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‘Everything has its beauty, but not everyone sees it.’

Andy Warhol


‘There are infinite passageways out of the shadows, infinite vehicles to transport us into the light – and infinite wrong turns lying in wait.’

Martha Beck


ONE

The tracks glistened like slug trails under the light of a haloed moon. A pre-dawn shroud of frost covered the Nexus storage huts at the South Gosforth Traction Maintenance Depot, where the majority of the Metro fleet amassed overnight. Those unable to find shelter were lined up in the multi-track sidings, their frost-coated exteriors glinting as if encrusted by diamonds.

‘Bloody hell, it’s cad.’ Ryan Jarrod’s face lay buried deep inside a fur-lined hood. His words formed speech-bubbles of condensed air as his breath caught the sub-zero temperature.

‘Toughen up, you tart. You’re a Geordie. T-shirt weather, this,’ Todd Robson cajoled, even though he rubbed his arms briskly to warm them.

‘I hate call-outs this early. You just know it’s gonna be a bugger.’

‘Aren’t they all?’ the hulking figure of Robson asked.

‘Aye, I suppose so.’

Frost and gravel crunched beneath their feet as they made their way along the sidings towards the yellow-liveried Metro train, shimmering alternate shades of blue and red from the lights of the patrol cars. The tram seemed to watch Jarrod and Robson from a distance as if it were a gazelle and they a pair of prowling big cats.

Two incident vans and a forensic truck aimed their headlights at the front carriage. Behind them, an ambulance stood in darkness. No lights. No activity. Green-suited paramedics sat motionless in the front seat.

The signs were ominous.

At this time of day, the sidings were silent. The depot lay north of the South Gosforth Metro station hub behind a copse of skeletal trees which also provided a barrier between the depot and the houses on Cheswick Drive.

The air held an ethereal stillness which belied the horrors of only a few hours before. DS Jarrod and DC Robson reached the rearmost carriage. Jarrod brushed his fingers against the exterior. They momentarily adhered to the frozen shell as if the carriage was reluctant to release itself from his comforting touch.

‘Howay, Todd. Let’s see what delights are waiting for us.’

Robson hung back. ‘You know what this reminds me of? The Hoppings, that’s what. When I was a kid, I went on a ghost train. It was a load of crap, really, but at one point a bloke in a Yeti suit leapt out from behind a cardboard cutout of the Himalayas. I nearly pissed me pants.’ He looked up at the Metro tram. ‘This reminds us of that.’

‘And you have the nerve to call me a tart? Come on, you geet lummox, let’s find out what uniform can tell us before we gan in.’

Ryan flashed his warrant card at the cop in the nearest car and motioned for him to step outside. The uniformed officer grimaced at the prospect but obliged.

‘Body found about two a.m,’ PC Larry Walker explained. ‘Front seat next to the driver’s cab.’

‘Who found him?’

‘Her, you mean.’ Walker corrected. ‘Who found HER? He did.’ Words clearly weren’t Walker’s specialist subject but a nod in the direction of the rear seat was sufficient explanation.

Ryan’s gaze drifted to a figure inside the car. The man was shivering violently, his glazed eyes staring out from beneath puffy eyelids into a mug of steaming liquid.

‘Who’s he?’

‘Les Nash.’

‘Aye, that’s his name – but who is he? What’s he do here?’

‘Site security.’

Jarrod had had enough of Walker’s monosyllabic answers. ‘Keep him here ‘til we get back. It’ll be easier to see for ourselves.’

‘Suit yourself. I’m not going anywhere.’

Ryan gestured for Robson to accompany him towards the rear carriage.

‘Good luck,’ Walker muttered. ‘You’ll need it.’

The door to the carriage stood ajar. Ryan hoisted himself inside. Todd followed. Up ahead, they saw the ghostly apparitions of white-suited forensic investigators moving around the scene in the front carriage. As they watched, one leapt from the train and vomited noisily onto the frozen earth.

‘Shit. That’s not a good sign,’ Ryan said.

Robson shivered, and not from the cold. ‘Aye. These guys have seen everything. Must be pretty gruesome.’

‘Might just be a dodgy curry,’ Ryan said, more in hope than expectation.

