly still, offering no resistance.

I’m fulfilling my prophecy.

Then Zeus went for her panties. She could feel his warm fingers and thumbs dive underneath the fabric and begin to lower them. Lower them over her pelvis, over her hip bones.

She clamped down on her teeth and tensed her muscles until she felt her body physically shake.

And then it stopped.

The bedroom door burst open. Light flooded into the room, blinding Kasia momentarily. She blinked several times to allow her eyes to adjust before recognising who had entered.

‘I’m ready for you—’ Whispering Nightmare said before catching herself. ‘What is going on here?’

Nightmare was dressed in nothing but her underwear, the light behind her casting shadows over her breasts and face.

At once, Zeus climbed away from Kasia and threw his mask to the floor. ‘Did I say you could enter?’ he bellowed.

‘You asked me to come here,’ Whispering Nightmare replied with as much venom in her voice as Zeus. ‘Why are you wearing that mask? That’s the mask you wear… you wear when we…’

Zeus grabbed the swan head and launched it into the wardrobe. As soon as it was out of sight, Kasia’s vision returned to normal. Zeus was back in his human shape, and the only evidence of his animal form was the stench of what she imagined a swan to smell like.

‘I can’t believe…’ Whispering Nightmare began. ‘Were you about to…?’

‘Leave,’ Zeus barked.

‘Me? I’m not going anywhere. Not until⁠—’

‘I wasn’t referring to you,’ Zeus replied. He turned to Kasia. ‘Kandy… You need to get out of here. Grab your things and go.’

Kasia didn’t need telling twice. Frantically, she grabbed her clothes from the bed, pulled her underwear into a more comfortable position, and hurried out of the room. As she paused by the door, she noticed Whispering Nightmare’s stomach. Either she was bloated, or the food she’d been eating had made her start to look a certain way.

‘You can leave now, Kandy,’ Zeus intoned, as he maintained eye contact with Whispering Nightmare. ‘Thank you for your support tonight. Remember, you are fulfilling your prophecy.’

‘Yes, Zeus,’ she said. ‘I am fulfilling my prophecy.’


CHAPTER FIFTY




‘Morning, Sarge!’ exclaimed an excitable Chey as Tomek stepped through the office doors. ‘Christ, what’s the matter with you? You look like you’ve just seen a lion and a swan trying to get it on.’

‘A lion and a swan?’

The comment was enough to stop Tomek in his tracks.

‘Yeah, you know. Two of nature’s most vicious animals.’

‘Swans aren’t vicious.’

‘Pah! I beg to differ. You’ve clearly never met an angry swan in your life. Consider yourself lucky, my friend.’ Chey turned away from Tomek and stared into his computer screen. ‘Still, good name for a pub, mind. The Lion and Swan.’

‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ Tomek asked, as he dropped his backpack beside his chair.

‘You’re…’ Chey replied. ‘You’re looking swan-like. Why the long face?’

‘They’ve got long necks, you moron.’

‘You still look depressed about something.’

Tomek shook his head and waved off the accusation. ‘I’m fine.’

And now I’m starting to sound like Kasia.

‘I’ll believe that when I see it,’ Chey replied. ‘How was your evening?’

‘Fine. Yours?’

‘Fine. Went out. Nothing exciting.’

‘Did you go to that vigil?’

Chey lifted his fingers from the keyboard and pushed himself away from his desk. ‘What vigil?’

Tomek’s pulse quickened. ‘The one at the castle. For Karl Bacon…’

Pursing his lips, Chey shook his head. ‘Didn’t know there was one.’

‘That little bitch,’ he muttered under his breath.

‘What did you call me?’

‘Not you. Nothing. Don’t worry.’ Before Chey could respond, Tomek stuck his hand into his pocket for his phone and ducked into the incident room. Fortunately, it was empty. He unlocked the device, swiped across to his address book, and found the contact number he was looking for.

She answered on the sixth ring.

‘For a second I didn’t think you were going to answer,’ he said.

‘Thought about it for a moment,’ she replied. ‘What do you want?’

No niceties. No small talk. Straight for the jugular. The way he’d asked for it.

‘Did any of your guys report on the vigil that took place last night? I haven’t seen any photos or videos about it online.’

‘What vigil?’

Tomek’s pulse quickened again.

‘The one at the castle.’

A brief pause. The sound of a keyboard typing in his ear, followed by Abigail calling out to her colleagues. When she returned to the handset, she sounded out of breath. ‘Nope. No idea what you’re talking about. Nobody knows anything about a vigil at the castle.’

‘That little fucking liar,’ he whispered.
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Tomek had been unable to think of anything else. Kasia had lied to him. And he’d been stupid enough to believe her, to think that she was telling the truth even though she’d shown countless times that she couldn’t be trusted.

Where had she gone? What had she been doing? Who had she been with?

Had she really stayed overnight at Yasmin’s house, like she’d said?

The questions had plagued his mind since his conversation with Abigail, and immediately after the call, he’d messaged his daughter. To his relief, she’d responded. A monosyllabic, Yes, granted. But it was still a response, still a message letting him know that she was alive.

He would deal with her and uncover the facts when he got home. For now, however, he had a job to do. An individual to speak with.

Roger Armstrong looked just as pleased to see Tomek this time as he had the first time they’d met one another. Today, the man wore a pair of baggy beige trousers, a pair of Vans shoes, and a loose-fitting T-shirt. That afternoon they had agreed to meet in a small conference room on the ground floor. It was out of the way and meant Tomek could be shown the exit quicker.

He found Roger standing in the foyer, giving him no opportunity to speak with the loose-tongued receptionist.

‘Good to see you again, Roger,’ Tomek said in his politest voice.

‘Yeah, sure. What is it you’re here for now? Didn’t we talk just last week?’

‘Yes, Mr Armstrong, but the world of policing and dealing with criminals is fast-paced and intricate. I’m sure you can appreciate that, given the line of work you’re in.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Armstrong snapped. ‘If you’re coming here to insinuate I had anything to do with the drugs incident in this place, then you’re barking up the wrong tree. But since you’ve raised it, you’ll be pleased to know I’ve launched a full-scale investigation and I’ve already dealt with the individuals accused of it. They’ve been suspended immediately.’

‘You got rid of all your staff?’ Tomek asked. ‘How are you functioning?’

‘All—? It was not all of my staff, I’ll have you know.’

‘How many?’ Tomek asked, his curiosity getting the better of him.

‘That is none of your business. It’s an internal matter and it will stay that way. Besides, we should really be having this conversation in the meeting room I’ve booked. Please, follow me.’

Roger stormed off like he was at a track event, barged into the room, then held the door open. When he realised Tomek hadn’t followed after him, the sinews in his face tightened. ‘I don’t have all day!’

Grinning behind the frustration he felt towards the man, Tomek sauntered across, taking his time. On the way, he waved at the receptionist. She waved back, excited to see him.

‘I’d appreciate it if you didn’t talk to anyone in the building,’ Roger explained as Tomek entered the room.

‘Oh? Why might that be?’

Roger firmly shut the door. ‘We’re… we’re having a restructuring. People’s jobs are in the air. They might… they might say something they’ll later regret, or you might accidentally tell them about something they know nothing about.’

Tomek was confused. He had no idea what any of that had to do with him. ‘You do realise I don’t work here, right?’

‘Yes. But I’m just saying.’ Roger strode to the other side of the room and came to a stop in front of a large flatscreen television, hands in pockets. ‘Now, what are you here for?’

Finally. Getting down to business, the important stuff.

‘Does the name Karl Bacon mean anything to you?’

Roger considered. ‘It might do.’ He paused a beat longer. In the end he snapped his fingers and shook his head. ‘Jog my memory for me.’

‘He appeared on a radio interview with Michael Edwards about eighteen months ago.’

‘How long?’

‘Eighteen months?’

‘Then, no. I’m sorry, but you’ve got no chance of me remembering that. I mean, I see and deal with hundreds of different things a day. You’re lucky if I remember who we had in the building last week, and that’s a stretch.’

‘Is there someone who was working on that day I could speak with?’

‘Maybe. I’d have to check.’

‘Could you check now?’

Roger’s face contorted in a combination of disbelief and indecision.

‘If you give me the information I need, then it’s highly likely I won’t need to speak with you again. Just the people working on that day.’

Roger wrestled with the decision for a few moments.

‘Give me five minutes.’

With that, the man burst out of the door and raced towards the only lift in the building. Tomek wasted no time and, once the lift doors had closed, he made his way to the reception desk.

‘That’s the fastest I’ve ever seen him move,’ the receptionist said, peering over her computer screen.

‘It probably is the fastest he’s ever moved.’ Tomek chuckled. ‘Now, I don’t have long, but I need to ask you some questions real quick.’

The receptionist gave him a mock salute. ‘Of course, sir. Yes, sir.’

Leaning against the edge of her desk, one eye on the lift, Tomek asked, ‘Does the name Karl Bacon mean anything to you?’

‘That far-right politician guy who died the other day?’

‘The very same.’

‘What about him?’

‘He came here for a radio interview once. About eighteen months ago.’

‘Oh, yeah. I remember that.’

‘You remember it. Why?’

The receptionist flicked her hair over her shoulder. ‘Because I remember being disgusted that we’d given that piece of shit some airtime over the radio to heighten his platform and to rally people to his cause. And the other reason is because, on that same day, there was some fucking weirdo wannabe musician guy who’d come in and was hassling everyone about playing his music and listening to his songs, hoping we’d put them on air. The dopey fuck didn’t realise that we’re a radio station, and that what he wants is a record label.’

The receptionist tutted, as though speaking about the man brought back her frustrations from all that time ago.

But Tomek wasn’t paying attention to that. His eyes and ears were focused entirely on her mouth and the words that came out of it.

‘Do you remember his name?’

She didn’t hesitate. ‘Some bloke called Zeus or some shit.’


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE




Lunchtime. Exactly an hour to leave the classroom, make it onto the playground, have fun, eat some food, and then get back to class after the bell had sounded. A time when the entire school was outside.

Over the past few weeks their lunchtimes had consisted of the same thing: throwing away the food their parents had packed for them and sitting in the corner of the AstroTurf, gossiping and plotting, striking off every member of the playground that wouldn’t survive the race war. But today was different.

Things were close. Mightily close.

The race war was due to begin tomorrow, and they all had a lot of preparation they needed to do. They still needed as much money as possible. Zeus was due his royalty statements from the likes of YouTube and Spotify by the end of the day, and with any luck they wouldn’t be delayed, otherwise they risked pushing back doomsday. They still needed bottles of water, crates of food, and large quantities of LSD.

Kasia was still feeling the effects of the drugs in her system at lunchtime. Her head throbbed slowly, achingly, like someone was using it as a stress ball and hadn’t stopped since the morning. She felt sad, lonely, isolated, and depressed. And the events of the early hours of the morning had done little to help. Images of Zeus in his swan mask were etched in her mind and forever would be.

But she had been fulfilling her prophecy. And, with the race war due to begin so soon, she was still fulfilling it. There was no time to let up, to slack, to get complacent.

For the past ten minutes, she and Yasmin had been scouring the empty corridors, ducking and diving into each classroom, searching for a teacher’s purse.

On most occasions, they found a teacher sitting in there, working on their laptop or marking, protecting their possessions like a loyal guard dog. Each time they were told to get out and go outside, and so sprinted on to the next one, giggling, as though they were playing a game. Other times they found nothing at all, the teacher having gone to the staffroom or out of school grounds for a bite to eat.

That was until they came to the English corridor. Five classrooms beside one another. Five opportunities to steal from some of the loveliest teachers Kasia had ever come across. With the exception of Miss Turner, they were all nearing retirement age, and so had a relaxed, open, and caring nature about them. Many of them reminded Kasia of her grandmother. Her new grandmother. The one she’d been introduced to only a few months prior. On the few occasions Tomek had taken her round to see her, Nana Bowen had always treated Kasia with love and adoration. She ensured that she was always well fed and well hydrated. She complimented her hair, her eyes, her make-up. She showed Kasia what it was like to belong in a loving family environment.

But she couldn’t think about that right now. She couldn’t think about Nana Bowen. Nor Grandad Bowen. How the two of them made her smile when she thought of them…

She had a job to do. And that job was right in front of her.

Yasmin was first to arrive at the first classroom. It was closed, and through the window in the door they saw a teacher sitting at her desk, peacefully chewing on some lettuce like a rabbit while reading on her Kindle.

Next room. Similar situation. Another teacher, this time Kasia’s least favourite, Mrs Perkins, sitting at her desk, enjoying her lunch on her own. Kasia wondered whether English teachers preferred their own company over spending it with other people, but then remembered that they taught English and read a lot, and so probably preferred the company of the characters they were reading about over those they came across in real life.

Room three. Empty. With no sign that anyone had used the desk at all.

Room four. Also empty, save for a leftover apple and Tupperware container on the desk with a discarded chocolate wrapper dangling over the edge. Perched on the corner of the table was a pile of papers, presumably waiting to be marked. Kasia resisted the temptation to throw them into the air and create a mess because, like Goldilocks and the three bears, they struck lucky on the final room.

It was home to Mrs Hammond. Kasia’s favourite. The sixty-four-year-old was due to retire at the end of the school year, after dedicating nearly thirty years to the same school. A large farewell party had been arranged for her last day and all the kids were invited.

But for Kasia and Yasmin there would be no last day of school, there would be no party.

They had a race war and an afterlife to prepare for.

She was fulfilling her prophecy.

Kasia forced images and memories of Mrs Hammond and the classes they’d shared to the back of her mind as she snuck into the classroom. The teacher’s desk was in the same position as the previous four rooms, and tucked beneath it was a special desk chair, unique to Mrs Hammond who had requested it specifically.

This was her castle and everyone in the school knew it.

On the table was a school laptop, closed, and a mobile phone. Beneath it, wedged in a small gap down the side of the desk was Mrs Hammond’s bag. Small, brown, and made of genuine leather.

Kasia bent down to pick it up. Inside she found a lipstick, hairbrush, debit and credit card holder, and a purse. A woman of few possessions. Dropping the bag to the floor, Kasia removed the purse and opened it. Inside was fifty pounds in cash. Two twenties and a ten.

‘Nice one!’ Yasmin said as Kasia raised the money triumphantly in the air.

But their joy was short lived. In fact, it hadn’t even got off the ground yet.

‘What are you two doing with my purse?’ came a stern voice from the door. The thing with Mrs Hammond was that she was able to switch between calm, respectful and polite to stern, intimidating and furious in an instant. Right now she was giving them the latter. ‘What are you doing with my money?’

Neither chose to respond. Instead, they bolted. Yasmin charged across the classroom, and tore through the doorway. On the way out, she bumped into Mrs Hammond and knocked her backwards onto the floor. The woman let out a loud yelp as she clattered onto the linoleum. Kasia followed closely behind. Before sprinting down the corridor, she gave one last look at the woman on the floor, then headed in the opposite direction.

Yasmin’s cheers, combined with Mrs Hammond’s cries for assistance, echoed up and down the corridors.

‘The race war is coming!’ screamed Yasmin. ‘The race war is coming!’

Kasia followed immediately behind her friend, the wad of cash wedged between her fingers in a vicelike grip. But she chose not to say a word.


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO




Kasia’s adrenaline was through the roof as she tore through the front door. She skipped up the steps two at a time, and then burst through the door into the living room. Yasmin fell in shortly after her.

‘Oh my God,’ Yasmin said as she slammed the door shut. ‘I can’t believe that worked. Did you see Hammond’s face? Classic!’

Kasia paused to catch her breath. ‘Do you think she’ll be okay? It looked like she hit her head.’

‘What difference does it make?’ Yasmin asked as she moved from one side of the living room to the other. She came to a stop beside the sofa, dropped her school bag to the floor, then fell into the cushions. Placing her feet over the arms of the chair, she said, ‘She’ll be one of the first to go in the race war, anyway. I mean, she’s old and she’s slow and she’s fat. She can’t expect to survive when it all comes crashing down. It’ll be survival of the fittest, and she definitely won’t make it.’

Kasia said nothing, pacing from side to side by the dining table. Then she looked down at her hand, at the money sticking out of her fingers. In her grip it had become crumpled and creased.

‘Do you think it’s enough?’ Yasmin asked.

‘Did he say how much we needed?’

‘No. Just that we need to get as much as we can.’

Yasmin swung her legs off the sofa and began searching through the flat’s furniture. She perused the bookshelf, dislodging a handful of books, opening them, flipping through the pages, and then discarding them to the floor. Then she moved to the coffee table, and did the same, gradually making her way around the flat with the care and attention of an ape. Meanwhile, Kasia watched on, fury and disbelief raging through her. This was her house, and Yasmin was making a mess. She reached down to pick up one of the books Yasmin had discarded, but as she grabbed it, Yasmin asked, ‘What’re you doing?’

‘Tidying.’

‘Why? It doesn’t matter. None of this will matter when the race wars come.’

‘Still,’ Kasia replied, casting a concerned eye about the room. ‘It needs to look… respectable.’

But Yasmin wasn’t listening. She was too busy continuing her wanton destruction through the corridor and into Tomek’s bedroom. ‘Has your dad got any cash in here?’

Kasia hesitated. She’d already neglected to tell her about the money she’d so narrowly missed on the bookshelf. Did she want to tell her about the money he kept in the shoebox in his wardrobe?

Before she could respond, a knock came at the door.

Both girls froze, staring at one another, eyes wide. Kasia’s body flushed cold with fear. Slowly, as though doing so any faster would break the sound barrier and give them away, she raised her hand to her mouth.

Another knock, this time slightly harder.

‘Don’t move!’ Kasia hissed.

A moment of silence.

Then another knock.

All Kasia could hear was the pounding of her heart in her ears.

And another knock.

‘Kasia? Are you in there? Did you just come in through the front door?’

At once, Kasia relaxed and breathed a deep sigh of relief. She recognised the voice immediately. Her downstairs neighbour. The woman she’d spent several afternoons and evenings playing board games with. The evenings she’d hated at first but had secretly grown to love.

Friend. Not foe.

Though she would be another one to perish in the race wars.

‘Wait here,’ Kasia whispered to Yasmin. ‘I’ll deal with her.’

She didn’t wait for a response. She spun on the spot and exited the room. At the front door, she turned the handle slowly, opening it a fraction so that the woman couldn’t get through. Edith was on the other side, wearing a large summer hat and floral dress. She looked like she was ready for a day out at the park or the beach.

‘Is everything all right, Kasia?’ Edith asked gently.

‘Yes, Miss Bates. Everything’s fine.’

‘I heard a noise. And lots of slamming.’

‘Sorry. That was just me coming home. I’ve not been feeling very well so school sent me home early.’

Edith eyed her dubiously.

‘Does your father know?’

‘I sent him a message but he hasn’t replied yet. The school tried to call him but he didn’t answer. He must be busy.’

Edith’s brow furrowed with doubt.

‘Might I come in? I can fix you a cup of tea, make sure you’re all right.’

Kasia felt pressure on the other side of the door but stood firm.

‘Really, I’m fine, Miss Bates. I should probably just rest. I think I might take a nap.’