They both used the leather thongs hanging from the handrail as they moved along the carriage, a habit rather than a necessity given that the train was stationary.

As they stepped into the front carriage, the smell hit them. It stopped them dead in their tracks. Pungent and metallic, slightly sweet.

The smell of blood.

Lots of blood.

Ryan took a deep breath. ‘I don’t think we’re gonna like this, Todd.’

‘I’m bloody sure we’re not.’ It took a lot to spook Robson, and spooked he clearly was.

Nature’s cold had etched the carriage windows with elaborate patterns of ferns, lace, and feathers – except for a perfectly-clear porthole in the very front window. Ryan’s eyes widened as they were drawn towards it.

In the black circle, he saw the face of a young woman reflected back at him.

She sat in the front seat, her long, fair hair brushed forwards. She had a lean, angular face. Her eyes were closed and, between her fingers, she held a single long-stemmed rose to her nose. Her mouth displayed the trace of a serene smile.

‘What the hell?’ Ryan whispered.

‘That’s bloody awful, a canny looking lass like that.’ Todd said. ‘Hate to think what the sicko’s done to her.’

Ryan breathed out through his nose. ‘I suppose we’d better find out.’

The duo took their first steps into the carriage as a white-suited figure walked to meet them. He removed the white cap from his skull to reveal a matted mass of greying hair. Ryan recognised him long before the mask came off.

‘Aaron – good to see you back at work,’ he said.

Dr Aaron Elliot, chief forensic pathologist to the City and County police, offered a taut smile. ‘Wish I could say it feels good to be back.’

‘You are okay now, though, yeah?’

Elliot thought for a moment. ‘Yes. Now that I’m working alone again. The fact I was so easily fooled and betrayed by Dr Cavanagh took some getting over. I won’t work with a second-in-command ever again so, if Superintendent Maynard has any other ideas, you can tell her to get herself a new pathologist.’

‘You weren’t to know, Aaron. Cavanagh took us all for fools,’ Ryan admitted, conjuring up memories of a previous messed-up case they’d been party to. ‘And don’t worry about the Super. She’ll be as delighted as me to see you back. You’ve been missed.’

‘Thank you, Sherlock.’ Elliot’s smile was sincere and gracious.

‘Reet, now that’s all out the way, what can you tell us about our victim up front, there?’

Elliot shook his head. ‘I haven’t the words. In all my career, I’ve seen nothing quite like this.’

Jarrod and Robson shared a look. ‘That bad?’

Elliot’s head gave a series of sharp nods. ‘Worse.’

‘Jesus.’

Ryan looked over Aaron’s shoulder. The work of Dr Elliot’s team was nearly done. The photographer lined up to take the final shots and the attendants readied a body bag already spread open over the seats behind.

‘Did your people clear the frost from the front window?’ Ryan asked, watching the girl’s reflection.

‘Good observation. You haven’t lost it, young man,’ Elliot commended. ‘Strangely enough, no. It’s been carefully scraped clear, from the outside, by a credit card, I’d say.’

‘Our killer?’

‘I’d presume so. I haven’t a clue why. Not really my job, either.’ 

‘True. Can you give us a cause of death?’ Ryan asked. ‘I mean, that one is your job, isn’t it?’

Elliot spat out a laugh. ‘I can hazard a guess.’

‘Well?’

‘Have you had breakfast?’

‘Nah, not yet.’

‘Just as well. In that case, take a look for yourself. You’ll soon see.’

Ryan looked around for a set of protective clothing.

‘No need to get suited,’ Elliot said. ‘We’ve got all we need. Besides, you can’t avoid stepping in it even if you wanted to.’

Ryan’s brow furrowed. ‘Stepping in what?’

‘Her blood. A full gallon of it sloshing around in the footwell.’

Ryan’s cheeks billowed as he swallowed down bile and noticed for the first time the pathologist’s legs were sodden and claret-coloured.

‘It can’t be that bad, man,’ Todd chirped, attempting to lift the spirits of his DS.

‘Oh, it is,’ Elliot replied, quietly.

Ryan stepped by Elliot and made towards the front of the carriage. ‘Reet. Let’s get this ower wi…’ He stopped mid-sentence. All colour drained from his already pale face. ‘Oh fucking hell.’

Robson hurried to support his colleague, only to find himself slumping into the seat behind the victim. ‘Holy shit.’

The young woman wore a white ruff-neck blouse beneath a black sweater. She looked beatific as she appeared to take in the scent of the rose between her fingers.

But this was no sleeping beauty, pricked by a poisoned barb.

This was a dead beauty, sat knee-deep in a bath of her own blood.

At least, she would have been knee-deep if she had any knees. Or legs, for that matter.

The lower half of the girl’s body, from waist down, was missing; excised and removed. A slurry of tangled entrails emerged from the severed corpse. 

Breakfast or no breakfast, Ryan and Todd emptied their stomachs.


TWO

The freezing air hit Ryan like a bucket of iced water. He jumped from the carriage and sat on hard cold shale. He didn’t look up at the thud of Todd Robson’s boots landing alongside him. If he had, he’d have seen Robson was as ashen as Jarrod himself.

Ryan felt grateful for the shock of cold air. It forced him to breath and, in time, his head began to clear.

The detectives were joined by Aaron Elliot. ‘I’m sorry. I should have given you more warning.’

Ryan slowly stood. Brushing powdered frost from his buttocks, he asked, ‘What the hell have I just seen?’

Elliot knew there was no way to sugarcoat it. ‘Hell is exactly what you’ve seen.’

Ryan slapped his own face. ‘Right. How did the killer manage to cut right through her?’

‘From the clean nature of the cut, not to mention a couple of drops of oil found on the seat, I suspect he used a petrol chainsaw. It’s just about the only thing able to cut through a body in the time window we’re looking at.’

Ryan pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘Okay. She was killed elsewhere, then the body moved here for some insane reason, right?’

Elliot looked to the ground. Shook his head.

‘What??’

‘The massive blood loss in there strongly indicates the girl was alive when she was cut. No, it does more than indicate - she was alive,’ he asserted.

Ryan rested his forehead against the carriage.

‘Had on,’ Todd said. ‘The lass is smiling. She’s holding a flower in her hands. Neebody would do that if a maniac was coming at you with a chainsaw.’

‘Well, it’s early days but our victim is female and, in females, blood tends to extravasate from injured vessels quicker. In that regard, we’re fortunate. We managed to obtain images which reveal very slight discolouration around the victim’s mouth.’

‘In English, please,’ Ryan sighed.

‘Our victim wasn’t smiling. Someone, soon after her death, manipulated the girl’s facial muscles into something resembling a smile.’

‘Why would somebody do that?’

‘I hope that’s a rhetorical question, Sherlock, because I don’t have an answer.’

‘Reet,’ Ryan summed up, ‘I reckon she’s been posed like that. It would explain why she’s got a rose in her hands. All we need is to work out why.’

‘All we need do?’ Todd scoffed.

Elliot shivered in the cold dawn. ‘For what it’s worth, I suspect that’s highly likely; about the posing, I mean. You know I never prejudge before doing a full post-mortem but I believe she’s been drugged and, if that is the case, I think she was already in the carriage before the drugging occurred.’

‘What makes you think that?’

‘The forensics team found a trace of two pairs of footprints in the frost. You’ll see the photographs in due course.’

‘Great! We can track their movements.’

‘I’m afraid not. The frost hadn’t extended more than a few yards from the carriage at the time they entered it. We’ve only got evidence of their final five paces. Enough to establish he wore size tens, she size four – but not enough of a trail to establish where they came from or where he went. There’s no overt signs of a struggle, although the imprints in the frost suggest the girl may have been limping.’ Elliot noted Ryan’s raised eyebrows. ‘The left foot hasn’t left as deep a trace as the right, indicating she kept her weight off that leg.’

Todd chewed on his bottom lip. ‘Doesn’t make any sense,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I mean, how did nobody see him, walking off with a pair of legs wrapped around his neck like a scarf?’

‘There’s no trace of blood or flesh on the ground outside,’ Elliot mused, ‘So if I were a betting man, I’d say he put the remains in a suitcase or a bag of some description,’ he explained.

‘What the hell for? What’s he gannin’ to do with them? Make soup, or summat?’

Elliot had no answer so he revealed his next snippet. ‘For what it’s worth, my guess is our victim came here willingly and of her own accord with her killer. There’s no sign of a struggle.’