‘Hmm.’ More concern. More doubt. She peered through the gap in the door, but Kasia quickly narrowed it. In the end, Edith relented and took a step back. ‘Well, I’ll be downstairs if you need me. And you have my number…’

‘Yes. Of course. Thank you, Miss Bates,’ Kasia said as she slowly shut the door on Edith, smiling politely.

She waited until she heard Edith’s front door close before returning to Yasmin. By the time she got back, she found her friend buried inside Tomek’s wardrobe.

‘What’re you doing?’

‘Looking for money,’ she said as she emerged from beneath the clothes. In her hand she held a series of handwritten letters. ‘What’re these?’

Kasia snatched them from her friend’s hand. ‘You can’t have those!’

‘Why not?’

‘Because they’re personal,’ she muttered. ‘They’re private.’

‘That doesn’t matter. None of this will matter when it all begins.’

Yasmin quickly lost interest in the letters and moved towards the windowsill. Towards Tomek’s beloved bonsai trees. Towards Tomek’s beloved bird box.

As soon as her friend reached for one of the trees, Kasia yelled at her to stop.

‘What is wrong with you?’ Yasmin demanded. ‘Why are you being such a little bitch about it all? You’re not having doubts are you?’

Kasia scoffed. ‘No, of course not!’

Yasmin reached for the bonsai and, with a grunt and a strain, held it out for Kasia.

‘Take it.’

‘What?’

‘Take the fucking tree and destroy it!’

‘But…’

‘Are you in or are you out? I fucking covered for you, you know. Zeus asked if you were invested and I said you were. I put my fucking neck on the line for you, Kandy, and this is how you repay me?’

‘No, Yasmin. It’s not like that. I stole from Mrs Hammond, didn’t⁠—‍‍?’

‘But now you’re flaking out on this. What’s the difference?’

Kasia didn’t have a response to that. She didn’t know why she was behaving this way. It was as if a trigger had gone off inside her brain and was holding her back.

‘What about your prophecy?’ Yasmin continued. ‘The one I always hear Zeus referring to. Are you going to fulfil it, or are you going to keep being a little bitch?’

A tear formed in Kasia’s eye. She blinked it away, but it just kept coming back.

‘I’m in,’ she mumbled. ‘I want this.’

‘I thought you’d died to yourself?’

‘I have!’

Yasmin thrust the tree in Kasia’s face. ‘Then prove it. If you really have died to yourself, then you will do this. If you really believe in it, you will do what I tell you. If you want to see your dad in the next life, where none of this shit will even matter, then do it.’

Kasia stared at the plant for a moment, unable to move, unable to think clearly. Yasmin’s arms shook beneath the weight of the tree, shivering the leaves from side to side like they were in the middle of Shipwrights Wood.

I’m fulfilling my prophecy, she told herself.

I’m dying to myself.

Everything will be all right. Dad will join me in the afterlife. He can come with⁠—

‘Fucking do it!’ Yasmin yelled.

Kasia closed her eyes and, screaming at the top of her lungs, snatched the tree from Yasmin and volleyed it into the carpet. Soil exploded across the floor, spattering their shoes. Leaves and twigs became dislodged and scattered far and wide. The pot cracked and broke apart in the onslaught.

‘Good,’ Yasmin said, her voice frighteningly calm. ‘Now do another one.’

‘What?’

‘Another one. Do them all. Destroy the flat. Destroy it all.’


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE




From one receptionist to another. Except the one right in front of him was less welcoming.

‘Where is she?’ Tomek barked at the woman behind the desk.

‘Excuse me?’ she snapped, and rightfully so after the way he’d just spoken to her, he admitted. ‘I will not accept that tone.’

‘Of course. Sorry. Forgive me.’

The woman turned up her nose at him and gave him a scornful look. ‘Who is it you’re looking for?’

‘Kasia Coleman,’ he replied, slightly politer this time but not nearly enough to make amends for the damage he’d already caused.

‘And you are?’

‘Her father,’ he hissed.

She held a finger up to him then placed a landline against her ear. ‘One moment, please.’

The moment seemed to last forever. In that time, the receptionist made several phone calls, each less helpful than the last. Until eventually she got through to the headteacher and spoke directly with her.

‘She is ready for you now,’ the receptionist added. ‘Do you know where to find⁠—‍’

But Tomek had already gone, marching down the corridor before she could finish. He found the headteacher’s room with ease and burst through without knocking. Standing in the middle of the room, caught in a discussion, was the headteacher and Miss Holloway, Kasia’s form tutor. Sitting on one of the chairs was a woman Tomek had never met and in the corner was a man wearing a suit, whom he’d also never met.

‘Mr Bowen,’ the headteacher, Miss McCann, began, stepping forward. ‘Please, come in.’

Tomek shuffled forward. Miss McCann closed the door behind him.

‘Where’s Kasia?’ he asked.

There was a long moment before anyone answered. Tomek surveyed his surroundings, studying the faces looking back at him. He felt an ominous air of concern in the room, four sets of judgemental eyes burrowing holes into him.

‘We cannot locate your daughter,’ the headteacher replied.

‘What?’

‘We do not know where she is. We⁠—’

‘Where did she go? What happened?’

Before Miss McCann could reply, Tomek removed his phone from his pocket and dialled his daughter’s number. The line trilled in his ear until it went to voicemail. Next, he sent her a message, though he didn’t expect an immediate response. Lastly, he tried the Find My Friends app on his iPhone. Nothing. Her phone was switched off. Except for a small icon indicating her phone was last used at home.

‘Mr Bowen,’ the headteacher began. ‘There are some things we need to discuss.’

‘No. Fuck that. First thing we need to do is find my daughter.’

His head was swimming. His stomach was doing the same, somersaulting like a synchronised swimmer in the Olympics. He wanted to be sick.

‘We are doing our best to find your daughter,’ the headteacher intoned. ‘We have several teachers out there searching for her, and if necessary we will speak with the police to get them involved.’

‘I am the police. They’re already involved.’

‘That’s not what I was referring to,’ Miss McCann continued, her voice sullen. She stood with her fingers tightly interlocked. ‘I was talking about a different matter.’

‘Why? What else has she done?’

She moved to the back of the room. Whether it was to distance herself from him, Tomek didn’t know. But right now it felt like all the teachers were retreating from him. Like they were slowly moving away, escaping him. Leaving him to feel alone, isolated.

Miss McCann gestured to the woman Tomek didn’t recognise. ‘The other day, Mrs Matthews noticed something different about your daughter. Something that concerned her.’

‘You and me both,’ he replied.

‘At first I disregarded it, which is my own fault,’ Miss McCann continued. ‘However, we all make mistakes. But Kasia’s behaviour since, and her subsequent truanting behaviour, has given me further cause for concern.’

‘You’re not the only one,’ he added, though he began to feel like they were talking about separate things.

‘You see, Mr Bowen, the other day, Mrs Matthews noticed several bruises on your daughter’s arm and neck. And when approached about the topic, Kasia explained that there had been a few instances where things between yourselves at home had become physical, abusive. She also described several instances where you had emotionally and verbally abused her.’

Tomek’s mouth fell open, but nothing came out. It was like someone had stabbed him right through the heart, dragged the knife all the way down to his abdomen, then yanked it back up again as wave after wave of nausea pounded him from all angles.

Miss McCann gestured to the silent man behind her. He stood with his hands by his sides. His hair was lank, he was overweight, and he looked like he hadn’t slept properly in weeks.

‘This is Mr Adams,’ the headteacher continued. ‘He’s from social services.’

‘Fuck off.’

‘We have grounds to believe Kasia is living in an unsafe environment, and we have a duty of care to ensure she is well looked after, as any child should be.’

‘Fuck off,’ he repeated. ‘Absolutely not. No way.’

His whole world was crashing around him. The nausea worsened and his head started spinning. Someone somewhere was turning the lights on and off in his mind, and the words he wanted to say, the words he wanted to scream, fell out of his mouth.

‘I don’t have to justify myself to you,’ he said, his speech slurred.

But he did. He knew he did. To clear his name, to remove any scintilla of judgement and concern they might have had about him. He couldn’t have them thinking he was an abusive father. If they did, they would take Kasia away from him. It would be the end of the new family life they’d built together. It wasn’t perfect, hadn’t been for some time now, but which family was? It was a work in progress. And it would also spell the end of his career. An abusive father working in the police force. Nick would never be able to keep him on.

It would be the end of everything.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR




Tomek had been successful in allaying some of the school’s and social worker’s fears. Though not entirely. The man attached to his hip was out of breath by the time they reached the top step. Tomek didn’t wait for him to catch up. He went straight into the flat. And immediately wished he hadn’t.

The place looked as though a bomb had exploded.

Books from the bookshelf, including the one Tomek kept money hidden in, were strewn across the carpet. The cushions from the sofa had been chucked onto the floor, their innards spilled out as though they’d been hacked at with knives. The few paintings and portraits that hung from the wall were either dangling at jaunty angles or smashed on the carpet. The dining room table was overturned, and everything atop scattered over the floor. Illegible writings and markings had been scribbled across the walls and ceiling. And in the kitchen, the contents of the fridge had been discarded and thrown onto the counter. Pieces of glass littered the linoleum and glistened beneath the artificial light above.

‘What the fuck happened here?’ Tomek asked, his mouth agape.

His initial reaction was that the house had been broken into. That a gang – the same gang, possibly Richard Stafford’s, that had killed Michael Edwards and Karl Bacon – had burst through the front door and destroyed the place. But then he thought of Kasia.

How her phone was lying on the floor, half buried beneath a book. How there was another one lying a few feet away from it.

‘Kasia!’ he called. ‘Kasia! Are you here?’

Tentatively, he started towards their bedrooms, his pulse pounding, his insides aching. He came to a stop outside his room first. The floor was a mess. The duvet and bedsheets had been torn from the bed, clothes flung across the floor and on top of the wardrobe, and his bonsai trees – his beloved bonsai trees! – were smashed to pieces, irreparable damage done to the trees that had been in his life for nearly twenty years. Carefully, Tomek tiptoed round the end of the bed to inspect the damage. And that was when he saw the broken bird box, lying battered on the carpet. The sound of birds chirping from outside the bedroom window became amplified. A family of robins with nowhere permanent to call home.

The apprehension and fear Tomek felt quickly subsided and was replaced with fury, anger, the lust for revenge.

He clenched his fist.

‘What happened in here?’ came a voice from the doorway.

Tomek swivelled on the spot, raising his fist. He caught himself before lashing out at the social worker.

‘Sorry,’ he muttered, lowering it.

Fantastic. That’ll look good in front of the jobsworth.

‘What happened in here?’ Mr Adams repeated.

‘Wish I knew,’ Tomek replied, running his fingers through his hair. He was unable to tear his gaze from the bird box and bonsai trees. His pride and joys, the only things he’d loved beside Kasia, destroyed in a mindless act of vandalism.

‘I might be able to answer that,’ came a soft, gentle voice from somewhere in the flat.

The social worker stepped aside, revealing his neighbour, trundling through the mess, holding onto the wall for support as she manoeuvred her way through the debris.

‘Edith,’ Tomek began. ‘Are you all right? Have they got to your flat too?’

‘My flat? Oh no, dear. Mine’s fine.’

‘What happened? Who did this? Do you know where Kasia is?’

His mind was racing at a million miles a minute and he was struggling to keep track of it all. His breathing was shallow and rapid and his pulse continued to increase. He began to feel lightheaded and dizzy.

‘Calm down…’ Edith said, approaching him with a hand outstretched. She placed it on his arm and immediately his breathing returned to a near-normal rate, and some of the fog in his mind dissipated. ‘Calm down, Tomek. You’re stressed.’

‘Just tell me what you know… Please.’

‘I was in the kitchen making a late lunch when I heard the front door to the building open and what sounded like two sets of footsteps stomp up the stairs. I left it a few minutes, but then I heard a load of crashing and banging sounds, so I came up to investigate. I didn’t know what was up here, and after I knocked, Kasia opened the door.’

‘Was she alone?’

‘I didn’t see or hear anyone else,’ Edith replied, taking her arm away from his. ‘But I felt it, sensed that there was someone else there.’

‘What did she say?’

‘That she’d come home early from school because she wasn’t feeling very well, but she looked perfectly fine to me. Nevertheless, I left her to her nap and went downstairs. And then that’s when the banging returned. Louder, much louder, this time. I tried to knock but they didn’t hear me.’

‘You heard another voice?’

‘I heard another name.’

‘Who?’

‘A girl called Yasmin. They were screaming excitedly at each other, throwing things around…’ She looked about the bedroom. ‘Creating this mess.’

‘Then what happened?’

‘A few minutes later, they came out of the flat and then sprinted past me, almost knocking me down the stairs. I didn’t see much of them, but as I was holding onto the wall for support I noticed they both had large bags with them, like they were going somewhere overnight or for a couple of nights.’

Tomek nodded, the cogs in his brain becoming more and more greased with each new piece of information.

‘Did you see which way they went?’

Edith shook her head. ‘I’m sorry, Tomek.’

He placed both hands on her shoulders. ‘No, I’m sorry. I’m sorry you had to go through that. I’m going to make sure she apologises to you and puts everything right – trust me. But first, I need to find her.’


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE




Tomek had finally shaken the fat man attached to his hip. After seeing the destruction Kasia and her friend had deliberately caused, Mr Adams had decided that Tomek had done nothing wrong, and that his time and energy would be better spent trying to find her via means and methods Tomek and the police didn’t have.

Tomek had been more than happy to oblige the man and wave him off, because he had somewhere he needed to be.

Yasmin’s mother opened the door to him with a worried expression straining her face. Her eyes were red, puffy, and looked as though she’d been crying for several hours. She also looked like she hadn’t slept in weeks. They were of similar age, yet he imagined right now they both looked at least ten years older.

Tomek saw a lot of himself in her pained and defeated expression. Felt some of it also.

‘Come in,’ Pamela said, without him needing to ask.

As soon as he crossed the threshold, the tension in his shoulders eased a fraction. He followed her into the kitchen and declined the offer of a drink.

‘I’m looking for Kasia,’ he said. ‘I figured she might be here.’

‘And I’m looking for Yasmin.’

‘You are?’

Pamela nodded, looking down at the floor. She reached for a box of tissues on the counter and began playing with it in her fingers.

‘She was due home half an hour ago but she’s not returning or answering my calls.’

‘When was the last time you spoke to her?’

‘This morning, before she left for school.’

‘How was she?’

Pamela shrugged, her head sinking lower into her chest. ‘The way she has been for the past couple of months now. Quiet, abrasive, avoiding me and her dad.’

Tomek sensed he was going to have to broach the topic carefully and sensitively. It was clear they’d been through the same thing, that both their daughters had been displaying the same erratic behaviour, but Tomek was much thicker-skinned than most. He’d experienced all sorts in his job, and this was no different. Not to mention Pamela had a deeper connection with her teenage daughter than Tomek had with the girl who’d been in his life for under a year.

‘They were both at my flat,’ Tomek told her. ‘About an hour or so ago. They completely destroyed it.’

‘Destroyed it?’

Tomek nodded.

‘Why on earth would they do that?’

‘I can’t think for the life of me. They tore the whole place apart.’

‘Do you know where they’ve gone now?’

Tomek shook his head. ‘I found both of their mobile phones at my house. I was hoping she’d be here. My neighbour said that when she saw them leaving, Kasia had a large sleeping bag type of thing with her. Do you have any idea where they might’ve gone?’

Pamela considered a moment. ‘Nothing comes to mind.’

Tomek sighed deeply, folding his arms. ‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, I’m sure,’ Pamela hissed, suddenly switching, and turning on the front foot.

Tomek raised his hands in surrender. ‘I’m sorry. I have to ask. It’s the detective in me. I didn’t mean any offence.’

‘It’s okay,’ she said, though from her intonation it was anything but.

‘Is there anywhere the girls have discussed with you, or maybe you’ve overheard something when they’ve been talking here?’

‘What makes you think they’d be discussing anything here?’

Tomek’s eyebrow rose. ‘Because Kasia’s always staying overnight. I just figured that⁠—‍’

‘Staying here?’ Pamela repeated. ‘Kasia hasn’t stayed round here in weeks.’

‘But she…’

And then it dawned on him. That Kasia had been lying to him. Lying to him about where she’d been staying. Lying to him about the way she felt. Lying to him about the bullying. About everything.

‘Where the fuck have they been staying then?’

Heavy tears formed in Pamela’s eyes. She wiped them away with a tissue.

‘Oh my God, they could be anywhere, couldn’t they? What if something’s happened to them? Oh God. They could be in real danger!’

Tomek had to control her emotions. The last thing he needed was her becoming inconsolable. He had to keep her positive, level-headed, and thinking straight.

‘Everything’s going to be all right, okay?’ he told her. ‘We’re going to find them. They’re safe. So long as they’re together, they’re safe.’

His words had little effect.

‘Do you think something’s happened to them?’

‘No, not at all. I’m sure there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation for all of this.’

Except he knew there wouldn’t be. Otherwise why else would they destroy his flat? Why else would Kasia pretend that he was physically and verbally abusing her? Why else would she almost erase him from her life in such a short space of time?

‘Have you… have you ever found any drugs in Yasmin’s room, or anything to indicate that she might be taking anything?’

As soon as the word drugs left Tomek’s lips, Pamela wailed and tears came flooding out. As she sobbed into her chest, Tomek hovered awkwardly, holding out his hand to her but not touching her. He didn’t want to break any form of social boundary between them, but he also didn’t want her crying right in front of him. In the end, he placed a hand on her shoulder, then gradually moved it across her back.

‘Everything’s going to be all right,’ Tomek told her as he gently squeezed her shoulder. ‘We’re going to find them. They’ll turn up. The statistics for this sort of thing are usually really good.’

At that, she looked up at him, her eyes filling with hope. ‘Really?’

‘Yeah. Most times they find their own way home.’

But on this particular occasion, he didn’t believe it. He didn’t believe any of the words coming out of his mouth. Because, after he’d found her and dealt with her, everything would not be all right for Kasia. Nor her little friend, Yasmin, either.

He would see to that all right.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX




The chanting had increased, in both frequency and volume, in the past five minutes. It had been gradual, like the rising tide, but it was only now as it reached a crescendo that Kasia realised how loud it was. It cut right through her, the vibrations tingling every inch of her body.

She had no idea where she was, and to make matters worse she’d lost all track of time. Twenty minutes? Maybe thirty? Possibly more. She didn’t know. Couldn’t know.

She opened her eyes and all she could see was black, her sisters’ faces lost to the darkness, save for the weak light being emitted from the six candles that had been positioned evenly around the space.

She felt euphoric. Adrenaline, from the destruction she and Yasmin had caused earlier, and the impending countdown to doomsday that was about to erupt, surged through her. She panted heavily, her chest rising and falling, her vocal cords straining. Her eyes rolled to the back of her head, and her head lolled backwards, so her face was pointing towards the ceiling. The LSD she’d taken a short while before was beginning to take hold. The ceiling of black had now turned into a mirage of deadly and dangerous creatures. Serpents, a mixture of green and blue, swirling across the surface. Giant, mythical beasts the likes of which she’d never seen before, only ever read about, growling and barking at her from above. Demons taunting her, calling out to her, teasing her. She closed her eyes, trying to force them away, but it didn’t work. They were still there, still clawing and reaching out for her overhead.