‘You keep saying that: ‘No sign of a struggle.’ She’s missing half her bloody body, man,’ Todd corrected.

Ryan’s mind was occupied by the thought of victim and killer arriving together. ‘Why would she choose to come here, of all places, with someone intent on dismembering her?’

Elliot replied in lilting song. ‘There are more questions than answers, and the more I find out the less I know.‘

Ryan nodded. ‘True enough.’

Todd wasn’t listening. A thought had struck him. ‘I think I can guess why she came here with him, but we need to get an ID on the lass first.’

‘What’s your thinking, Todd?’ Ryan asked.

‘I reckon she might be a hooker who thought this was safer than taking a punter home for the neet. Poor sod was wrong. If I’m right, though, she’s probably done it more than once. We need to ask around in case somebody’s seen her here before.’

‘It’s a possibility. I can’t think of any other reason for it. Doc – was there any sign of sexual activity?’

Aaron Elliot almost laughed but managed to stifle it. ‘I wouldn’t know. I might be good but I’m not a miracle worker.’

‘Howay, man: nee riddles. Just tell us.’

Elliot ran his fingers through his straggly hair. ‘It’s not easy determining sexual activity when someone has walked off with her genitalia and reproductive organs.’

With that, Elliot climbed back aboard the Metro to complete his work, leaving Ryan and Todd to force their jaws closed.

**

The detectives sat in silence; faces hidden behind a curtain of their own breath.

Ryan forced himself to stand. He smacked his backside to restart the circulation. ‘We need to talk to the security guy. Even if no-one saw owt, somebody must have heard something. You can’t put a silencer on a chainsaw.’

He hurried towards the patrol car, its windscreen a silver mirror of condensation. A hand wiped at the inside of the glass, revealing the eery white apparition of Les Nash sitting behind PC Walker. It reminded Ryan of his first sight of the victim, her face reflected in the cleared glass of the Metro carriage. Ryan shuddered.

Nash jumped when Ryan joined him in the rear of the car. He flinched even more when Todd slipped into the seat on his other side.

‘Feeling any better?’ Ryan asked.

Nash stared into his mug and gave a barely visible nod. Ryan knew he didn’t mean it.

‘I have to ask you a few questions, Mr Nash. Is that okay?’ Another nod, so Ryan pressed on. ‘Firstly, we need to see security footage of the entire site. Where do we get it from?’

‘You don’t. There isn’t any.’

‘Are you sure? I’d have thought there’d be loads of cameras around here.’

‘Oh aye; there’s cameras – but they aren’t on.’

Todd Robson sucked in air. ‘Why the hell not?’

‘There’s too much activity overnight at the moment. There’s a new fleet being tested on the line. Overhead powerlines being maintained, remedial work on the owld clapped oot carriages. None of that can be done during operating hours. Trust me, there’s more gannin on at night here than there is in daytime.’

PC Walker had left the car engine running. The heater was set to maximum and hot air burned Ryan’s ears. Ryan unzipped his coat.

‘Is there much noise from all the work?’

‘Pretty much. I mean, the guys try to keep it down but the yard’s built here because it’s hemmed in by buildings and trees. Keeps the noise doon for the neighbours, like.’

The dry wiper blade screeched as it ran across the still-frozen windscreen.

‘What about anyone working? Would they be able to hear anything out-of-place?’

Walker shrugged. ‘Most of them wear ear defenders, or whatever they’re called. Site rule. It’s aal reet for muggins here to go deaf, though.’

Ryan shifted position. ‘So you’ll have heard anything out of the ordinary?’

‘Depends where I was at the time. I tend to zone the noise oot, anyway.’

‘Looker,’ Todd interjected, his patience wearing thin. ‘Did you hear anything last night?’

For the first time, Les Nash made eye contact.

‘No,’ he said firmly. Then, softer, ‘I only saw it. Jesus, I saw it.’ Tears filled his eyes. ‘I wish I hadn’t, but I saw it.’

Ryan waited until Nash gathered himself. ‘Mr Nash, how would somebody get aboard a train? Aren’t they locked overnight?’

‘Supposed to be, aye. Often, though, the lads know the cleaners will be coming so they don’t lock the doors.’