She was having a bad trip. One of the worst she’d ever experienced.

But she didn’t cower. Wouldn’t cower. She was braver than that. Braver than them. Not to mention she had Zeus and the Harpies by her side if things became too intense. They were a unit, a team. They could defend her. But for now, she could defend herself.

She yelled, her voice breaking under the sudden strain.

The sound filled the room and, in an instant, the demons disappeared, receding into the darkness until she could no longer see their faces. She had done it. She had banished them.

To her surprise, her sisters continued chanting, increasing their grip on her hands, ensuring she stayed locked in.

‘That’s good,’ Zeus called, ‘let it all out. Release your inner demons as we seek to banish them from this world and the next. Exorcise them from your body and your soul. We cannot afford to have any with us in the afterlife. They must become extinct.’

Zeus had been standing on the outskirts of the circle, patrolling, observing, ready to spring into action and help a Harpy if she required it.

He placed a hand on Kasia’s back and the other on her chest, and she immediately felt the air escape her lungs. She gasped for breath, panting, breathing heavily.

‘Let it out,’ he said. ‘Let it all out.’

She could feel them. All of them. The demons leaving her body, escaping through her airless lungs and mouth. More, she could see them. Flying out of her body and fleeing into the darkness before eventually disappearing into the ceiling.

Zeus increased the pressure on her chest, squeezing even more air out of her lungs. Her body began to fizz and tingle as she struggled to breathe. It had been over thirty seconds of nothing going in, and for a moment she thought she was about to pass out. Until he slapped her on the chest and the final beast, the final creature, exploded from her mouth. A great big grisly thing, with hundreds of teeth and evil, demonic red eyes staring back at her.

Somewhere, from deep inside her, she summoned the energy and oxygen to scream in the demon’s face. The explosion from her lips had the desired effect and it quickly turned around and retreated.

As soon as the beast was gone, Kasia inhaled, released her grip on the sisters either side of her, and then collapsed backwards onto the floor.

The chanting quickly stopped and was replaced by the sound of movement. Within seconds, her sisters were huddled around her, touching her, celebrating her, congratulating her.

‘You did it,’ Yasmin said from somewhere on her right. ‘You did it! You died to yourself, Kandy! You officially died to yourself!’


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN




Tomek pounded on the glass so hard he almost put his fist through it. Then he cupped his face to the window and peered into the empty studio.

The wooden bench that had once been stationed outside the front was no longer, and there was no sound of the godawful music echoing from within.

The Sons of Zeus.

That was the name the receptionist at the radio station had given him.

The same name as the artist Kasia had been following, listening to, banging on about, purchasing the merchandise from, and had gone to see recently.

The same man Tomek now suspected of having had an involvement in the deaths of Michael Edwards and Karl Bacon.

The same man who could potentially put Kasia in danger.

Tomek pounded his fists on the glass door for a second time.

‘Fuck this,’ he hissed, then turned round and began searching for a rock on the ground.

He found one a moment later and bounced it in his hands, gauging its weight. He didn’t hesitate. The piece of concrete somersaulted through the air and smashed into the glass window, sending thousands of shards cascading to the floor. At once, a siren sounded from within the building. Tomek paid it little heed. He stepped through the door, glass crunching underfoot like gravel, and then scanned his surroundings. The yoga-studio-cum-teenage-activity-centre was empty. The décor had been stripped from the walls, the ornaments taken from their perches, and the furniture removed from the floor. It was as though the place had been abandoned for years, silently waiting for a new owner to step in and give it some love.

The rest of the studio was the same – out the back and upstairs. Empty, devoid of anything to suggest someone had either been living or working there.

The Sons of Zeus, or whatever his fucking name was, had done a thorough job of removing any and all objects. But not that thorough. The forensics team would find something, he was sure of it.

As he stood still in one of the empty rooms upstairs, Tomek reached into his pocket and produced his phone.

‘Nick, are you there?’ he asked frantically.

‘Yes, what’s⁠—‍?’

‘I need forensics down at Temple Farm Industrial Estate. There’s⁠—‍’

‘What’re you talking about?’ Nick asked. ‘Have we got another body?’

‘No. Kasia. She and her friend have gone missing. Sons of Zeus. Michael Edwards. Karl Bacon. I think it’s all connected. I need forensics.’

Tomek was panting, his mind flying at a hundred miles a second. There were so many thoughts racing about his head that he only caught the end of each one.

‘You sound like you need a lie down,’ Nick answered, his voice gruff. ‘Now, before I send anyone over, catch your breath, and tell me exactly what’s happened.’


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT




The forensics team had arrived twenty minutes later. Tomek had dealt with them, explaining the situation to them and the need for thoroughness, and then headed back to the incident room. Nick had told him that he would be no use at the yoga studio. That he would be barking orders and interfering with the team’s progress, and pissing everyone off in the process. And Tomek had agreed with him. The only problem was, he was no better in the incident room. Marching around, pacing, barking orders, hassling his colleagues as they tried to help him ascertain Kasia’s whereabouts. His stress levels were at an all-time high, and there was nothing he could do to settle them. Rachel and Anna, along with a couple of uniformed officers, had been sent to his place, to conduct house-to-house enquiries and be in the vicinity of the flat, on the off-chance she miraculously staggered home. Meanwhile, Chey was searching CCTV cameras and footage from outside the yoga studio and near to Tomek’s flat, hoping to pin down her movements after she’d fled the scene. Tomek had handed over her and Yasmin’s mobile phones to the digital forensics teams, who were currently searching through the devices for their message history, telemetry information and any photographic evidence that might indicate where either teenager had gone. Though that would take hours, they’d advised.

Hours was too long.

Hours was more than he had to spare. By then something sickening could have happened to her.

Or worse, someone else.

After his return to the incident room, Tomek had explained his theory. That The Sons of Zeus, whose name he later remembered was Zachary Godson, had orchestrated the killing of Michael Edwards and Karl Bacon, and he’d ordered a handful of devoted and obsessed girls to do it. He didn’t know how, and he didn’t know why. But something in his gut – intuition, the part that had lain dormant for weeks (both his paternal and detective’s intuition) – was screaming out to him, leaving his stomach sick and twisted.

To his surprise, Nick hadn’t shot down the idea.

‘I can see that being a possibility,’ he’d responded. ‘I was always slightly dubious of Stafford sending a gang – of girls, no less – to kill Edwards. It didn’t seem logical or right. But… I digress. First we need to focus on finding your daughter.’

A process which Tomek was to have no involvement with. Nick didn’t want him getting too close, didn’t want him knowing the minute details of every part of the search. If there was an important update or piece of information he needed to know, Nick would tell him. Tomek wasn’t overjoyed about the decision, but he quickly realised it was for the best. He could hardly think straight, let alone process the information that would be flying about everywhere. Not to mention he’d already upset a handful of the uniformed officers by shouting at them to hurry up and move their fat arses into gear.

It was best for everyone if he stayed in the incident room and stuck to Nick’s side, leaning on the chief inspector for emotional support, something which he wasn’t afraid to admit he was grateful for.
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Over three hours had passed since Kasia’s disappearance, and there was still no update, still no sign of her.

Tomek was beginning to get restless. He had been clicking the computer mouse nonstop for almost two minutes, and bouncing his knee up and down at almost the same rate, as his mind stared blankly into the pixels of the screen.

‘I keep thinking about what I could have done different, you know?’ he said to Nick suddenly. ‘I keep thinking about the signs and why I didn’t pick up on them earlier. They were right there for me to see. I just… I just hope that she’s safe, that⁠—‍’

The phone vibrating against his leg distracted him. He frantically frisked his pockets, reaching for it. In his haste, he almost dropped the device onto the floor.

He answered without checking the Caller ID.

‘Kasia? Is that you?’

‘Kasia? No, I’m not her.’

Tomek’s soul deflated, his shoulders dropped. It wasn’t Kasia. In fact it was the person farthest away from Kasia in every sense of the word.

Nathan Burrows, his brother’s incarcerated killer.

‘Nath…’ Tomek began. ‘Why… why are you calling me?’

‘I fancied a little chat,’ the man replied. ‘Though I think it’s you who needs the chat. What’s going on?’

Tomek quickly lifted himself out of the chair and headed out of the room. As he closed the door behind him, he caught a concerned stare from Nick.

‘It’s Kasia,’ Tomek explained the moment the door was sealed shut. ‘She’s gone missing. I think she might have joined some sort of cult or something.’

‘A cult?’

‘Yes.’

‘Missing?’

Tomek snuck into another room, closing the door gently after him. ‘Yes. I don’t know how to explain it. She… she just… She’s been acting so strange over the past couple of weeks, and now she’s run away with her friend, I… I don’t know what to do.’

‘Has she done this before?’

Nathan’s voice was calm, soothing. And as he listened to it, Tomek’s mind became focused, engaged on the discussion. He actually thought of what to say and how to respond rather than blurting out the first thing that came into his head.

He became present.

‘She’s run away before, yes. But not like this. This is different.’

‘Different how?’

‘Her behaviour over the past few weeks. I’ve seen a noticeable change in her. She’s not who she was. She’s different. And last time she didn’t destroy my flat.’

‘I’m sorry to hear that, Tomek. What did she do?’

‘Turned the whole place upside down.’ Tomek scrunched his fist into a ball as incipient anger began to rise in him. ‘Destroyed everything. The living room, my bookshelf, the kitchen. She stole money from my secret stash. She absolutely battered my bonsai trees, and…’

Tomek couldn’t bring himself to add the final part of that sentence. But from his intonation, Nathan picked up on what he was referring to.

‘I see…’ he said. ‘And is it… is it beyond repair?’

Tomek paused, inhaled, held it, then it let all out. ‘Yes, sadly. I don’t know what’s come over her.’

Actually, he did. Zachary Godson. The man who had a chokehold on his daughter.

‘Have you tried her mobile?’ Nathan asked.

‘She left it behind in the flat.’

‘Has she been abducted?’

Tomek explained that a witness had seen her flee the flat with a friend.

‘That does sound off,’ Nathan said, sounding contemplative.

‘You’re telling me. I don’t know what to do. I’m worried about her. I’m scared something might have happened to her.’

‘I’ll help,’ Nathan said.

The statement was so out of the blue, so unexpected that it took Tomek by surprise. His mouth fell open but for a moment nothing came out.

‘You want to help?’

‘No, Tomek. You misunderstand me. I’m telling you that I will help, not that I want to help.’

Tomek paused. ‘What’s the difference?’

‘Wanting to help is something someone says when they’re not committed. Only when you have a gun to their head will you find they finally do something for you. Saying I will help means I’m actually going to do something about the situation.’

Tomek paused again, this time considering what Nathan was saying. And then he realised he didn’t really understand what the man was suggesting at all.

‘How… can you help me?’

There was a deep chuckle down the phone. ‘I have been in here for a very long time, Tomek. I have learnt a thing or two, and I have made a friend or two. Most of ’em owe me a favour. All you have to do is say the word and I will do everything I can to help you find Kasia.’

‘Why? Why do you want to help me?’

Another chuckle, this time softer. ‘Isn’t it obvious? For Michał.’

‘For Michał,’ Tomek repeated in a whisper.

Then: ‘Fine. You have the word. Do what you can to help me find my daughter.’


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE




Back at home, the key wouldn’t slot into the lock. One of the main reasons he and Kasia moved out of their previous place, and now the bloody thing wasn’t working still. But he didn’t care. He was so tired, so defeated and mentally drained, that he didn’t have the energy to fight it. Before, he would have grunted and groaned, tensed his body in frustration. Then he would have shouted at the inanimate object, calling it a useless fucking bastard. But not now. Now he was more than happy to sleep at the top of the stairs or outside in the early summer humidity. It was the least he deserved.

The search into Kasia’s whereabouts had gone nowhere. They had gleaned nothing. Nothing from any of his neighbours’ home surveillance footage or CCTV footage from the nearby area. Nothing from the neighbours who Rachel and Anna had spoken with. Nothing from the digital forensics team, either. She was out there, somewhere. But only God knew where she was.

Eventually, after a few more wiggles, Tomek realised he’d been shoving the key in upside down. He then flipped it over and opened the door.

The inside of the living room was in the pretty much the same state he’d left it in. Detritus and debris covered the carpets and furniture. Rachel and Anna, to their credit, had tried to tidy, but clearly hadn’t known where to start. A few of the books had been stacked neatly on the table, and a handful of feathers collected from the cushions and shoved back inside, but that was the extent of their efforts.

Tomek didn’t care. It could wait till the next day. Or the day after. Or the day after that. Until Kasia was returned home safe and sound, he couldn’t have cared less about the mess on the floor.

Lifting his feet over the wreckage, he tiptoed towards his bedroom and collapsed onto the edge of the bed. The smell of damp soil that had been trodden into the carpet lingered in the air.

He spread himself across the bed, allowing the mattress to embrace him, to hug the contours of his body, gradually pulling him deeper and deeper into the fibres. He stared at the ceiling, his mind turning everything over for the thousandth time. It was as though he hadn’t done it enough in the incident room already and his brain was adamant something else might turn up. Some small detail that he’d overlooked or not thought of yet. A name, a location, a reference to a group or piece of information she might have mentioned.

But nothing. His mind was completely blank, devoid of all coherent thought.

It was then, as his mind was so open, so empty, nothing but a vast expanse of boundless time and energy, that the flood gates opened and he began to cry. There was nothing stopping the tears, no barriers holding them at bay, so they came flooding out, down the sides of his face, quickly soaking the bed sheet in pools of salty water.

The tears lasted for five minutes. It was the longest he’d cried in years, since his brother’s funeral; thirty years of pent-up frustration and relief bursting out of him in the early hours of the morning.

When he was finished, he was too spent to lift himself off the bed or even get undressed while lying in a prone position. All he wanted to do was sleep and when he woke up, have Kasia standing over him, looking down at him with an apologetic yet open and warm face.

As his eyes grew heavy, and he felt himself being dragged even deeper into the mattress, a knock came at the front door.

At once, Tomek burst into life. He clambered off the bed in his dreamy state, then sprinted towards the front door. On the way, he kicked and tripped over things on the floor, but paid them little heed.

Kasia was at the door!

Kasia had come home!

All would be forgiv⁠—

Tomek’s elation was scythed down by the small, petite, almost malnourished woman standing in front of him.

‘Edith, what are you doing here? It’s three o’clock in the morning,’ he said.

‘I heard you come home. I couldn’t sleep, not while all of this has been going on. I wanted to come and see how you are.’

A thin smile flashed across his face. He appreciated the gesture, but it wasn’t her that he wanted to see.

‘Would you like to come in?’

Edith nodded and crossed the threshold.

As Tomek closed the door after her, he added, ‘I’m sorry if I don’t look happy to see you. It’s just…’

She turned to look back at him. ‘I know, darling. I know.’ Then she turned her attention to the mess on the floor and walls, to the destruction caused by his daughter. ‘I tried to come up when some of your colleagues were here, the two women. I offered to help tidy, but they said the place was being investigated and it was technically a crime scene.’

Tomek nodded. Technically it was. But the only crime that had been committed in this flat was Tomek’s failure as a father.

‘I appreciate the offer,’ he replied, wiping the tears from his eyes.

‘Any news?’ Edith asked gently, not wanting to overstep her mark.

‘Nothing yet. We can’t get hold of her, and nobody knows where she is. She left her phone behind, so we have no way of contacting her. And she wasn’t in the places I thought she might be.’

Edith placed a comforting hand on his arm. ‘I’m sure your team are working really hard to find her.’

Tomek felt the tears begin to resurface and struggled to keep them down.

‘I know it’s been tough,’ she said. ‘But you have to stay positive. She’ll turn up. I’m sure she’s fine. Would you like a hug?’

Tomek opened his mouth to respond, but before he could say a word, Edith wrapped her arms around his waist and embraced him. For someone so petite and slight she had one hell of a grip on her, and right then, that was exactly what he needed. Comfort, support, someone to hold him up when his legs buckled and his body became weak. Tears instantly streamed down his face and he broke down in her arms, his body convulsing uncontrollably with each sob, like he was a teenager again, hyperventilating, groaning, wishing it would all end.

‘Everything’s going to be okay,’ she told him, her voice muffled against the fabric of his T-shirt. ‘Kasia’s going to be okay. You’ll find her. And when you do, go easy on her. I’m sure she has her reasons for what she’s done, and whatever they are, I’m sure they’re justified. It’s a difficult thing being a teenager, so cut her some slack.’

Tomek’s immediate reaction was that he wouldn’t, that he would come down on her like a ton of bricks, but then he realised that was the adrenaline and the anger and the frustration talking, and that Edith was right. She was just a stupid teenager who didn’t know any better. A stupid teenager who had been crying out to him for some time and now things had finally reached tipping point.

‘Yes, you’re right,’ he told her. ‘But you might have to hold me back,’ he added jokingly.

‘We’ll hold each other back,’ Edith replied, finally releasing him.

It was then that Tomek realised Kasia’s behaviour hadn’t affected only him. It had affected Edith as well. That the elderly woman cared for and adored Kasia in more than a neighbourly way. That Kasia had a lot of grovelling and making up to do. Not only to himself, but to Edith as well.

‘Go on,’ she said, ‘it’s late. Get yourself off to bed.’

‘I’m not ten,’ he replied. ‘And last time I checked, you’re not my mum.’

‘I know, but I never got to have kids, so tonight I am. And I’m telling you to sleep, mister.’

Tomek raised his hand in a salute. ‘Yes, ma’am. Whatever you say, ma’am.’


CHAPTER SIXTY




The street was deathly silent, perfectly still. No movement in the trees, no movement in the bushes. Not even the wind whistling past her ear.

Yasmin held her breath so as not to disturb the silence. They were on a top-secret mission, their most secretive and important Creepy Sleepy yet, and failure was not an option.

The four of them were standing at the mouth of the front garden, huddled close to one another, dressed in the same long white dresses they’d worn at the warehouse. She could feel the energy amongst them, buzzing, tingling away in the lower part of her stomach. She no longer felt fear, nerves. None of them did. They were so close now, so near to the endgame.

And the man who threatened to ruin it all was sound asleep on the first floor of the building.

Yasmin made the first move. Like a vampire being invited in, she tentatively crossed into the front garden and started towards the side gate. She placed both hands on top of it and clambered over. Her feet slapped on the ground on the other side. Moments later, her Harpy sisters had joined her, and together they made their way round to the back of the house, tiptoeing across the concrete, crouching low, hugging the walls, pausing every few moments to listen. The only sign of disturbance was the gradually increasing velocity of the wind in the distance.

Next, the girls arrived in the rear garden. Yasmin craned her neck skyward and saw Kasia’s bedroom on the right. Beside it was Tomek’s. The sound of snoring and deep sleep crept through the crack in the open window. She wondered what state the flat was in since she and Kasia had destroyed it. Had he made even more of a mess in frustration and rage, or had he attempted to tidy and restore some of it? She couldn’t wait to find out.