‘And the cleaning staff don’t lock them after they leave the carriages?’

‘Not always. They get paid by the number of units cleaned. Locking up is a waste of time and money to them.’

Ryan let out a sigh. ‘And I presume it’s not in your job description to check?’

‘Nah. I just look after the grounds. And I don’t do it well enough. Not for the poor lassie in there.’

Ryan lay a hand on Nash’s shoulder. ‘It’s not your fault,’ he assured him.

Les Nash gave him an odd look.

‘Isn’t it? What if that’s exactly what it is, though?’

**

Hannah Graves lowered herself onto the sofa with a resigned sigh. Motherhood, she decided, wasn’t as described by the brochure.

‘All dressed up and nowhere to go,’ she said to the sleeping infant hidden in his pushchair and buried deep within a thick coat. The fact her baby was asleep was ironic in itself. He’d spent most of the night squirming in his cot, crying, farting, or all three at once.

She unbuttoned her own coat and shrugged herself out of it.

‘A police incident,’ the radio presenter had said.

‘Severe disruptions to the Metro service.’

‘Replacement bus services in operation.’

‘Allow added time for your journey by road.’

Nothing out the ordinary, really, except it meant Hannah would be going nowhere. The thought of battling with Daniel’s car seat, defrosting the windscreen, then being stuck in traffic for an age all to get some formula milk, baby wipes, and nappies wasn’t an appealing one. They could all wait until the traffic had settled down.

She tiptoed towards Daniel and gently unzipped his coat. The baby stirred. She whispered soothing noises until he settled.

Hannah caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror as she returned to the sofa. What she saw didn’t impress her. She’d found it impossible to shift the last few pounds she gained during pregnancy, her complexion was a blotchy pink, and she had a permanent hang-dog expression etched on her face.

Ryan assured her she was beautiful but, she thought, that’s Ryan for you – kind and reassuring when she needed blunt honesty.

Right on cue, her phone vibrated.

Ryan.

‘Hi Ry,’ she whispered, keen to avoid disturbing their son.

‘How’s tricks?’ he asked.

‘A bit meh but hey-ho; that’s life. Danny-Boy didn’t sleep much last night. Again.’

Ryan let out air. ‘Listen, I know I said I’d take my turn with him tonight but things are more than a bit messy here. Can I leave it until tomorrow? I’m just not sure when I’ll get away.’

Hannah bit her tongue. It had been her call to assume parental responsibility for Daniel while Ryan concentrated on his career. It wasn’t fair to change roles now, just because it suited her.

‘Fine,’ she said.

Ryan hesitated. ‘I think you should tell your voice because you don’t sound fine.’

‘You don’t know how hard it is sometimes, bringing Daniel up alone.’

‘Whoa. Don’t play that card. It was your decision. I wanted us to do this together, remember? You can’t have it all ways, man.’

Hannah deliberately didn’t reply. She’d wanted ‘blunt honesty’ and she was getting it.

‘Yeah, I know. I’m sorry, Ry. Just hurry up and get that DI exam passed then we can be a proper family.’

‘Yes ma’am. I’ll do my very best.’

Hannah visualised him saluting as he spoke. She gave a half-smile. ‘You get on and do what a man gotta do. Daniel and me will be aal reet. He’s asleep now so I’ll get forty winks mesel. Radio says traffic’s mental out there.’

‘Aye, that’ll be my fault.’

‘How come?’

‘Long and not very pleasant story but it was me who told Nexus to stop the Metro service.’

‘So you’re the ‘police incident’ they mentioned on the radio, are you? I wouldn’t worry. Folk probably won’t notice the difference, anyway. The service is always crap these days.’

‘Listen, love, I’ve got to crack on. I’ll ring later and I promise, come hell or high water, I’ll be there tomorrow. Give our little soldier a hug from me.’

Ryan ended the call before Hannah told him she loved him.

She stretched out on the sofa and closed her eyes.

They shot open again at Daniel’s piercing cry. Someone was banging on the door.

‘Fuck’s sake,’ she muttered.

The noise came again. It wasn’t coming from her door. It was the apartment  across the corridor.

She peeled open her door. ‘Keep it down, will you? I’ve just got me baby over.’

Her neighbour faced away from her, a heavy canvas bag over his shoulder. He hoisted it up and it hit his doorframe again; the same thump which roused Daniel.

‘Ah man, I’m sorry. Just trying to unlock me door. Not easy wi’ all me gear,’ he explained.

‘That’s as maybe but it’s still a bit early to make such a racket.’

‘Aye. Sorry. I forgot the time. Working nights does that to us. Body clock’s aal ower the place.’

The man finally managed to unlock his door. He pushed it open with a foot and grunted as he dumped his bag inside.

‘Okay,’ Hannah said. ‘Just try to remember in future, please.’

‘I will, pet. I’m really sorry. I just need to clean up. I’m a bit of a mess after work and desperately need a shower.’

He turned to face Hannah. ‘I hope you get little one back to sleep. I’ll be quiet as a mouse, I promise.’

He gave her an apologetic smile but Hannah didn’t notice. Her eyes were elsewhere.

Her neighbour’s work-clothes were caked in a thick, red, paint-like substance. 


THREE

The moment Ryan Jarrod ended his call to Hannah, he forgot about her. That’s the way cookies always crumbled for those working the City and County Police High-Profile crimes unit. There was no other way – anything else was a distraction, and Ryan couldn’t afford to be distracted.

Not after what he and Todd had witnessed this morning.

He set up a rudimentary crime board and briefed his shocked colleagues with the facts.  Superintendent Sam Maynard hung at the back of the ensemble, her cheeks pinched on learning the details.

Fortunately, the scene of crime photographs had not yet emerged so the squad were spared the graphics. Their imagination did the job for them.

DCI Stephen Danskin called for a ten-minute break; ostensibly to replenish their coffees but, in reality, to prevent information overload. Danskin led the debate once they reconvened.

He attempted to bring a sense of calm and reason to proceedings rather than horror, anger, and disgust which had accompanied Ryan’s update.

Easier said than done.

‘I know it’s hard but we need to set our emotions aside while we work this through.’ He gathered his thoughts, not sure exactly what his thoughts were.

‘Your everyday member of the public expects a maniac to look like a maniac. We know from experience that that’s not the case. Killers rarely look any different to you or me. That’s how they get to their victims. In many cases,  they groom them, for want of a better phrase, precisely because they look like Joe Bloggs.’

‘Is that not a generalisation, sir?’ Gavin O’Hara asked. ‘I mean, you remind us not to see what we expect to see.’

‘Normally, I’d agree with you, O’Hara. In this case, though, facts back me up: little more than ten percent of murders are random. Most victims know their killer, which means they don’t look like murderers to them.’

Gavin O’Hara nodded his understanding. Lyall Parker, too. The rest of the squad remained tight-lipped and silent.

‘Bearing that in mind, I think Robson’s theory about the girl being a pro could be a runner and, if so, he could be a regular punter. First, though, we need an ID on the girl. O’Hara’s right: we shouldn’t get too far ahead of ourselves.’

‘Sir,’ Lucy Dexter interrupted, ‘Given what you’ve said, should we not look at partners, friends, workmates first? People the victim would trust?’

‘Aye, Dexter: normally, we would. First, though, we need that ID before we even know who those family and friends are. Probably more importantly, I’m not convinced family or friends would go to the lengths this killer has.’ Danskin shook his head. ‘Nah, there’s summat different aboot this one.’

‘Somethin’ rotten in the state of Denmark, they’s say,’ Nigel Trebilcock said. ‘So’s it could still be someone the girl knows very well. It could be family.’

‘Thank you, Mr Shakespeare,’ Danskin said, dismissively, ‘But you’re right to the extent we mustn’t close off any avenues. That said, I’d like to bet this monster of ours looks and acts like a gentleman. On the surface, he’ll be closer to God than the Devil.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Robson said, ‘You’ve gone all Cracker on us, guv. Didn’t have you doon as a profiler.’

Danskin snickered. ‘That’s the last thing I’d ever want to be called.’

Ryan came to his DCI’s defence.

‘The guvnor’s not a profiler but he is being realistic.’ He looked at the scribbles on the board and the crime scene memories seared into his brain.

‘The bastard who did this enjoyed himself. Our killer loves being a monster, and I worry he’s not finished yet.’