Adjoining the side of the house was the row of garages Kasia had said would be there. Yasmin was first to climb them. She planted her feet in the small nooks Kasia had told her about and, using her hands for support, followed the same route Kasia had done several times to the top of the garage. Once she was up, she assisted the rest of her sisters, pulling them over the edge and onto the concrete surface. The girls steadied themselves, their movements cautious.

Nothing must go wrong. There was no room for mistakes.

‘The window’s open,’ she whispered to the girls. ‘I’ll go first.’

Carefully, balancing her weight on each foot, she inched her way across the garage towards Kasia’s bedroom window. Earlier, she had made sure to leave it ajar, just in case, and thankfully, the book she’d wedged in there was still in place. At the window, she slowly opened it, cautious of the sound of the rubber seal in the silence as it moved and rubbed against the PVC, until eventually it was open wide enough for her to fit through. She slid her body in with ease and crouched down by the side of the bed. Waited. Listened.

Nothing, save the sound of snoring emanating from the other side of the wall.

She took a moment to observe her surroundings, and her earlier question was answered: the room was still in the same condition as they’d left it. The lazy bastard hadn’t even attempted to do anything about it.

That was just another reason why he had to be dealt with.

In a fit of panic, Yasmin threw her hand behind her back and felt for her belt buckle. The Taser was still in position, stuck firmly in place with the clasp Zeus had tied on for her. Silly of her to doubt it, really, but she’d needed to make sure.

Nothing must go wrong. There was no room for mistakes.

They had practised this, rehearsed it dozens of times. They had spent over two hours together, meticulously going through every detail, every eventuality. There was no scenario or incident that they weren’t prepared for.

As soon as the last of her sisters was through the window, Yasmin swivelled on the balls of her feet and crept towards the hallway. As she neared it, the sound of snoring increased. Placing one hand on the door handle she pulled it open slowly, gently, holding her breath. Then she started towards the devil’s bedroom, towards the demonic sounds of hell. Just as she arrived at the door, the drugs began to kick in, and as the door swung open, the carpet turned into fire and lava, bathing the room in a deep red glow. A wave of heat suddenly slapped her across the face, almost knocking her off balance.

And there he was, lying in the middle of it all, prone in his iron throne, surrounded by molten lava and a wall of fire.

The devil. Lucifer.

For a long moment, Yasmin stared into the room, frozen to the spot.

Suddenly she was gripped with fear. For the first time, nerves were holding her back.

It isn’t real, she told herself. It isn’t real. The fire and lava isn’t real. It’s safe to⁠—

She was pulled from her thoughts by a shove in the middle of her back. Calcium Kitten had given her a nudge, the nudge that she needed, and as soon as she opened her eyes, the fire and lava in the devil’s lair melted away, and was replaced with darkness.

Nothing could go wrong, she told herself.

And nothing would.

Yasmin crossed the threshold into the room, holding her breath. Behind her, the Harpies silently fell in line. But as they did so, Calcium Kitten tripped over Yasmin’s heel and clattered into the edge of the bed.

The devil awoke immediately, throwing the covers off his fully clothed body, brandishing a clenched fist in the air.

‘Kasia?’ he asked, hope lacing his voice.

By the time Tomek was fully aware of what was happening, Yasmin had reached for the Taser and was pointing it directly at him, a red dot focused on the centre of his chest.

‘What the fuck’s going on?’ Tomek mumbled blearily as he surveyed the four girls in front of him, one pointing a stun gun at his nipple while the others brandished kitchen knives in their hands.

The devil had finally met his match.

‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ Tomek continued, aiming the question at Yasmin. ‘Where’s Kasia? Where’s my daughter? What the fuck have you done with her?’

Tomek puffed his chest out, gripped the duvet between his fingers, and threw it from his body as he swung himself off the bed.

‘Do it!’ screamed Calcium Kitten.

Yasmin tried frantically to shoot the Taser, but it wouldn’t work. It was jammed. Locked. Malfunctioning. The four of them were no match for the devil, not in a physical altercation. And so they’d placed all their hopes on the stun gun knocking him unconscious and subduing him. But they hadn’t planned on it not working. They’d planned for every eventuality, yes. All except this one.

Zeus had promised the weapon would work.

Before Yasmin could react, Tomek was on her. He grabbed her by the top of her dress and threw her onto the bed, grunting heavily as he lobbed her. The room spun in a carousel of black and grey, and the girls’ screams filled the small space. When Yasmin righted herself, she saw Calcium Kitten jump onto Tomek’s back, attempting to thrust the blade into his stomach. But he was too strong for her, too powerful. He’d gripped the blade in one hand and was in the middle of reaching for Calcium’s other when Yasmin realised it had all gone horribly wrong.

Next, Tomek rolled Calcium Kitten off his back and threw her onto the floor beside the window. She wailed in pain as her legs and arms were impaled by the broken wood of the bonsai trees and bird box.

Meanwhile, her other sisters remained transfixed, frozen to the spot, as if someone had switched them off.

‘Run!’ Yasmin screamed.

The girls didn’t need telling twice. One moment they were there in the doorway. The next they weren’t. Before leaving, Yasmin gave one last look at the devil: he was hovering over Calcium, holding her by the hair. As soon as he clocked Yasmin escaping, he dropped her sister and started towards her. He made it as far as the end of the bed before Calcium had grabbed him by the ankles and tripped him up. He fell just short of Yasmin’s feet.

Without hesitating, she turned round, sprinted down the hallway, vaulted out of the window, and climbed down the garage.

Nothing must go wrong tonight.

But it had. It had all gone horribly, horribly wrong.

Her sister, her sweet, beloved Calcium Kitten, had given herself up. And the devil had claimed her for himself.

She and the rest of the Harpies, Zeus included, would make sure her suffering and death was not in vain.


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE




Tomek’s body was still shaking with adrenaline some two hours after the girls had broken into his home and tried to kill him. Strictly speaking, he didn’t know what their intentions were. He didn’t know whether they’d gone there to torture him, abduct him, or murder him, though from the stun gun in Yasmin’s hands and the ten-inch blades the other girls were holding he was able to make a fairly confident and educated guess as to what their plans had been.

The team had tried to calm him down, force him to visit the hospital, but aside from a couple of stitches in his hand, there was nothing wrong with him. Nothing wrong with him save the animalistic desire to find out what was going on and why Yasmin and those random girls had broken into his home.

‘You’re in shock,’ Nick said with tired eyes. ‘I think you just need to sit down and get yourself together.’

Tomek shook his head, keeping his gaze fixed on the television screen in the incident room.

‘I’m not going anywhere,’ he responded.

And neither was anyone else. Despite only having been away from the office for a handful of hours, the whole team had been called in for duty. Chey, as usual, was scouring the CCTV footage to locate Yasmin and the two remaining girls. Sean, Martin, and Oscar had been sent out with a convoy of uniformed police officers and were currently patrolling the streets of Leigh-on-Sea and beyond, on the thin chance they might find them hiding in a bush somewhere; Anna was speaking with Yasmin’s parents; and Rachel was sitting in the interview room with the girl Tomek had apprehended.

‘What did you say her name was?’ Nick asked, rubbing the sleep away from his eyes. In his hand he held a cup of coffee, his second since arriving.

‘Calcium,’ Tomek replied.

‘Calcium?’

‘Funnily enough, I don’t think that’s her real name.’

And they hadn’t been able to find it either. There was no identification on her. No phone, no debit cards. Nothing. Except for the steel blade intended to maim and kill.

Tomek had taken the liberty of running her fingerprints through IDENT1, the police national fingerprint database, but no positive results had returned. Tomek’s only hope of finding out her identity was if she told them – something he didn’t hold out much hope of. If the hair samples they’d taken matched with those found at the Michael Edwards crime scene and it would only confirm that she’d had previous involvement in a criminal act. The teenager may not have had a successful kill tonight, but that didn’t mean to say she hadn’t killed before.

Nick pulled out a chair from the table in the incident room and lowered himself into it, groaning as he went down. ‘My back’s in bits,’ he said to no one. ‘I think I must’ve slept funny.’

Try having four girls break into your bedroom and see how funny you sleep then, Tomek wanted to say, but kept it to himself.

Seen on the screen, Rachel clambered out from behind the desk, and stepped out of the room quickly. When she returned, she held two cups of water in her hands. In that time, Calcium hadn’t moved. The girl sat slouched in the chair, shoulders hunched forwards, frozen. Her hair was tied in the same pigtails Kasia had opted for recently, and she wore a police-issue tracksuit. The plain white dress she’d been wearing, now dirtied and soiled with some of Tomek’s blood, had been taken for examination. Her expression was blank and empty. She gave nothing away, and Tomek could see where the interview was headed already.

‘Firstly,’ Rachel began, her voice soft and gentle. ‘I want to make you aware that this is a safe place, and that anything you tell me will be treated with absolute confidence, okay?’

Calcium didn’t respond. The only things that indicated she was still alive and breathing were the steady rise and fall of her chest and the occasional blink.

‘Does the name Tomek Bowen mean anything to you?’ Rachel asked, turning over a new page in her notebook.

Nothing.

‘What were you doing at his house this evening, Calcium? Is that right? Is that your name?’

No response.

‘Did I say it right? Calcium. Bit of a strange name, isn’t it? Do you have a different name, or is that your legal name?’

Rachel looked to the solicitor sitting beside Calcium, but even he was confused and offered a slight shrug of the shoulders.

‘Very well, Calcium it is. Tell me, what were you doing at Tomek Bowen’s house this evening, Calcium?’

When there was still no response, Rachel continued with an onslaught of questions, pausing each time for the teenager to respond.

‘Who were you with tonight? Why did you attack Mr Bowen? Why were you found with a knife in your hand? Did you go there to kill Mr Bowen, Calcium? Or did you go there to abduct him?’

As he watched her, sitting there, expressionless, stony-faced, Tomek was reminded more and more of how she looked like Kasia, of how similar they were. The pigtails. The blonde hair. The eyes, the nose, the facial structure, all the way down to the little freckles on her face. Tomek closed his eyes, and in his mind’s eye, he relived the events of the attack. He remembered thinking he might have mistaken her for Kasia. That was why he’d hovered over her for so long. He’d wanted to make sure that he wasn’t about to harm his daughter, that they weren’t the same person. That she couldn’t possibly have broken into her own home and gone there to murder him.

Rachel’s continued questioning brought him out of his reverie. As she moved the one-sided conversation on to the topic of Kasia and her whereabouts, Rachel’s patience and genteel manner gradually disintegrated. It wasn’t until she broached the topic of Michael Edwards and Karl Bacon, nearly an hour later, that she’d run out entirely.

‘What have you got to hide, Calcium?’ she demanded. ‘Why aren’t you saying anything? What are you covering up? Who are you covering for? They’re not going to protect you. You won’t ever be able to see them again, because at the end of this we will be charging you with breaking and entering, and intent to cause grievous bodily harm. We might even push for an attempted murder charge. That means you’ll be going straight from here to prison, and there will be nothing you can do about it. The people you’re trying to protect, the people you’re not speaking out against – they won’t be able to save you. So, if you want my advice, I suggest you start talking and tell us what we want to know. If you do, then I’m sure the judge will look favourably at your sentencing, but either way, you are going to one place and one place only: prison.’

For a long time there was silence. Deep, profound. Tomek felt it flowing into the incident room through the television. Until Calcium slowly turned her head to face the camera.

‘Wrong,’ she said. ‘I am going to hell. We all are. When the race war comes, none of us will be saved.’


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO




Shards of glass scattered across the ground, flying over her feet and toes, battering into her ankles.

That was the third wine glass in almost as many seconds – added to the candles, picture frames, and the blades that Zeus had already thrown to the other side of the room. Since Yasmin’s return, the room had become dark and red, tinted and tarnished by his rage. Outside, she was sure she could hear the low sounds of thunder rumbling in the distance, but because there were no windows, she couldn’t say for certain. But she sensed it, all right. The earth was shaking beneath her feet, as though an earthquake were imminent. Zeus was pissed. Worse, he was apoplectic. Several of the senior Harpies had tried to console him, to relax him by embracing him, massaging his arms and chest, playing with his hair. But none of it had worked. Instead, he’d shoved them away and prohibited them from coming near him, and they’d all been forced to cower on the cold hard ground, sitting cross-legged.

‘Kandy!’ his deep voice bellowed. ‘Come here! I want to speak with you!’

Kasia didn’t hesitate. As she clambered to her feet, she felt the joints in her knees creak.

‘Yes, Zeus?’ she said, stopping by his side.

‘I want you to touch me.’

Without warning, he grabbed her hand and placed it on his chest. His skin was slick with sweat, and immediately her hand was covered in a thin layer of it. Beneath her skin, his heart pounded, and his chest rose and fell rapidly.

After a few seconds, his panting eased, and his breathing slowed. She lowered her hand down his chest to the top of his six-pack.

‘What are you doing?’ he asked.

‘Fulfilling my prophecy,’ she replied.

She lowered the hand until she came to a stop by his belly button. His penis was only inches away, and she thought for a long, hard moment whether this was what she wanted to do. She hadn’t liked the idea of sleeping with him the other night. Could she really do this? Could she pleasure him? And in front of her sisters too?

Slowly, she pulled her hand away and raised it to Zeus’s shoulders. Then she began massaging them, kneading her thumb and fingers deep into his muscles, the same way he had done to her a few nights before.

‘I am sorry about Calcium,’ she said, whispering into his ear. ‘I am sure she is safe. She is one of our best. She’s resilient, tough. She knows what she is doing.’

‘How can you be sure?’ Zeus asked, his voice faltering, groaning a little under her touch.

‘Because you made her that way. You made us all that way. She will not betray us. She will not tell the devil anything.’

Zeus groaned louder, clearly enjoying what he was hearing.

‘I’m concerned about Whispering Nightmare,’ he said.

‘Why?’

‘She broke my trust. I do not have as much faith in her as I do Calcium to remain strong.’

‘How much does she know?’

Zeus shrugged. ‘Not much. I stopped telling her everything after I noticed a turn in her. You understand why I had to get rid of her?’

‘Of course, Zeus. You did what you had to do for the rest of us, for the good of the mission. She is beyond redemption. But Calcium isn’t. Like I said, she is strong, tough. She won’t say anything. I wonder, are you able to save her? Can she still come with us in the afterlife?’

Zeus’s shoulders tensed. He shook his head. ‘Sadly, I can’t. She is too far gone. Now, she is out of my reach. The devil has her. He was too strong for us. Too strong for her.’

‘Next time, we will have to send us all to capture him. He will be no match for all of us. I believe it. We are too strong as a group. That is why we will survive the race war. And because we have you on our side.’ She ran her fingers along the top of his back and the bottom of his neck, feeling the nodules of his spine move underneath. He let out another groan, smaller this time.

‘You are right,’ he said, between deep breaths. ‘He will be no match for all of us.’ And then he caught himself, snapping his fingers, as though an idea had just popped into his head. ‘Or, we could lure him to us,’ he said. ‘Sending the girls to him didn’t work. Next time, we should send him to the girls.’

He spun round on the chair and looked up at her, deep into her eyes.

‘You’re a genius!’

‘I didn’t do anything…’ she said, suddenly shy.

He leapt out of the chair and placed his hands on her upper arms. ‘Wrong. You were fulfilling your prophecy. But your work is not over yet. There is still one more thing you must do. Together we are going to get the devil. And I will need you by my side if we are to succeed.’


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE




The food was thrust in front of Tomek’s face. It took him a long while to realise it was there.

‘Eat,’ Rachel ordered.

She moved the tray closer to his nose until he was forced to snatch it from her.

He placed it on the table and returned to staring at the blank space on the whiteboard.

‘Why aren’t you eating?’ she asked as she pulled a chair out and joined him.

‘Not hungry.’

‘When was the last time you had food?’

He shrugged. The movement was only slight, but still visible. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten. Couldn’t remember the last time his stomach had felt hunger, in fact.

Rachel reached across him, grabbed the chicken and bacon sandwich from Sainsbury’s, and placed it against his lips.

‘Eat.’

Tomek looked down at it, back up at Rachel, then down at the food again. Like a petulant child refusing dinner, he turned his head to the side and pursed his lips.

‘Eat, Tomek. You’ll need your energy.’

‘What—?’

Tomek had realised his mistake too late. As soon as he opened his mouth, Rachel thrust the sandwich inside it and ensured there was nowhere for him to turn. Begrudgingly, giving Rachel an intimidating glower and some side-eye, Tomek chewed on the sandwich. He hated it at first because his mouth was so dry. But as soon as his tastebuds began firing, he started to salivate, and he shoved the rest of the sandwich in his mouth without assistance.

‘Wasn’t so hard, was it?’ Rachel murmured as she yanked away the half-eaten crust hanging off his lips.

‘You sound like my mum,’ Tomek replied. ‘When she used to make me eat my greens and my carrots.’

‘You were one of those children, were you? Figures.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘You were a princess back then, and you’re a princess now,’ she said, folding her arms across her chest. ‘Do you even know what time it is?’

Tomek shook his head and glanced at the clock on the wall.

Three pm.

Where had the day gone? Only a few minutes before he’d been watching Rachel conduct the interview with Calcium in the small hours of the morning. And now here she was feeding him a late lunch.

‘How long have I been staring at the whiteboard?’ he asked.

‘When was the last time you slept, more importantly. I think you need to have a lie down.’

Tomek shook his head furiously. ‘Can’t do that. Last time I tried, I almost died. I won’t sleep until I find Kasia.’

He started out of his chair, but Rachel grabbed him by the sleeve and yanked him back down.

‘I stand corrected,’ she said. ‘You were a disobedient child. Always had to have your way, didn’t you? Sit down and let me speak. A lot’s happened since you’ve been sitting in here…’

She cast her gaze around the room, looking for the answer to her sentence.

‘Thinking,’ Tomek answered. ‘I’ve been thinking.’

Though if you held a gun to his head, he wouldn’t be able to tell you what about.

‘Right. Thinking…’ she continued, a hint of doubt in her tone. ‘Well, while you’ve been thinking, the team has got some updates for you. And I think you might like to hear them.’

‘A sandwich and an update? You’re my guardian angel.’

She sucked in air through her teeth. ‘Not sure I can handle the responsibility.’

‘You could come and look after me when I’m sick. Feed me, massage my head when I have a headache, all the rest of it.’

‘Why on earth would I want to do that?’

A thin smile returned to Tomek’s face. His first in a long time. ‘Because I can see it in your eyes. You’re desperate to.’ Tomek tapped her playfully on the arm.

‘No matter how funny or smooth you think you are, Tomek, you’re not going to turn me. I’ve made my mind up, and I’m sticking with it.’

Tomek raised his hands in surrender. ‘Nobody said anything about turning anyone. But good to know where your head’s at. I’ll avoid trying to flirt with you at this year’s Christmas party then.’

She scowled, looking down at him, unimpressed. ‘Would you like to hear what I have to say or not?’

The flippant, playful side to Rachel, the side that he desperately needed, the side he’d tried so hard to cling onto for as long as possible just then, was gone and had been replaced with all-business Rachel.

‘Please. Tell me,’ he said, the sound of defeat in his voice abundant.