He met Superintendent Maynard’s eyes. ‘Ma’am,  he’s not going to stop until we stop him.’

**

Rachel Lawrie gasped and her hand shot to her scalp. She looked around, embarrassed, but no-one had noticed. She could cope with the screeching background chatter but the school bell never failed to jar.

Her specialist told her she’d soon get used to it but, while she was still new to her cochlear implant, some noises would be unsettling. He hadn’t been wrong.

Rachel and Stephanie carried their dinner plates and cutlery to the cleaning station. ‘What lesson’s next for you, Steph?’ Rachel asked.

With the help of her speech therapist, everyday conversation was her new norm. She didn’t get the intonation of every word correct: she sometimes lisped, sometimes clipped off the ending of a word here-and-there; but a whole new world had opened to her over the last twelve months.

‘M-m-maths,’ her friend answered. ‘Wh-wh-what you g-g-got?’

Rachel beamed, exposing the braces on her teeth. She could hear her friend’s voice clearer each day. Sure, it still sounded like a tuned-out radio but just being able to hear words again was a miracle.

‘Yep’, she thought, ‘The school bell won’t bother me much longer.’

‘I’ve got a freebie,’ Rachel smiled. ‘It’s supposed to be science but Miss Casso says we’re doing stuff with magnetic fields. That rules me out. I’m not allowed with this.’ She touched the pad behind her ear.

‘L-l-lucky you,’ Stephanie smiled.

‘You know what, I might see if Stinky Stimpson’s got a free period.’

Stephanie screwed up her face as they walked towards the hall’s exit. ‘He’s a c-creep.’

Rachel shrugged. ‘I don’t care. He can play piano. You’ll never know how much pleasure being able to hear music brings me.’

Stephanie scowled. ‘Just be careful. You don’t want to be sh-sh-sharing your pleasure with Stinky. He d-doesn’t need any encouragement.’

Rachel giggled and linked arms with her friend. ‘Listen to you; fourteen and all worldly-wise.’

Her friend shrugged off her arm and turned to look directly at Rachel.

‘In case y-you don’t hear me properly, read my lips. St-st-stinky’s a proper p-p-p-p…’

‘Pervert?’

‘Don’t finish my sentence f-for me!’ Stephanie snapped. Then, calmer, ‘But yes – he is.’

‘And you know how, exactly?’

‘I’m late for c-c-class,’ Stephanie replied before she marched off.

Rachel arched her eyebrows, giggled - and wondered.

**

‘Crime scene pics are in.’

DCI Danskin’s words, usually spoken with enthusiasm to spark a frisson of excitement through the Forth Street station, were barely audible on this occasion.

Ryan knew why. So often the key to a breakthrough on a case, this time the images were more a necessary evil. He watched as the team shambled towards the crime board, in no hurry to witness what Ryan and Todd had seen at first hand.

No-one spoke. No-one swore. No-one could drag their eyes from the images of the mutilated corpse. Jarrod chose to break the silence.

‘This is what I meant by a monster. This is why I don’t believe he’ll stop until we catch him. This,’ he said, waving a hand towards the poor girl’s face, ‘Is what we’re up against.’

‘I’ve seen some things in ma time,’ Lyall Parker whispered, ‘But nothing like this. Why no’ just kill the poor wee lassie? I mean, why put her through that?’

‘Because he’s sick. He gets his kicks out of inflicting pain,’ Lucy muttered.

‘That’s just the thing, though,’ Ryan said. ‘According to Dr Elliot, the girl wasn’t in pain. She was probably drugged and unconscious before he…before he cut her.’

‘Any update on the tox results yet?’ Todd asked.

‘Nowt yet,’ Danskin added. ‘I’ve got someone chasing Elliot’s arse, though.’

The crew stared at the images in silence. Lucy sniffed away a tear. ‘If he isn’t into the pleasure pain principle, why the hell do all that stuff?’

Todd Robson, more used to the sight than most of the crew, brought the conversation back to his favourite subject. ‘More to the point, I can’t get me heed around what he’s done with the rest of her.’

There was a collective intake of breath as they reached their own silent conclusions.

Lyall Parker shook his head to unscramble it. ‘Right. Let’s no’ get fixated on the lassie. There’s other useful stuff on here. The footprints in the frost, for example.’