Rachel cleared her throat before beginning. ‘The Sons of Zeus – shitty name, doesn’t even make sense anyway, and don’t get me started on the music that made me want to chop my ears off – is the stage name for a Mr Zachary Godson. Thirty-one years old, born and raised in Southend, where he went to Westcliff High School for boys. There, he studied psychology. At the same time he dabbled in a handful of music and acting classes, and for some reason, joined the school’s debating team. He’s best known for having appeared in twenty-seven episodes of EastEnders, as someone’s second cousin’s auntie’s neighbour’s nephew, and at the same time, he started his musical career, merging his two favourite genres together: shit and shit. Since then, he’s gone on to perform at sell-out shows at venues like Chinnerys, The Cliffs, and Mambo’s bar in Southend. Now, he runs his own yoga studio, and in his spare time he likes to look after himself by practising spirituality and pumping iron!’ As she said it, Rachel flexed her arms and tensed her biceps, revealing a small lump of muscle beneath her light blue shirt.

‘Where did you learn all of that?’ Tomek asked. ‘Sounds like it’s come directly from a Wikipedia page or his Tinder profile.’

‘That’s because it has. Well, the Wikipedia one, not the Tinder thing. And it’s not exactly verbatim either, but it’s close enough. I ad-libbed a few bits: I think he was one of the Mitchell brothers’ long-lost godsons or something instead. But the part about his music was true, I just added my own interpretation.’

Tomek took a moment to process everything in his dehydrated and slightly starved brain.

‘Is that all you’ve got?’ he asked. ‘Fourteen hours and that’s all you’ve got? His Wikipedia page.’

Rachel let out a small puff of air through her nostrils. ‘I’m going to let that one go, because you’re stressed and under a lot of pressure right now. But, no, it’s not all we’ve got. You’ll be pleased to know that Martin’s managed to track down his parents and Nick will be going over to speak with them in the next hour or so. I can’t imagine they’ll tell us too much, because something tells me they’ve not spoken in a while.’

‘What gave you that impression?’

Rachel shuddered before responding. ‘Like I said, I had the unhappy pleasure of listening to all of his songs, and making notes of the lyrics.’

‘There are lyrics in them?’

‘Sadly so. Some of his earlier stuff. You know, when he was finding his feet as a musician and could, thankfully, pretend to play only one instrument. Most of the lyrics from the early days are about fucking his mum and dad, and banishing them, and wishing they were dead.’

‘Pretty big indicator they’re potentially not on speaking terms,’ Tomek added.

‘Wait until you hear what the rest of them are about,’ she said, shuddering again.

‘What?’

‘The end of the world. Everything that’s going wrong with it. Wars in the Middle East. Global warming. Water pollution. Cancer. Pandemics. Political injustice. The number thirty-three. The Illuminati. The Jews controlling the world. Race wars. Barcodes.’

‘Barcodes? Fucking barcodes? Is that where she got it from? That bellend singing about it in her ear?’ Tomek massaged his face with the palms of his hands. ‘I bet he was fucking preaching that shit to them in the under-sixteens night as well. I bet that’s how he fucking recruited her, isn’t it…’

Tomek’s mind was miles away from the room. He was standing in the middle of the yoga studio, a few inches from the man who had brainwashed and manipulated his daughter, clenching his fist and imagining himself beating the man’s face to a pulp, right before he strangled Zachary Godson to death.

‘Digital forensics managed to trace the IP address that was registered to the yoga studio, and they gave the information to Chey,’ Rachel continued. ‘Don’t worry,’ she added, ‘they’re still looking into Kasia’s and her friend’s phones. They should have a report on that later today.’

‘What was Chey looking for?’

‘Zachary’s social profiles, search history, the usual.’

‘And?’

‘It makes for some very interesting reading.’ She folded one leg over the other. ‘On the one hand, you have this world-conscious singer songwriter who wants to raise awareness about all the issues of today. But on the other hand, you have this other side to him that’s far-right, stirring hate, spreading misinformation about immigrants and terrorists claiming benefits and those same people taking our jobs. He’s got an anonymous account on Twitter that posts things Hitler would be proud of. Swastikas everywhere. Calling for race wars, for the far-right to rise up and fight for their country, to make Great Britain great again.’

‘Course he fucking is,’ Tomek remarked. ‘No wonder he believes there are secret messages in barcodes and that water has feelings. Poor fucker was probably dropped on his head a dozen times as a kid.’

Tomek inhaled sharply through his teeth and paused a beat to process the information. It would be some time before he fully understood its meaning.

‘Anything else?’ he asked.

‘Animal porn. Lots and lots of animal porn. Mostly involving birds and other winged creatures, bizarrely.’

‘Seriously?’

‘Oh, yeah. But that probably ties in with his recent search history of Zeus.’

Tomek looked at her, confused.

‘You don’t know the myth?’

He shrugged.

‘Zeus, according to legend, had loads of affairs and when he was doing the dirty he would often dress up as different animals to conceal his identity.’

‘So this guy liked watching other people have intercourse with animals?’

‘Either that or he was doing it for research.’

Tomek didn’t want to hear any more about that. The thought of the man sleeping with Kasia suddenly entered his head and his body tautened with rage.

‘What else?’ he asked in an attempt to distract himself. ‘What about… Is there a connection to Michael Edwards? Richard Stafford? Karl Bacon? Other than the time they were at the radio station together?’

The sides of Rachel’s mouth lifted into a grin. ‘Glad you mentioned it,’ she started. ‘Turns out Zachary has been communicating with Michael Edwards and Karl Bacon on Twitter, fuelling each other’s racist and xenophobic fires. But there’s more, drugs squad shared information on Zachary Godson with us as well.’

‘He’s a dealer?’

‘The other way round. He’s a buyer. They’ve got photographic evidence of him buying cases of LSD and a host of other drugs from Edwards and one of Stafford’s foot soldiers. In fact, he’s bought so much of it that, for a short time, they thought he was a supplier. But when they saw him getting high off his own supply, they didn’t follow him up.’

‘Christ,’ Tomek said. ‘He’s the world’s shittest musician. The world’s shittest actor. And now he’s the world’s shittest drug dealer. Is there anything he’s good at?’


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR




Zachary Godson was in the middle of writing in his diary when he heard a knock on the door.

‘Enter,’ he instructed.

A moment later the door opened, and a thin strip of light illuminated the twilit room. In stepped Yasmin.

Gassy Yassy.

The girl who would save the day.

‘Thank you for coming,’ he told her, then gestured to the chair beside him. ‘Take a seat.’

He watched the sixteen-year-old’s breasts bounce up and down as she made her way towards him. She had lost a lot of weight in the past few weeks, and she looked fantastic. She had done him proud.

‘You wanted to see me?’

‘Tonight’s the night,’ he started, closing the lid of his notebook. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Fine…’ she said nervously.

‘Just fine? Are you not excited?’

‘What? Yes! Of course I am. I can’t wait. This is what we’ve worked so hard for for so long. It just feels strange that it’s finally here.’

She lowered her head and began playing with her fingernails. Zachary placed his thumb underneath her chin and lifted her head. The light behind him illuminated the left side of her face, revealing a dark bruise that swallowed her eye and cheek.

‘Something else concerns you,’ he said. ‘Tell me. What is it?’

‘It’s… it’s… it’s last night. I messed up. The stun gun… I keep thinking about it. I’m sorry.’

Zachary let go of her chin.

‘And I am sorry for acting the way that I did. I was angry. I shouldn’t have attacked you like that. But all is not lost. We have another chance. Tonight, the race wars will begin, the devil will perish, and we will pass into the afterlife. All of us. Together. You and your sisters. It is a time to be happy, jubilant.’

‘I… I am,’ she said, forcing a smile.

Zachary hesitated a moment. He took a strand of her hair in his hand and began playing with it.

‘How is Kandy?’ he asked.

‘Nervous. Excited. I don’t know. I haven’t really spoken with her.’

‘Very well. That is to be expected. Which is why I must ask something of you…’

Yasmin lifted her head, her eyes widening. ‘What is it?’

‘It is time for you to fulfil your prophecy,’ he answered, then reached for the drawer of the dresser table and pulled out a large freezer bag full of LSD, ecstasy and other drugs. He shoved his hand in and produced a concoction of narcotics.

He placed them in Yasmin’s hand, and said, ‘You are fulfilling your prophecy. I have asked this of you, and you will do as I instruct.’

Yasmin slowly closed her fingers around the drugs, whispering to herself. ‘I am fulfilling my prophecy. I must do as I am instructed.’


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE




Zachary Godson’s parents lived in Little Baddow, a small village situated a little over forty-five minutes from the office. Except there was nothing little about the Godsons’ family house. Six-bedrooms, two bathrooms, and a sprawling acre for a back garden. The entrance to the property was filled with dozens of picture frames with photos of Zachary throughout the years. His first day at school, birthdays, all the way through to his first appearance on the television. It was like walking through an exhibition of his life, celebrating each milestone the same way other family members or strangers or plumbers that happened to have the same misfortune of wandering through the same halls had. Tomek immediately sensed that they worshipped their son, and that they were one day hoping for his return. Meanwhile the cynic in him told him that they frequently sent him photos of the hallway and living room in an attempt to convince him to return. “Look how much we love you, son. Please come home. Your father’s just put a photo of your latest gig in the toilet so we can look at it every time we take a dump.”

Martha and Gregory Godson were both in their late sixties, yet seemed younger. Martha looked as though her youthful features had been gifted to her by plastic surgeons and an endless bank balance, whereas Gregory’s appeared genetic.

Martha handed them a cup of tea each. Nick took his first, then thanked her.

As Tomek took his, she placed a hand on his shoulder and offered him a comforting look, as though she somehow knew what he was going through.

‘I do hope our Zachary hasn’t got himself into too much trouble,’ Gregory started as his wife sat at his side. They wrapped their hands in one another’s and huddled closer until their shoulders were touching. Beside him, his phone flashed with a notification, revealing an image of Zachary in school uniform as his screensaver.

‘That remains to be seen,’ Nick began.

Tomek looked at them and hated them both. He detested everything about them. Their house, their dress sense. Everything. But more importantly, he hated them because of their son. He needed to channel his anger and resentment through something, and they’d been given the short straw because somewhere along the line, they’d done something – neglected Zachary long and hard enough – to send him on this trajectory. They were responsible for it, and he wouldn’t hear otherwise.

‘You haven’t come to tell us he’s missing, have you?’ Martha asked.

‘No, Mrs Godson,’ Nick continued, his voice surprisingly calm. ‘We have reason to believe your son may have been involved in the recent murders that have taken place in the last couple of weeks.’

‘Zachary? Our Zachary? Never!’

‘What makes you believe such a thing?’ Gregory asked, clutching his wife in his arms.

‘We can’t go into the details at the moment, as our investigations are still ongoing, but we need to ask you a few questions about your son.’ Both Gregory and Martha opened their mouths to speak, but Nick cut them off. ‘When was the last time you saw him?’

‘Six years ago,’ Martha replied. ‘He just… One day we were a happy family. The next he cut off all contact.’

‘Was that the same time you last heard from him as well?’

She nodded. ‘We haven’t seen or heard from him in so long. We’ve messaged, we’ve called. But he’s either blocked our numbers or has got a new one, because they never seem to go through.’

‘Why did he cut ties?’

Martha and Gregory shared a quick glance. ‘Because… Well… It was silly really. We regret it now, obviously. It should never have happened, but… Well, one day Zachary sat us both down to tell us he wanted to be an actor, and that he had an audition coming up to be on EastEnders. Now, neither of us watch the show, nor were we particularly happy about him doing it. He’d put so much time and effort into his psychology and music studies, you see, that we thought acting would take him down the wrong path. And it turns out our reactions made it onto our faces. He said that we didn’t believe in him, that we didn’t love him, that we didn’t support him. But…’ She gestured towards the photos on the wall. ‘But, you can see the truth is the complete opposite.’

Evidently, Tomek thought. And not a little too late, at all.

‘We miss him every day, and every day we try to reach out to him on Facebook, Twitter, all of his social media channels, but he never responds. We’ve even tried to impersonate teenage girls, who seem to be his core fanbase, and we’ve had some success with it, but he quickly works out it’s us.’

‘So you have had contact with him?’ Tomek noted. ‘You lied to us.’

Martha’s face reddened. ‘No, no! Not like that. He shuts the conversation down before he tells us anything. We don’t know where he is, who he’s with, or how he’s doing. But based on his social media profiles, we can see his updates. His concerts, his gigs in the little villages. We’re so, so, so proud of him. We just wish he would come home.’

Tomek couldn’t believe what he was hearing. It was like Nick hadn’t just told them that their son was wanted in connection with two murders. Or, more likely, they were so blinded by their adoration and love for their son that they hadn’t heard it.

Nick reiterated the point. ‘You do realise he’s a suspect in a double murder investigation?’

‘I’m sure it wasn’t him,’ Gregory responded. ‘I’m sure there’s been some sort of mix-up. Our Zachary would never do that. He may look big and scary, but he’s harmless. He’s so charming he wouldn’t hurt a fly. I’m sure he’s innocent.’

‘What about abducting my daughter?’ Tomek asked. Finally, he’d snapped. He couldn’t sit there listening to their drivel anymore, hearing those deluded parents fawn over their runaway son while his daughter was missing and potentially in danger.

‘Excuse me?’ Martha’s tone dropped several levels. ‘What do you mean?’

‘He abducted my daughter and brainwashed her. Now I have no idea where she is.’

‘How can you be sure she’s with him?’

Tomek clenched his fist, rage beginning to swell inside him.

‘I just know,’ he answered. ‘Call it intuition.’

Martha’s back stiffened, and she pulled away from her husband. ‘Well, I’m sorry to hear about your daughter, but I can assure you that our son had nothing to do with it.’

Tomek opened his mouth to speak, but Nick reached across him with his arm. Then the chief inspector shot him a look that told him to shut up, that he was on his last warning, and that if he crossed the line one more time he would be forced to miss the rest of the conversation and wait out in the car.

‘Did your son ever raise any concerns he had about the end of the world when you were still in contact?’ Nick asked, moving the conversation along in a more productive direction.

Martha and Gregory deliberated.

‘There was this one diary of his that we found,’ Gregory said, looking into his wife’s eyes as though asking for permission to continue. ‘It had loads of scribbles and messages and notes in it. Premonitions, almost, about the end of the world. Everything burning, race wars, the lot.’

‘Did you approach him about it?’

‘God no. We didn’t want to upset him or stoke the fire in any way.’

The sigh from Nick was audible at the other side of the room. ‘Was there anything else you found in there?’

A pause. Another look between husband and wife.

‘We found… We found a lot of references to Helter Skelter,’ Martha explained.

‘The Charles Manson thing?’

‘Yes. And… and he bought a book about the murders as well,’ Martha continued. ‘We didn’t think much of it at the time.’

‘We just assumed it was a research project for his psychology studies,’ Gregory added.

Tomek’s fist clenched even tighter. Until the nails dug into his flesh.

Manson. Helter Skelter.

That was it. That was the explanation behind it all: Zachary was trying to emulate his hero. The race wars. The similarity with the killings. The hordes of teenagers following his every movement, listening to his every command. Breaking into people’s houses and moving their things. The message inside the castle walls.

Zachary Godson was running his own cult, and he was preparing for the end of the world.
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They walked back to the car in silence.

‘Bringing you with me was probably a mistake,’ Nick said.

‘I disagree.’

‘Of course you would. But we almost didn’t get anything out of them. And we wouldn’t have done if it weren’t for me cutting you off before you could fly off the handle at them.’

‘Not my fault they’re delusional about their son.’

They arrived at the car. Nick opened the door, and as Tomek did the same, his phone vibrated. He glanced down at the screen and saw Nathan Burrows’s name appear.

‘One second,’ he said, holding a finger up for Nick. ‘I’ve got to take this.’

Tomek scurried away to the other end of the driveway and answered the call. A gust of wind blitzed past him, carrying with it sodden leaves that clung to the tops of his shoes.

‘Nathan? Is that you?’

‘How are you, dear friend?’

Tomek felt the tension in his body release.

‘Better now that I’ve heard your voice. Do you… do you have an update for me? Have you found her?’

A pause.

‘I’m sorry, Tomek,’ the man started. ‘I’d hoped to have more information for you by now.’

‘What do you mean?’

Nathan sighed through the phone. ‘I’ve got a couple of the guys looking into the Southend area for me. A lot of them have dealers and people down there who owe favours. Someone’s just come through and said they saw someone matching Kasia’s description entering a small warehouse storage unit in Shoeburyness.’

Tomek’s pulse quickened. ‘And they think it’s her?’

‘Possibly. Like I said, the girl matched her description.’

‘Who told you this?’

‘Someone who knows someone who knows a bloke called Richard Stafford. You familiar with it?’

‘Yeah. I’m familiar.’

‘They were near one of the warehouses that Stafford used to use for his business, just by chance, and that’s when they saw her. Said she was wearing a white dress and had her hair in pigtails.’

Tomek held his breath.

‘Where? Give me the address and I’ll get the team to look into it.’

‘How?’ Nathan asked. ‘Where will you say this information came from?’

Tomek paused. He didn’t have an answer to that.

‘I’ll go alone instead. Just give me that address.’


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX




Tomek burst through his front door, slamming it shut behind him. The walls shook from the force of his throw, and he thought he heard the sound of wood splintering. But he didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything other than finding Kasia, and right now he knew how she’d felt: he too wanted to destroy the flat, turn it upside down, and release all of his anger and frustration into it.

Because the warehouse had been a total waste of time.

It had been empty when he’d arrived. Even though he’d found signs of occupancy – furniture, a makeshift shower, water bottles, a couple of socks, a toothbrush, dozens of pairs of underwear, and a hair clip – there had been no sign of Kasia. Tomek knew she’d been there, he sensed it, but he had no idea where she and the rest of the girls might have gone since.

He pulled out his phone and dialled Nathan’s number.

‘It was a dud,’ he explained. ‘She and the rest of them had moved on.’

‘I’m sorry, Tomek,’ Nathan replied softly. ‘Would you like me to get my contacts to keep looking?’

Tomek shrugged. He felt defeated, deflated. ‘Wouldn’t hurt, I guess.’

There was a pause. ‘This must be causing you so much pain and anguish. I’m so sorry you’re having to go through this.’

A thin smile flashed across Tomek’s face as Nathan’s words warmed him. ‘Cheers, mate. I appreciate that. And cheers for everything you’ve done so far. I feel like you’ve got me the closest out of everyone.’

‘Don’t worry. I’ll help you find her, mate. Leave it with me.’ Nathan paused. ‘And I’ll get another bird box sent out to you as soon as I can, all right? Something a little sturdier, something that can withstand the brute force of a teenager.’

Tomek chuckled. ‘I think you’ll need a metal one for that.’

He hung up the phone, returning it to his pocket. His eyes fell on the mess in front of him. The bulk of it was still there, save for the narrow avenues and walkways that he’d kicked his way through. It was in desperate need of a tidy. He’d been putting it off, but now he realised he had no choice. Perhaps he could do an angry clean: throw it all in a black bin bag and be done with it; pay little heed to what was going in the rubbish. It was all probably broken, anyway. He doubted there was a great deal that could be salvaged.

To prepare, he put some music on and readied a handful of black bin bags. First, he started with the living room, picking up the sofa cushion feathers and the picture frame glass, and chucked it in haphazardly. Then he moved his way to the books, where he leafed through the pages, realised he was never going to read them again, and then disposed of them. Sure, some of it could go to the charity shop or to Edith downstairs, but in his black mood, he just wanted it gone, out of his life. He didn’t want to look at the books and be reminded of what had happened.

After almost an hour of clearing the living room, he took stock of the progress he’d made. Very little. The floor was still covered in tiny fragments of glass and debris; the furniture was still destroyed, and the television still on the floor with a massive crack in the screen.

‘Fuck my life,’ he said.

It would take days to clear.

Just as he was about to move into the kitchen, hoping that the debris in there would be easier, a knock came at the door.

Immediately, he dropped the black bin bag, and with the sound of glass crunching under his feet, he raced to the front door. Before he even opened it, he knew it wouldn’t be Kasia. That would be too easy. But that didn’t stop his hopes from spiking.

When he opened the door, he was greeted with a warm, pleasant smile, and a strong whiff of perfume assaulting his nostrils. Abigail. In her hand she held a pair of yellow rubber gloves and a bottle of wine.

‘Hey,’ she said softly.

‘Hey,’ he replied, then surveyed the items in her hands. ‘You know, if you were thinking of killing me and cleaning up the blood afterwards, wine isn’t the best thing for it.’

‘This?’ She raised the bottle, as if looking at it for the first time. ‘This is for after we’ve finished cleaning.’

‘Oh?’

‘Yeah, I thought you could do with a hand. And the company.’

‘I appreciate the gesture, but I’m not really⁠—’

Abigail ignored him and shuffled past. ‘Where’s the best place to start?’

‘Abs…’ he started, holding onto the open door firmly, hoping she’d take the hint.

‘You’re not getting rid of me that easily,’ she said. ‘I heard what happened from Sean and I’ve come here to help. You don’t have to talk to me about it, I get that. And we don’t have to talk at all, if you’d prefer. But right now, I figured you could do with company, and from the looks of things, you really need the help. This place always did need a woman’s touch.’

She stepped inside and Tomek closed the door a few inches. ‘But… Us…’

She snapped her head towards him, scowling at him. ‘I’m well aware of how our relationship stands, Tomek. And this has nothing to do with that. I know you think I live off ulterior motives, but this is a completely platonic, unrelated gesture. Just a friend helping a friend. There’s no need to read between the lines with it, okay?’

He closed the door without realising.

‘Right, grab yourself a couple of bin bags,’ he instructed. ‘You can do the kitchen.’

‘Sexist pig,’ she said with a wink. Then she grabbed one of the bin bags from the floor, picked her way into the kitchen, and placed the bottle of wine in the fridge.

Tomek was frozen to the spot for a few moments, watching her through the door, listening to her hum along to the music. She really had come to help. There really was no ulterior motive.

‘You gonna do something, or just stand there all day watching me while I do everything? That’s what married couples do, and I’m not up for that.’

‘Now who’s the sexist pig?’

The next room on Tomek’s list was Kasia’s bedroom. He was saving his own for last: the bonsai trees, the bird box; he couldn’t face them straight away. He needed to build up to them. But before he could begin in Kasia’s bedroom, his phone rang again.

Nick.

‘Any news?’ Tomek asked, whispering into the handset.

‘I think you need to come down here,’ the chief inspector’s voice said. ‘A woman’s just turned up, claiming she knows Kasia and Zachary Godson and what they’ve been up to. And she’s willing to tell us everything.’


CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN




The twenty-year-old was the spitting image of Kasia. Almost every angle of her face resembled his daughter’s. So much so that it disconcerted him each time he looked at her; he wanted to shout at her, lambast her, question her on why she’d left and made the decisions she had. Why she’d decided to tear his life apart. Then he wanted to forget all of that and embrace her in the world’s strongest hug. He wanted to hold her, clench her body in his and never let go. He wanted to tell her that all was well, that everything would be forgiven, that he was glad she was safe.

But this woman wasn’t Kasia; she was still out there. Trapped, lost, probably scared out of her mind. The only difference between this woman and Kasia, aside from their height and age, was the baby currently growing in her stomach. By Tomek’s estimations, she was only a few months into her pregnancy, and she was petrified at what would happen to it.

‘Can you start by telling us your name?’ he began. Nick had approved his request to join the interview with Rachel, on the understanding that he behaved himself, and that he didn’t react as he had done with Zachary Godson’s parents.

The woman picked at her nails, lost, staring at her lap. She looked freakishly thin, almost anorexic. Her white dress hung loosely off her wiry frame, and her cheekbones protruded prominently. Beneath her left eye were the remnants of a deep and painful bruise. Tomek could guess where she’d got it from.

‘My real name is Clementine Miller,’ she started. ‘But Zeus and my sisters call me Whispering Nightmare. We all have nicknames in the group. We never use our real names.’

‘Do you know what Kasia’s is?’ Tomek asked, jumping the gun.

‘Who?’

‘My daughter. She… she, well, she looks like you. But she’s thirteen. She would have only joined⁠—’

‘Kandy,’ Clementine answered. ‘Kandy HeartThrob, Zeus called her.’

‘Kandy HeartThrob?’ Tomek repeated, his mind processing the information. ‘Why that particular nickname?’

‘Because Zeus said she was sweet like Kandy, and she looked like a teenage heartthrob, the one that all the boys would go after.’

Tomek grimaced and clenched his fist at the suggestion. This was going to be tough to hear.

‘When did you first meet Zeus?’ Rachel asked. ‘How did you become affiliated with him?’

‘I was studying,’ Clementine started. ‘At the university in Southend. Music production. I hated it. I’d always wanted to get into the music industry, but it didn’t quite work out for whatever reason. It’s tougher than I thought it would be. And so I wanted to quit. Then, one day, I saw Zeus loitering outside… What did you say his real name was?’

‘Zachary,’ Tomek intoned. ‘Zachary Godson.’

‘Yeah. Right. Zachary. Seems strange to hear it like that.’ She shivered at the thought of calling Godson by his real name. ‘Anyway, one day I saw Zachary outside my building, handing out leaflets to people walking past. Given that’s where all the music students go, it’s not that uncommon. Usually these independent artists come up to me and ask me if I can help edit their audio, because they know when my lectures are and what class I’m in. But not Zeus – Zachary. He wasn’t too fussed about any of that. He just wanted people to listen to his music, so I stopped by and started chatting with him.

‘He was so kind and gentle, so sweet and charming. He just had this aura about him, you know? Like he was someone who was going to do good in the world, someone with a pure conscience. At least, that’s what I thought at the time. So we got chatting. He was telling me about his music, about how he’d been in EastEnders but had realised it wasn’t for him and that he wanted to follow his passion. I got swept up in it. I got swept up in him. There was something so alluring about him. The way he spoke, the way he smiled, the way he made me feel. And his eyes…’ She closed her own and shook her head gently, as if conjuring images of the man’s sea-blue eyes. When she composed herself, she continued. ‘He also told me that he ran his own yoga studio, and was using that to help him spread the word about his music and the connection he felt spiritually to it. He invited me along to a couple of sessions, and that was when I met all the other girls who would turn into my sisters. There were only a few of them, five in total at the time, six if you included me. That number’s swelled to twenty now, including your daughter, Kandy… I mean Kasia, sorry.’

‘It’s fine,’ Tomek said, even though it wasn’t. He never wanted to hear that name again. ‘What happened next?’

‘I became part of the family,’ Clementine continued, quickly falling back into her loose-tongued trance. ‘We looked after one another, helped one another. I’d never had a strong relationship with my parents at home. We never got on, never really saw eye to eye, and it was the same for a lot of the girls. They’d either been kicked out or just had a sour relationship with their parents that was never going to change. Some were from broken homes, while some were the ones who’d broken it. We felt an affinity to one another, and we immediately became sisters, the lot of us.

‘During the early stages we just hung out at the studio, chatted, laughed, danced. At all times throughout the day. None of us was really working, and I’d decided to drop out of uni because it wasn’t fulfilling me enough. It was the same with a lot of the girls. We all felt a little lost, struggling to find our way. And then one day, a few months ago, Zeus, I mean Zachary, came forward with some news. The Truth, he called it. It was then that he told us he was Zeus, the Greek god, and that he was going to save us when the end of the world came.’

‘How?’ Tomek interrupted.

‘Well, he told us he that he had powers and that he could do it.’

‘And you believed him?’

She looked down at her lap again, played with her fingernails some more.

‘Well, yes. At the time I did. We all did. He was so… convincing.’

‘How did he convince you?’ Rachel asked, jumping in with a more pleasant manner before Tomek could go charging in with his abrasiveness.

She paused, lightly chuckled to herself. ‘It’s silly now, it really is. But you have to understand that at the time it was so convincing, so believable…’

‘There’s no judgement here,’ Rachel added.

Speak for yourself, Tomek thought. He was a long way from passing no judgement about what he was hearing. It baffled him that these twenty or so women could have fallen for Zachary Godson’s charm. Including Kasia. He’d thought she was smarter than that, more clued up.

‘He told us that he could control the weather,’ Clementine began. ‘That when it was sunny, he was happy. When it was cloudy, he was feeling down. And when it was raining or there was a thunderstorm, he was angry.’

‘He must have been sad or angry all the time in this country then,’ Tomek remarked.

He felt a kick in the leg from Rachel and, though he didn’t see it, he sensed she’d shot him a scornful stare.

‘Yes, now that you mention it, he was always sad and moody.’ Clementine stopped playing with her fingers and placed them on the table. They were red raw, the skin flaking.

‘How else did he convince you that he was Zeus?’ Rachel asked.

‘He told me that he could stop time,’ she answered. ‘And to prove it he held my wrist up, pointing my watch in my face, and then snapped his fingers. I didn’t know how he’d done it, but the second hand on the dial stopped moving. And from that moment I was in, I was invested in whatever he needed us to do. But I soon realised how he’d done it, how he’d done a lot of things…’

‘Drugs,’ Tomek said, finishing on her behalf.

She dipped her head slightly.

‘LSD?’ Tomek continued.

‘Yes. Lots of it. He gave it to all of the girls…’ She slowly turned her head to Tomek. Her eyes were wide with pain and guilt and atonement. ‘Including your daughter.’

Tomek inhaled deeply, tapping his knuckles on the table. He’d known it. Of course he had, deep down. He’d put two and two together as soon as they’d made the link between Zachary Godson, Michael Edwards, and Richard Stafford, but he hadn’t wanted to believe it. Couldn’t. Wouldn’t.

Until now.

‘Please,’ he said, his voice breaking as he fought back a small army of tears. ‘Continue, if you wouldn’t mind.’

She did, but not before offering Tomek a look that said, I’m so sorry.

‘That was how he controlled us,’ she said. ‘He plied us with drugs and just kept them coming. He also used other methods of control. Control… very controlling, he was. He told us what to wear, how to dress. He told us we couldn’t wear jewellery, had to wear our hair in a certain way that pleased him. We had to worship him. And then he told us to watch our weight. Said that we had to be skinny and a certain size if we wanted to make it into the afterlife with him. He started to control who we spoke to, where we went, who we saw. By that time, a lot of us were either living in the studio or at the warehouse.’

‘Warehouse?’ Rachel repeated.

Tomek decided to keep his mouth shut.

‘It’s in Shoeburyness. Zeus said he owned it. Said that we could live there. It’s where most of us were staying.’

‘Could you give us the location, please? We’ll need someone to check it out.’

Tomek breathed a heavy sigh of relief. There was that little issue out of the way. Clementine scribbled the address and a vague description down on the paper and passed it back to Rachel, who thanked her before telling her to continue.

‘He used to do these sermons, these speeches, where he’d make us all sit together in a circle and preach to us. He would tell us how all that was wrong in the world was as a direct result of human consumption and overpopulation and our depleting of the earth’s natural resources. He said we were all destroying the planet, but he said that the real killer of this planet would be a race war. That the whites and the browns would rise up and fight. That they would destroy everything and everyone, and that, if we did exactly as he said, we would all be saved.’

‘“Exactly what he said”,’ Tomek repeated. ‘What exactly does that mean? What did he order you guys to do?’

Clementine hesitated, inhaling deeply and puffing out her chest. She took a moment to compose herself, and when she was ready, let all the air out of her lungs.

‘It started out small,’ she said. ‘Little things. Like pickpocketing, stealing phones from tables, letting air out of people’s tyres; stuff that largely goes unnoticed.’

Not for the people involved.

‘But then, after a while, things got more advanced, more… daring.’

‘How so?’ Tomek asked, though he knew exactly where this was headed.

‘They’re called Creepy Sleepies,’ she answered, rubbing the underneath of her bruised eye. ‘In the middle of the night, three or four of us would break into people’s homes, move some things about, and then leave again.’

‘And destroy their garden gnomes in the process,’ Tomek snapped.

‘That’s because Zeus told us to. Everything we did, he told us to. He was the one who chose the houses. He was the one who selected the girls. He was the one who told us to destroy the gnomes.’

‘Why?’

‘Because he believed they were his enemies. He believed they were watching him, spying on him. And so he told us to destroy them.’

‘But he told you to do a lot more than that, didn’t he, Clementine?’ Tomek intoned. ‘What can you tell us about the Michael Edwards and Karl Bacon murders?’

Tears formed in the corners of Clementine’s eyes and she began to sniff. Rachel reached for a nearby box of tissues and passed them across.

‘I don’t know their names,’ she said, ‘but I know who they are and I know what you’re talking about.’

‘What can you tell us about what happened? Were you there?’

The tears came harder now. She began to hyperventilate.

‘Yes, I was there,’ she said between breaths. ‘Yes, I helped to stab and kill those men.’

The room fell silent, froze. There was no sound of air conditioning, nor the soft murmurings of conversation from outside the room. Even the red lights on the cameras in the corner of the room and the voice recorder on the table seemed to stop.

‘Start at the beginning,’ Rachel said, her voice sterner than usual. ‘With Michael Edwards, the man in the house.’

Clementine breathed in and out deeply as she composed herself, wiping away the tears. Her attention dropped back to her fingernails and she was unable to look either of them in the eye.

‘It was raining. There was thunder. Zeus was mad, angry. He said that he wanted us to go out there and kill this particular person. He didn’t explain why or who it was, just that it needed to be him. He was angry that the end of the world hadn’t come yet, and he said that if we did this, it would start it all off. So me, Sleeping Angel, Silent Horsechick, and Bright Muffin went to the house. We came in through the woods at the back, climbed the fence, and then I picked the lock to get in. We all took our shoes off so we didn’t leave footprints inside, and we found the man asleep on the sofa. We surrounded him. Bright Muffin was behind him and she put the blade against his neck. That woke him up. At first he panicked and tried to shake her off, but when he saw the rest of us holding the blades he stopped. He knew it was over. I could see it in his eyes.

‘Sleeping Angel was holding the Taser and she tased him. At the same time, Bright Muffin slit his throat, and then we jumped on him and stabbed him. I don’t know how many times, I lost count after a few. I just remember the knife going in and in and in. We screamed, all of us. It was like there was this electricity in the air, that we were all fuelled by the storm outside. Besides, nobody could hear us scream over the sound of the thunder. It was the perfect cover that Zeus had given us. Afterwards, we all ran away. On the way back through the garden, Sleeping Angel threw her knife into the next-door neighbours’ garden. Have you… have you found it?’

‘We found it,’ Tomek said, matter-of-factly.

He was in disbelief, shock. He had heard, seen, and even witnessed the darkest side of the human condition, but nothing like this. Four young women, barely out of their teens, carrying out a brutal and savage murder by instruction, with no remorse for their actions.

‘And what about the second victim? At Hadleigh Castle?’ Rachel asked.

‘That… that was different. We… were all there. All of us. Well, except one.’

Kasia.

That night. The trip to the train station. The shouting match that had followed.

Tomek had inadvertently stopped his daughter from going to witness a slaughter.

His mouth fell open. ‘She missed it… because of the traffic. The rain… the thunder. Did she know what was going to happen?’

Tomek held his breath as he waited for a response. Eventually, after a while, it came: Clementine shook her head, and Tomek released a massive sigh of relief.

‘She was just told to be on that specific train. Nothing else.’

Thank fuck for that.

Rachel looked at Tomek for a moment, watched him reel in relief, then pursued the line of questioning.

‘What happened at the castle?’

‘We were all there. Some of the girls had abducted the guy from his house earlier. I don’t know how or where, but he was already there by the time I arrived. We were all high on drugs, chanting, screaming, dancing. Zachary was there… hiding out from the rain. And then they killed him. The same as we did the first time. Shot him with the stun gun, slit his throat, and then stabbed him.’

‘Who?’ Rachel asked.

Clementine needed a moment to collect the names together. ‘Peppy Piper, Auspicious Almond, Silent Horsechick, and Gassy Yassy.’

‘Yasmin?’ Tomek said, thinking aloud. ‘Was her name Yasmin?’

Clementine shrugged. Tomek looked at Rachel. ‘I think I know who that is. It’s Kasia’s friend from school, the one who introduced her to… to this.’

Rachel made a note of the girl’s name.

‘Gassy Yassy has been with us for four months almost,’ Clementine explained. ‘She was last to join us before your daughter, and yes, she’s the one who introduced your daughter to us.’

Tomek offered the woman a polite nod, thanking her for the information.

‘Is there anything else you can tell us about what happened at the castle on that night?’ Rachel asked.

‘No. But I would just like to say, I know how bad all of this looks. Believe me, I’ve had some time recently to reflect on it all, and I understand how terrible and terrifying it is. But you have to understand, Zachary manipulated us, he brainwashed us. All of the things we did, we did because he told us it was the right thing to do, that it would save us at the end of the world.’

Tomek was dubious, and he wanted to call her out on that particular claim. But then he remembered his own daughter had fallen for Zachary Godson’s tricks.

‘Did my daughter ever do anything Zachary told her? What about those Creepy Sleepies you mentioned?’

Clementine looked him dead in the eye. ‘Twice. She did two Creepy Sleepies.’

Tomek’s blood began to boil. He rapped his knuckles on the surface again, tensing his body.

‘And… she stole… I know she stole from you, and she stole from her teachers. Zeus told us to. Said we needed the money for the afterlife. That we would be able to use it. It’s what he called Dying To Yourself.’

‘What does that even mean?’ Tomek asked.

‘It means we had to die within ourselves. All of us. We had to forget who we were. We had to forget everyone we loved. We had to banish them from our lives and start afresh so that our loved ones could be brought with us into the afterlife.’

Tomek released the tension in his grip. ‘She did all of those things to… to save me?’

Clementine pursed her lips, nodded.

‘I…’ he started. And then a thought occurred to him. ‘And what about…’ He swallowed deeply, unsure whether he had the strength to ask the question. Or hear the answer. ‘What about anything sexual? Did… did Zachary ever force himself on you, or…?’

Clementine lowered her head, confirming everything he needed to hear.

‘He promised that we were the only ones,’ she started, looking into her lap again. ‘But I know for a fact that was a lie. He told us not to discuss it with our sisters, but there were signs, you could tell. He slept with most of the girls, and he… he had this thing where he wore a mask when we had sex. For me, it was a swan. For the other girls he wore different animals.’

‘How many girls did he sleep with?’ Rachel asked.

Clementine shrugged. ‘I don’t know the number for definite.’

‘Was…’ Tomek started. ‘Was she one…?’

He was unable to gauge the answer from the look in her eyes.

‘I don’t think so,’ she answered. ‘Though I did interrupt something. It was the second night we were all at the castle…’

The vigil.

‘Kasia had hurt her ankle and Zachary was helping ease the pain. I stumbled into the room and found Kasia down to her underwear. Zachary was on top of her wearing a mask. But… but I don’t think anything had happened.’

Tomek’s body went cold, numb. He stared into the blank space on the wall above Clementine’s shoulder, his mind devoid of thought except for one thing: the last image he had of Zachary Godson, standing in his studio, chiselled jawline, ripped muscles and those blue eyes.

The next image that appeared in Tomek’s mind was himself pulverising the man’s beautiful, handsome face into a bloody pulp.

‘How many times did you sleep with Zachary?’ Rachel asked, though Tomek couldn’t hear. He was only vaguely aware of their voices.

‘I don’t know. I lost count.’ She leant back in her chair and pointed to her stomach. ‘Enough times for this to happen.’

‘Zachary is the father?’

‘Of course. But when I tried to confront him about it, he expelled me from the group. Said I’d put on weight, that I wasn’t following his rules.’

‘That’s why you’re here now? He expelled you because he got you pregnant?’

Clementine nodded. ‘Guess he didn’t expect me to come straight here.’

Just as Rachel opened her mouth to respond, Tomek came back to the present.

‘What next?’ he asked. ‘What happens next? What have Zeus and the rest of the cult got planned?’

‘I don’t know. Zachary kept the details from me towards the end, so I can’t tell you what’s going to happen or where or when.’


CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT




Tomek’s head was spinning as he left the interview room. So much to digest, so much to process.

But the main takeaway was that Zachary Godson was a dead man for what he’d done to his daughter. The way he’d manipulated her, brainwashed her, turned her against him. And maybe even raped her…

Tomek clenched his fist tightly until his palm turned sweaty. He burst into a small office and began pacing around the table and chairs in the centre. His heart pounded in his chest. He wanted to scream, to explode in the same fit of rage that had possessed Kasia and Yasmin in his flat. He wanted to destroy the place, tear it apart, mow down anything and everything in his way.

To leave no casualties.

For a long moment, he stood there, staring out of the window, looking at nothing in particular, taking nothing in either. He was about to turn away when his phone rang. He pulled the device from his pocket and inspected the screen. Unknown number.

‘Nathan? What have you got for me?’

He realised his mistake a moment later.

A soft chuckle, followed by the sound of heavy breathing.

‘Hello, Lucifer,’ the voice said.

In that moment, all the rage that had bubbled and fissioned inside him suddenly disappeared, as though a tap had been opened and it had all come flooding out of him.

‘Would you like to see your daughter again, Lucifer?’

Tomek said nothing.

‘You know who I’m referring to, don’t you? You know who I am.’

Still Tomek said nothing. Not because he didn’t know what to say – there were lots of things, swear words in particular, that he wanted to say – but because he wanted to listen to the man’s voice. He wanted to remember the way he sounded before he begged for his life.

‘If you want to see your daughter again, then come to the warehouse on Vanguard Way in Shoeburyness this evening at eleven o’clock. She will be waiting there for you.’

‘I wouldn’t bank on it,’ Tomek said finally. ‘Police will be swarming around the place by that point. I think I heard someone say they’re going to arrange for the uniformed officers and two forensics teams to be there throughout the night.’

Zachary stuttered down the line.

‘Wh-wh-what do you mean? Why are you telling me that?’

‘Because I want to see my daughter. And because when you get there, and find the place teeming with police, I don’t want you to think I’d led you into a trap.’

‘Oh. Uh.’

More blabbering. More fumbling. This guy was a fucking conman and a fucking amateur.

And a dead one.

‘Then go to the bottom of Michael Edwards’ garden. Shipwrights Wood. Eleven o’clock. Come alone and you will see your daughter again.’

‘Yes, Zeus. Whatever you say, Zeus.’


CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE




Kasia’s body tingled with adrenaline. From the depths of her stomach to the tips of the fingers. She felt alive. This was it. The night the world ended. The night everything changed for her and Tomek. She hadn’t thought about him too much in recent weeks. Zeus had forbidden it. If she wanted to truly die to herself, that was what she needed to do.

Until now.

Now, perched on the same spot on the castle wall as she had been a few nights before, she thought of Tomek.

Of how much she’d hurt him over the past few weeks. Of how much anguish and suffering she’d put him through. He may not have hidden it very well, but even when he had, she could see that what she’d done to him had upset him immeasurably. Sometimes she wanted to scream out and declare to him that it was all for his own good. That the arguments and the late nights and the sneaking out and the mess she’d caused in the flat and the stealing – that they were for his benefit. That she’d been doing it for him, as well. She knew that Tomek would never have believed Zeus’s prophecies and warnings about the end of the world (he would have laughed in the man’s face and probably called him a melt) and so she’d been left with no choice but to do this on his behalf.

She hoped he would see that, understand that, when he finally joined them on the other side.

A gust of wind rushed past her, lifting her hair, and tickling her ankles. The sky had been threatening rain all evening, and in the distance, the sound of thunder rumbled across the horizon, somewhere in Kent, a few miles over the water.

Zeus’s frustrations were growing. Lucifer, the devil, their enemy, would be here soon. And then the rain and thunder and lightning would be upon them.

And then… silence?

She didn’t know. Nobody knew what to expect on the other side. Even Zeus himself was stingy on the details. Perhaps he wanted to keep it a surprise. Or perhaps… or perhaps he didn’t know the answer himself.

She shooed the thought away in her mind and turned her attention to the castle grounds. Her sisters, her beautiful, majestic sisters, were all singing and dancing, chanting, humming, hugging in the centre of the grounds. By now, the castle had taken on its full shape, complete with stone walls, cobbled floor, towers, water mill, everything. The transition was complete. Their defences were up.

Kasia watched the girls for a moment. Yasmin, her closest friend, was in the centre of it all, swinging her arms about crazily, enjoying herself, soaking in the atmosphere. Kasia, meanwhile, didn’t feel the same way. Couldn’t. No matter how hard she tried.

Was it doubt? Fear? Uncertainty?

She didn’t know. But she didn’t like it.

Perhaps it was nerves.

After all, she wanted to fulfil her prophecy. She didn’t want to let Zeus or her sisters down. The prophecy weighed heavily on her shoulders. And then she felt a hand on one of them. She flinched, suddenly spinning round to see who was there.

Zeus.

‘What’s the matter, Kandy?’ he asked.

‘Nothing…’ she said unconvincingly.

‘Nervous?’

She turned away from him, nodding.

He squeezed her shoulder, the same way he had her thighs earlier that week.

‘I understand,’ he said. ‘It’s only natural, being so close to the end. Would you like to know what your prophecy is?’

Another nod, slighter this time, almost imperceptible.

‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I want you to kill Lucifer. I want you to be the one to stab him and kill him. Do you think you can do that?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you know who Lucifer is, Kasia?’

She was shocked to hear him use her real name.

‘It’s the devil…’ she murmured.

‘Yes. But the devil has a human name. Would you like to hear it?’

She nodded. Then, when she heard the name, realised how dreadful a mistake she’d made.


CHAPTER SEVENTY




Rain dripped from the canopy of leaves overhead, softly splashing by his feet. He was surrounded by darkness, situated in the middle of a small path in the woods, in the same place that Clementine Miller and the three other girls had stood, at the boundary of Michael Edwards’ garden a few weeks before. He tried to envisage what they’d done, how they’d felt. Animalistic, he presumed. A concoction of fury, desire, and adrenaline. He imagined them scaling the brambles, creeping through the grass, then breaking in and tiptoeing through the house, calm, quiet, resolute. And then the frenzied, brutal, savage killing. From one extreme to the other.

Masked by the cover of darkness and the thunderstorm overhead.

Tomek looked skyward. Small droplets of rain landed on his face and in his eyes. In the ambient glow from Michael Edwards’ neighbours’ house, he saw the dark grey clouds drifting above.

Zeus was angry apparently.

Tomek chuckled. That little fuckwit thought he was a Greek god, that he could control the weather. But he had controlled Kasia. And Yasmin. And Clementine. And a whole squad of similar, like-minded women and girls.

He was a dangerous man, and for that he needed to be stopped.

Tomek had thought about calling for back-up, for Nick or Sean to come down with him and act as heavies. But he wanted some alone time with Zachary. He wanted to come face to face with the man who had brainwashed and abducted his daughter. He wanted to watch the man beg for his life in front of him, in front of the very place he’d ordered his Harpies to kill Michael Edwards.

Tomek was brought out of his reverie by the sound of leaves and twigs being moved underfoot.

And then he heard the sounds of giggling, of wild laughter and sniggering.

He turned towards the sound. Froze.

Realised he’d made a monumental error of judgement.

Before him wasn’t Zachary or Kasia, like he’d been expecting. Instead, it was ten girls. Ten women in their twenties whom he didn’t recognise. All wearing the same white dresses, their blonde hair tied in pigtails. And they were each carrying a stun gun.

No knives, no weapons.

So they weren’t there to kill him.

‘Hello, devil!’ one of the girls shrieked as thunder stirred a few miles away.

‘Satan!’ another cried.

‘Lucifer!’

The girls began making screeching, hissing, wild animal noises at him.

‘It is time for you to come with us,’ the first added, settling the others down with a raised fist.

Tomek surveyed each Harpy sister. Looking at their snarling faces. At the Tasers in their hands.

‘You are no match for us,’ the first continued. ‘This time you will not elude us.’

She raised her arm. The rest of the Harpies followed suit, and immediately, ten red dots were trained on various points of Tomek’s body.

In a short space of time, the rain had increased, and was now dropping from above at an alarming rate. His hair was sodden, his clothes soaked through.

But that was the least of his worries.

Because this was going to fucking hurt.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE




Tomek awoke to the sensation of rain lashing at his face, whipping against his skin from all angles. He struggled to open his eyes, as the droplets battered into them. That, and the headache that felt like it had split his head into a hundred pieces.

He was lying in the dirt, with cobbles and jagged pieces of rock digging into the flab on his back. His hair was matted to his face, and his entire body ached.

Around him, he could hear the sounds of chanting, singing, laughing, interlaced with the noise of feet squelching in the wet mud.

He opened his eyes again and saw the Harpies, dressed in their white linen dresses which seemed to glow in the darkness, with splashes of mud around their ankles and by their knees. Their arms were locked in one another’s and in their hands they each carried a blade, skipping around him in a large circle, like they were in a primary school playground.

Or a horror movie.

He tried to scan their faces as they went past, searching for Kasia’s amongst them, but they were moving too fast for his pain-addled brain to keep up.

Were they all present, or were some of them waiting beyond?

The words they chanted meant nothing to him. Gibberish. Like they were speaking another language. Possibly the lyrics from one of Zachary’s terrible songs.

Down by his feet, in the centre of the circle, was a small fire, struggling to survive against the downpour. He hadn’t noticed it until that point, but it was weak, feeble, and offered very little in the way of light and warmth.

And then Tomek noticed Zeus standing on the other side. Stark bollock naked, arms raised high and wide, as if on a cross, chin pointed towards the sky, his contoured muscles covered in rain droplets. Sadly, the flames didn’t reach high enough to conceal his modesty from Tomek’s view.

Beyond, outside the group, Tomek noticed the stencilled outlines of Hadleigh Castle, almost swallowed by the darkness.

His heart pounded in his chest, and with each pump of blood, he felt a dull pain. His heart was screaming out to him, begging for support. He didn’t know how many stun guns had come into contact with his body, but if it was even half of those that had been aimed at him, it wasn’t going to be good for his heart.

He struggled to lift himself to his elbows, and as he did so, he became dizzy and the world spun in a monochromatic carousel of white and black, blurring into a muted grey. He gently collapsed to the ground where he lay for a few moments, heaving, trying to catch his breath.

‘So weak,’ Zeus said, chuckling. His voice carried far and was loud over the sound of the rain.

‘You try having a couple of thousand volts of electricity shoved through your body,’ Tomek replied, staring into the sky, watching the raindrops appear out of the blackness.

Almost as if on cue, a roll of thunder sounded, echoing across the canvas.

‘Try ten thousand,’ Zeus muttered. ‘My girls got you good.’

Tomek let out a lungful of warm air, rolled onto his side, and lifted himself into a sitting position.

‘If that’s the case, I should be dead.’

‘But you’re not. It would appear fate kept you alive… for this.’

Zeus snapped his fingers and at once the girls stopped skipping. One of them formed a break in the chain, and a moment later, Kasia, led by an older girl, appeared from the darkness. Her hair was loose, no longer in pigtails like the rest of her sisters. Her face had been beaten and her legs buckled as she approached.

‘Kasia!’ Tomek screamed, unable to help himself. ‘Are you okay? What have they done to⁠—‍’

Zeus leapt over the fire, his crown jewels flapping about like a flag in the wind, and slapped Tomek across the cheek.

‘You will not speak!’ Zeus bellowed in his face.

The instruction was clear, but Tomek paid it no heed. He spat at the man’s leg and received another slap for his efforts, this time across the other cheek.

‘Kasia, I’m so sorry! I know about everything… I know…’

The third slap was hard enough to knock Tomek off balance and send him falling backwards into the dirt.

‘Dad!’ Kasia screamed from the other side of the circle, but her voice was quickly muffled and muted by the woman standing behind her, who placed her hand over her mouth and held a blade tight to her throat.

Tomek took a moment to survey his surroundings. He was encircled by twenty women, all of whom were dressed in white, arms locked, wielding kitchen knives, their expressions as blank and dead as the people they’d killed. On the other side was his daughter whose life was held in the balance of someone’s steadiness. And a few inches away was the man who’d arranged it all. Right now, Zeus was stronger, smarter, and fitter.

Even if Tomek wanted to do something about it, the pain in his head prevented him.

‘Touching,’ Zeus remarked as he started towards Kasia. ‘It really is. But do not be deceived by it.’ He turned to the girls, slowly looking into each of their eyes like a victorious gladiator choosing his next mate. ‘You all came here to see the end of the world, didn’t you?’

‘Yes, Zeus!’ the girls screamed in unison, almost robotic.

‘You all came here to see the devil’s life be sacrificed?’

‘Yes, Zeus!’

He raised his arm in the air and pointed it at Tomek. ‘You all thought this man was the devil, didn’t you?’

‘Yes, Zeus!’

‘But you have all been deceived.’ He swung his finger one-eighty and pointed it at Kasia. ‘She is the devil. She is Lucifer. I knew it to be true, deep down. Something inside me told me something wasn’t right about her. And for the past few weeks she has been lying to you all. Pretending to be a sister, blending in. Building up your trust.’ He sauntered towards Kasia theatrically. The girls watched, enraptured, as he stopped by Kasia’s side and retrieved the blade from her guardian angel. ‘But in reality, this bitch, this fiend, this hellish creature has been spying on you all, plotting against you. She is the sacrifice we must all make if we are to survive these race wars and visit the afterlife.’

‘No!’ Tomek bellowed. ‘Kill me. Kill me instead! She’s done nothing wrong, you fucking fraud. Let her go!’

‘That cannot be done. It has been decided.’

‘None of this is real,’ Tomek pleaded with the girls. ‘It’s all a fucking con. There are no race wars. There is no afterlife. You’re all going to fucking die for nothing.’

‘It has been decided,’ Zeus repeated. ‘She is fulfilling her prophecy. And her prophecy is death.’

Zeus nicked the blade across Kasia’s cheek. Blood immediately streamed down her face.

Tomek reacted. Adrenaline suddenly surged through him and masked the pain in his head and body. His mind and vision cleared and, clambering to his feet, he sprinted towards Zeus. Leaping over the fire, he rugby-tackled the man to the ground from behind, Zeus’s body cushioning Tomek as they landed. In the assault, the blade flew from Zeus’s hand and landed somewhere in the grass, lost in the darkness.

Then Tomek climbed off the cult leader and rushed towards Kasia. The girl holding her had retreated a few steps. Tomek paid her no attention; he was more interested in his daughter. He touched her face, smearing the blood across her cheek.

‘You’re okay!’ he told her. ‘It’s okay!’

She nodded. But the moment of reunion was cut short. Yasmin, the girl Tomek had seen only a handful of times, and the one he blamed most for what had happened to Kasia, emerged from the circle, brandishing a blade. Her high-pitched scream almost burst Tomek’s eardrums.

Blade held high, the teenager charged towards them. Tomek pushed Kasia away, throwing her to the ground, then prepared himself, readying his muscles. He needn’t have bothered, because the girl was so thin and malnourished she had no muscle to fight with, no strength behind her.

Tomek caught her arm before she could bring the blade down on him, disarmed her, and then chucked her to the ground.

Then he looked at the rest of the group, panting, his eyes wild.

‘Anyone else wanna have a fucking go?’ he boomed.

Before any of them could react, the sound of sirens punctured the air. Tomek looked behind him and saw the vague flashes of white and blue lights dancing in the distance. The sound of sirens was quickly drowned out by the noise of deep bellows and shouts from the police officers on the other side of the hill. Which in turn was quickly overwhelmed by the sounds of screaming from in front of him.

As soon as they’d realised what the noise signified, the Harpies had panicked and split up. Within seconds, they were gone, including Yasmin, their white dresses disappearing into the darkness like spirits fleeing this realm.

Before he could think on it anymore, the sound of loud calls and heavy boots pounding on the muddy earth grew nearer, until Tomek saw two cones of white light flicker and flash across the hill. Two uniformed officers arrived a moment later, their oversized stab vests catching up with them shortly after.

‘What’s going on here?’ the first to arrive asked.

‘What are you doing here?’ Tomek responded.

‘We received emergency calls from nearby. Neighbours claiming they’d seen some suspicious activity at the Castle.’

‘Is it just you two?’ Tomek responded.

‘We…’ The man looked at Kasia’s bloody face and reached for his truncheon. ‘Step away from the girl!’

Meanwhile, the other reached into his back pocket and produced a stun gun. Tomek eyed it cautiously.

‘Relax,’ Tomek said, raising his hands in surrender. ‘I’m her father. There’s… there’s been…’ The headache and pounding suddenly returned. ‘I’m DS Tomek Bowen,’ he continued. ‘With Southend Major Investigation Team. I work with DCI Nick Cleaves, DI Victoria Orange. You’ve heard of them?’

The constables nodded carefully.

‘I’m investigating the murders of Michael Edwards and Karl Bacon. They were murdered by a cult. You’ve just stumbled upon them trying to kill us.’

Tomek’s attention was distracted by the empty patch of earth a few feet away where, a few moments before, Zeus had been lying.

‘Where’d he go?’

‘Who?’

‘The bloke who was lying down there just now.’

Tomek pointed to the spot. Both constables followed his finger.

‘I didn’t see anyone,’ the first said.

‘Me neither,’ added the second.

‘What do you mean you didn’t see anyone? He’s stark bollock naked, for fuck’s sake. His arse is as bright and pale as the moon! You can’t miss him!’

Tomek swivelled on the spot, spinning left and right, right and left, searching the horizon for Zeus. But there was no sign of him. The bastard had escaped.

Tomek paused a fraction. Made a split-second decision, and headed to his right.

South.

He estimated that, of all the directions to head in, Zachary would have headed south, away from Hadleigh town centre and the incoming police, and towards the train tracks at the bottom of the hill.

At least, that was the way he would have gone if he were the one escaping the police.

‘Dad! Where are you going?’ Kasia called as he started off.

‘I’m going to find him,’ he replied, his legs pumping slowly. ‘Stay with these two. They’ll look after you. And call in support!’

Tomek didn’t look back as he started down the hill. The decline was steady at first, but then a few metres on it became steeper than he’d expected. His shoes slipped on the wet ground beneath, and he stumbled, tumbling like a rag doll over the muddy earth, before eventually righting himself a few metres later. In the darkness, he saw the lights of Canvey Island in the distance, and the pinpricks of Kent on the other side of the Thames Estuary.

He had no idea where he was going, no idea where Zeus had gone.

He was just hoping, praying, that he had chosen the right way.

After reaching the midpoint on the hill, the pain in his head had gone, and the muscles in his body had returned to full capacity. He felt alive again, invigorated.

A minute later, he reached the bottom of the hill and came to a stop at the edge of the train tracks that ran from Benfleet across to Leigh-on-Sea and beyond. He paused to catch his breath. Left or right?

In the end, the decision was made for him.

Fifty feet away, Zeus was vaulting the security fence, attempting to cross the track.

‘Zachary!’ Tomek called, but the man continued, regardless. Tomek chased after him, and by the time he reached Zachary, the man was on the other side.

A few feet separated them. If Tomek wanted to grapple him and pulverise his face, he was going to have to climb the fence. By that time, he might have lost sight of the man for good.

‘It’s over, Zachary,’ Tomek said. ‘There’s nowhere for you to go.’

‘I can’t die. You can’t kill me.’

Zeus took a couple of steps backwards, until the earth gave way for the bed of stones that the train tracks rested upon.

‘You’re not a fucking Greek god,’ Tomek replied. ‘You’re a fucking idiot. And everyone who knows you agrees.’

Zachary took another couple of steps, this time stepping over the live rail track. He was now firmly in the track bed. Tomek could hear the buzzing and hissing as hundreds of thousands of volts of electricity surged through the pylons.

‘You’re a fraud,’ Tomek replied. ‘You don’t have Zeus’s powers. If you did, there would be lightning all around us. But all I see is black skies and a little bit of thunder. What happened? You got a limp dick or something?’

‘It wasn’t limp when it was in Kasia’s mouth.’

Tomek clenched his fist and pounded it against the wire fence.

‘Say one more thing, and I will come over there and beat you into the ground!’

Zeus inched closer towards the live track. He crouched down, hovered his hand over it.

‘I would love to see you try,’ he mocked. ‘The moment you touch down on the ground, I will strike you with electricity unlike anything you’ve already experienced.’

Tomek couldn’t believe what he was seeing, couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

The man genuinely thought he was Zeus and that he could harness the power of electricity.

‘I wouldn’t do that if I were you…’ Tomek said.

‘Why not? You scared?’

‘Of you? Little limp dick? Never. You’re a fraud and you always will be. But you brainwashed my daughter. You warped her mind and manipulated her. You made her do things no teenager should ever have to do. And you cut her. And for that, I’m going to watch you die.’

Tomek placed his hand on the wire fence.

As soon as he made the movement, Zachary Godson wrapped his fingers around the live train track. At once, his body jerked, jolting him to the ground and he began convulsing. His fingers had let go of the track, but his body had fallen on it, and he shook wildly, a hundred thousand volts coursing through his system.

The screams of pain and agony lasted only seconds before they stopped abruptly and were replaced with the overpowering smell of burnt flesh. The current had killed him. He lay perfectly still.

‘Fucking idiot,’ Tomek said to himself, before turning away to leave the man’s lifeless body where it deserved to be.

As he started back up the hill, eager to get to his daughter, the rain and thunder suddenly stopped, and the air became eerily still.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO




‘How’s the flat?’ Nick asked.

‘A mess,’ Tomek replied. ‘We’re still finding bits of glass and fluff. And, at some point in the past ten months, both of us have somehow accrued a disgusting quantity of sequins and beads and glitter. Fuck knows where from. I’m waking up to find glitter in my hair and hands, like I’ve been sleepwalking through it.’

‘Sure you’re not an undercover drag act and this is your way of telling me?’ Nick raised a hand. ‘It’s fine if you are, but there are better ways to tell me.’

Tomek grunted. ‘Funny.’

A moment of awkward silence filtered through the cracks in the atmosphere. Tomek waited for Nick to elaborate on the reason he’d pulled him in.

‘HR have advised that you take some time off,’ he said finally.

‘Yeah?’

‘They’re calling it a suspension, while the IOPC are looking into what happened to Zachary Godson, but I’m calling it a mini break.’

‘Right.’

‘Until the end of the summer holidays,’ Nick continued. ‘So you and Kasia can… get over everything.’

‘I appreciate that. Thank you.’

‘I would have offered you longer but… Well, you know how it is.’

Tomek smirked.

‘How… how is she?’ Nick continued, trying to plug the empty silences with a conversation Tomek didn’t want to have.

Tomek simply shook his head. Then felt obliged to elaborate.

‘She’s processing it all. I’m processing it all. Everything she thought about her world has been turned upside down twice in the past few weeks, and it’s going to take a lot of time to recover from and undo the damage that’s been done, if she ever can. It also doesn’t help that everything around here is a reminder of what happened.’

‘Perhaps you should go away?’

The suggestion was a good one. Just not useful.

‘I’ve got a house to refurbish before I can think about that. But I will have a look at somewhere for us to go. Locally, maybe. Doesn’t have to be too far.’

‘No…’

The conversation fell to a natural close. Though Tomek sensed there was more that Nick wanted to address.

‘How’s she getting on with her friend?’

‘That’s probably the toughest part,’ Tomek answered. ‘She trusted her, you know. And, with how it all ended… it’s really torn her apart.’

Tomek was referring to Yasmin, and how, on the night of the incident, she, along with several of the other girls, had died from an overdose of LSD and a concoction of other drugs. On that night, Zachary Godson had created the deadly mixture and plied the girls with copious amounts of it, presumably to either heighten their experience or inevitably kill them so they never realised how much of a fraud he’d been. Since that night, there had been seven reports of other members of the cult dying from suspected overdoses. Their post-mortems were still ongoing.

‘She lost a friend,’ Nick said.

‘And she nearly lost a father too.’

‘But she didn’t. And I bet that’s what’s keeping her together right now. You. You’ve got to be a rock for her now, Tomek. You’ve got to be her everything.’

Tomek puffed his chest out. ‘I am. I’m all she’s ever had, and now I think she finally realises that.’

‘Good man.’ Nick cleared his throat. ‘Like I said the other day, if you need help with any of it, just let me know. If you want me to have a word with her school, I’m here to help. Have you told them?’

Tomek nodded. ‘I’ve got her form tutor’s number on speed dial.’

‘I’m sure Kasia’s over the moon with that.’

‘Her teacher’s been really good, actually. Offered to help and do after-school sessions etc. But that’s not until the new year. I won’t think about that until I have to.’

‘Of course, of course.’

Another break in the conversation. This time it was Tomek’s turn to keep it going.

‘What’s the latest with Stafford?’

At the mention of the drug lord’s name, Nick’s eyes widened and he grinned loudly. ‘They brought the bastard in a couple of hours ago. Finally. Took us long enough. Turns out Zachary Godson was the missing link.’

Tomek smirked. ‘At least some good came out of finding him. And the fact the fucker’s dead.’

Nick didn’t see the funny side of it. He knitted his fingers together and leant closer. ‘If there’s anything else you need to tell me about what happened down there, there’s still time.’

Tomek raised his hands in surrender. ‘Like I told you,’ he said. ‘The fuckwit touched the tracks of his own accord. He mistakenly thought he could channel the electricity through himself. Oh well, one less melt in the world to deal with.’

‘Okay, good. I believe you. Just… just keep your head down until you have to come back, all right?’

‘What if I don’t come back?’ Tomek joked.

‘Then you’ll be doing all of us a favour. I’ve been trying to get rid of you for the past thirteen years.’

Tomek slapped his knee then lifted himself out of his chair. ‘Shame you’ve got me for another thirteen then, isn’t it? You’ll have to kill me before I quit.’


CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE




Chatter and laughter filtered in through the door, drowning out the tinny sound coming from his television set. He was watching Doctors. One of his favourite programmes, though he was disappointed to learn the BBC had axed it. Now all he had were the reruns and the same storylines he’d seen time and time again. Still, it kept him happy.

As he repositioned himself on the bed, straining his ears to listen to the sound of Jimmi Clay explaining some devastating news to one of his patients, Nathan’s phone vibrated in his pocket. He rolled himself off the top bunk, pulled the door to, then answered the call.

‘How was Italy?’ he asked, wandering towards the window.

‘Glorious,’ the man replied. ‘Truly stunning. Beautiful.’

‘It’s a good thing I know what those words mean now.’

The man chuckled down the line. ‘How’d you get on?’ he asked. ‘Did you find his daughter?’

‘No, sadly. Tomek found her all on his own.’

Outside, Nathan heard a bird singing.

‘That’s a shame.’

‘Not until you hear what happened to her.’

‘What was that?’

Nathan explained.

‘How do you know?’ the man asked.

‘Because he told me. Think he just needed someone to vent to, let loose on. You should have heard some of the things he said about the bloke who done it. Phwoar! Never heard someone swear so much in my life.’

The man scoffed. ‘Poor sod. Sounds like what happened to his daughter was more than what we done to his brother. Imagine if Tomek had lost her the same way he lost him.’

‘Yeah,’ Nathan said, turning away from the window and climbing back onto the bed. ‘Imagine.’


TOMEK BOWEN RETURNS IN…


Death’s Breath
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Pre order now

Mersea Island. Over 2,500 acres of farmland, marshland, and several caravan parks. Usually, it is home to 7,000 people. But for the August Bank Holiday weekend, it is home to two more residents: DS Tomek Bowen and his daughter, Kasia, looking to make the most of the end of the school holidays, the end of summer, and the end of Tomek’s extended time away from work.

But when a body is discovered tethered to a buoy one morning, Tomek is pulled into the murky world of murder and death sooner than anticipated. Cut off from his team and the rest of the police force, Tomek is forced to put his years of experience into practice. But as the tide comes closer, severing connection with the outside world, can he catch the killer before they strike again?

Pre order now


ALSO BY JACK PROBYN


The DS Tomek Bowen Murder Mystery Series:

1) DEATH’S JUSTICE

Southend-on-Sea, Essex: Detective Sergeant Tomek Bowen — driven, dogged, and haunted by the death of his brother — is called to one of the most shocking crime scenes he has ever seen. A man has been ritualistically murdered and dumped in an allotment near the local airport. Early investigations indicate this was a man with a past. A past that earned him many enemies.

Download Death’s Justice

2) DEATH’S GRIP

Annabelle Lake thought she recognised the Ford Fiesta waiting outside her school, and the driver in it. She was wrong. Her body is discovered some time later, dangling from a swing in a local playground on Canvey Island.

Download Death’s Grip

3) DEATH’S TOUCH

When the fog clears one December morning in Essex, the body of a teenage girl is discovered lying face down in a field. But as soon as the investigation begins, Tomek discovers Lily’s death may be linked to a killing spree that has lain dormant for many years — with no one ever being brought to justice for it.

Download Death’s Touch

4) DEATH’S KISS

The body of a teenage girl is found face down in the middle of a field. The evidence surrounded her death is scant, until a vital clue uncovers a terrifying serial killer lying in wait…

Download Death’s Kiss

5) DEATH’S TASTE

The body of a homeless man is found wedged between the beach huts of Thorpe Bay. But it isn’t until the victim’s identity is revealed that the town begins to sit up and wonder: who killed him, and why?

Download Death’s Taste

6) DEATH’S ANGEL

When flight attendant Angelica Whitaker is reported missing after a night out at one of the most popular nightclubs in Southend, the case is handed to DS Tomek Bowen for the first time in his career.

Download Death’s Angel
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The Jake Tanner Crime Thriller Series:

Full-length novels that combine police procedure, organised crime and police corruption.

TOE THE LINE:

A small jeweller’s is raided in Guildford High Street and leaves police chasing their tails. Reports suggest that it’s The Crimsons, an organised crime group the police have been hunting for years. When the shop owner is kidnapped and a spiked collar is attached to her neck, Jake learns one of his own is involved – a police officer. As Jake follows the group on a wild goose chase, he questions everything he knows about his team. Who can he trust? And is he prepared to find out?

Download Toe the Line

WALK THE LINE:

A couple with a nefarious secret are brutally murdered in their London art gallery. Their bodies cleaned. Their limbs dismembered. And the word LIAR inscribed on the woman’s chest. For Jake Tanner it soon becomes apparent this is not a revenge killing. There’s a serial killer loose on the streets of Stratford. And the only thing connecting the victims is their name: Jessica. Jake’s pushed to his mental limits as he uncovers The Community, an online forum for singles and couples to meet. But there’s just one problem: the killer's been waiting for him... and he’s hungry for his next kill.

Download Walk the Line

UNDER THE LINE:

DC Jake Tanner thought he’d put the turmoil of the case that nearly killed him behind him. He was wrong. When Danny Cipriano’s body is discovered buried in a concrete tomb, Jake's wounds are reopened. But one thing quickly becomes clear. The former leader of The Crimsons knew too much. And somebody wanted him silenced. For good. The only problem is, Jake knows who.

Download Under the Line

CROSS THE LINE:

For years, Henry Matheson has been untouchable, running the drug trade in east London. Until the body of his nearest competitor is discovered burnt to a lamppost in his estate. Gang war gone wrong, or a calculated murder? Only one man is brave enough to stand up to him and find out. But, as Jake Tanner soon learns, Matheson plays dirty. And in the estate there are no rules.

Download Cross the Line

OVER THE LINE:

Months have passed since Henry Matheson was arrested and sent to prison. Months have passed since Henry Matheson, one of east London’s most dangerous criminals, was arrested. Since then DC Jake Tanner and the team at Stratford CID have been making sure the case is watertight. But when a sudden and disastrous fraudulent attack decimates Jake's personal finances, he is propelled into the depths of a dark and dangerous underworld, where few resurface.

Download Over the Line

PAST THE LINE:

The Cabal is dead. The Cabal’s dead. Or so Jake thought. But when Rupert Haversham, lawyer to the city’s underworld, is found dead in his London home, Jake begins to think otherwise. The Cabal’s back, and now they’re silencing people who know too much. Jake included.

Download Past the Line
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The Jake Tanner SO15 Files Series:

Novella length, lightning-quick reads that can be read anywhere. Follow Jake as he joins Counter Terrorism Command in the fight against the worst kind of evil.

THE WOLF:

A cinema under siege. A race to save everyone inside. An impatient detective. Join Jake as he steps into the darkness.

Download The Wolf

DARK CHRISTMAS:

The head of a terrorist cell is found dead outside his flat in the early hours of Christmas Eve. What was he doing outside? Why was a suicide vest strapped to his body? And what does the note in his sock have to do with his death?

Download Dark Christmas

THE EYE:

The discovery of a bomb factory leaves Jake and the team scrambling for answers. But can they find them in time?

Download The Eye

IN HEAVEN AND HELL:

An ominous — and deadly — warning ignites Jake and the team into action. An attack on one of London’s landmarks is coming. But where? And when? Failure could be catastrophic.

Download In Heaven And Hell

BLACKOUT:

What happens when all the lights in London go out, and all the power switches off? What happens when a city is brought to its knees? Jake Tanner’s about to find out. And he’s right in the middle of it.

Download Blackout

EYE FOR AN EYE:

Revenge is sweet. But not when it’s against you. Not when they use your family to get to you. Family is off-limits. And Jake Tanner will do anything to protect his.

Download Eye For An Eye

MILE 17:

Every year, thousands of runners and supporters flock to the streets of London to celebrate the London Marathon. Except this year, there won’t be anything to ride home about.

Download Mile 17

THE LONG WALK:

The happiest day of your life, your wedding day. But when it’s a royal wedding, the stakes are much higher. Especially when someone wants to kill the bride.

Download The Long Walk

THE ENDGAME:

Jake Tanner hasn’t been to a football match in years. But when a terrorist cell attacks his favourite football stadium, killing dozens and injuring hundreds more, Jake is both relieved and appalled — only the day before was he in the same crowds, experiencing the same atmosphere. But now he must put that behind him and focus on finding the people responsible. And fast. Because another attack's coming.

Download The Endgame

The Jake Tanner Terror Thriller Series:

Full-length novels, following Jake through Counter-Terrorism Command, where the stakes have never been higher.

STANDSTILL:

The summer of 2017. Jake Tanner’s working for SO15, The Metropolitan Police Service’s counter terrorism unit. And a duo of terrorists seize three airport-bound trains. On board are hundreds of kilos of explosives, and thousands of lives. Jake quickly finds himself caught in a cat and mouse race against time to stop the trains from detonating. But what he discovers along the way will change everything.

Download Standstill

FLOOR 68:

1,000 feet in the air, your worst nightmares come true. Charlie Paxman is going to change the world with a deadly virus. His mode of distribution: the top floor of London’s tallest landmark, The Shard. But only one man can stop. Jake Tanner. Caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. Trapped inside a tower, Jake finds himself up against an army of steps and an unhinged scientist that threatens to decimate humanity. But can he stop it from happening?

Download Floor 68


JOIN THE VIP CLUB


[image: Join the VIP Club Email Link]


Get your FREE copy of the prequel to the DS Tomek Bowen series now at jackprobynbooks.com when you join my VIP email club.
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Jack Probyn is a British crime writer and the author of the Jake Tanner crime thriller series, set in London.

He currently lives in Surrey with his partner and cat, and is working on a new murder mystery series set in his hometown of Essex.

Don’t want to sign up to yet another mailing list? Then you can keep up to date with Jack’s new releases by following one of the below accounts. You’ll get notified when I’ve got a new book coming out, without the hassle of having to join my mailing list.

Amazon Author Page “Follow”:

1. Click the link here: https://geni.us/AuthorProfile

2. Beneath my profile picture is a button that says “Follow”

3. Click that, and then Amazon will email you with new releases and promos.

BookBub Author Page “Follow”:

1. Similar to the Amazon one above, click the link here: https://www.bookbub.com/authors/jack-probyn

2. Beside my profile picture is a button that says “Follow”

3. Click that, and then BookBub will notify you when I have a new release

If you want more up to date information regarding new releases, my writing process, and everything else in between, the best place to be in the know is my Facebook Page. We’ve got a little community growing over there. Why not be a part of it?
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