‘Size tens and four,’ Ryan explained. ‘They don’t lead us anywhere but at least give us an idea of the killer’s stature. Elliot says he should be able to approximate the guy’s weight but that’s all it’ll be: an approximation.’

‘Will it help us identify the victim?’ O’Hara asked.

‘I doubt it. Remember what Elliot said, though,’ Ryan prompted. ‘The girl was limping. That might lead us somewhere.’

‘Aye. Up a garden path if we don’t get something more substantial to go off. Sangar’s trawling the misper database as we speak but, although we’ve got a good facial image, he’s come up with nowt as yet. It’s baffling and I don’t think the size of her bloody feet will help him.’

‘What’s the rose got to do with all this?’ Gavin asked, searching the photograph of the girl’s face. ‘And the hole in the window?’

No-one had any answers.

‘That’s a good point,’ Ryan said. ‘We need to focus on what we see around the victim, not the victim herself. It’s too easy to get obsessed by what he did to her rather than figure out why he did it.’

Nigel Trebilcock followed Ryan’s advice. ‘But that ain’t be no hole in the window,’ his Cornish brogue said.

‘Not strictly, no; but the window’s been scraped free of frost so it’s essentially a hole.’

‘Ah, but it ain’t a hole. That’s what I means: why do that, is what I’m wonderin’?’

Trebilcock’s point was a pertinent one. Why do it, indeed?

‘I suggest you go figure it out, Trebilcock,’ Danskin said. ‘Dexter, you work with Sangar on identifying our victim.  O’Hara – check out the background of the security guy who found her. What’s his name?’

‘Nash, sir,’ Ryan prompted.

‘Aye, him.’ The DCI picked out Todd Robson for the next action. ‘I know Nash said there was nowt on CCTV but I want you to get every piece of footage there is, whether it be Nexus-owned, streetcam, doorbell, or owt. If an owl farts, I want to see it farting.’

‘What about me, sir?’ Ryan asked.

‘You’ve got the easy part, lad. You’ve just got to solve the bloody case before the crazy strikes again.’

**

Rachel Lawrie was ready for it this time. Miss Jewitt ordered the girls to tidy up five minutes before the art lesson was due to finish so Rachel knew the bell was imminent.

She’d had a disappointing afternoon. Stinky Stimpson was nowhere to be found, the music room was being decorated and was out-of-bounds, so Rachel had spent the first lesson of the afternoon in the solitude of the school library while her friends tinkered with batteries and copper wires during science.

History was next. Rachel found it sooo boring she wished she could have removed her implant. The final lesson, art, wasn’t with Mr Oates. Rachel loved painting and Mr Oates said she had a talent for the abstract – whatever that meant. Instead, Miss Jewitt took the lesson. Miss Jewitt thought some rudimentary pottery would be good. Miss Jewitt was wrong. It wasn’t good.

At least, it wasn’t until Lacey McAllister decided to ditch her attempts at a vase in favour of shaping an oozing grey phallus with her hands. Rachel thought Miss Jewitt was about to explode.

Tidy-up time was filled with squealing girlish laughter before Miss Jewitt brought it to a halt by running her fingernails down a chalkboard. The teacher had no idea how painful Rachel found it; so painful that the end-of-day bell came as a relief.

The teachers tried to ensure their charges left in an orderly fashion. They never succeeded. Whatever their needs or abilities, the children left on their own terms; a swarm of humanity in miniature that warmed the heart and jarred the ears. A blur of colour, and a hive of activity. Lives full of the excitement of living.

Rachel made it into the yard and wrapped her long red and green school scarf around her neck, apologising as the tail whipped a pupil in the face as he propelled his wheelchair towards the school gates.

Despite the bright sunshine, the temperature was little warmer than when she’d entered school that morning. It didn’t stop her from rolling her skirt up a couple of inches while she waited for Andrew. She smiled at the thought of his eyes seeking out her legs. She did the same thing every day, he looked every day, and they both got a thrill from it every day.

Andrew Roper – a year younger than Rachel – was the son of her mother’s friend. They travelled to-and-from school together each day, Mrs Roper having the pleasure of searching for a parking spot outside the school gates. ‘Hen’s teeth,’ Mrs Roper called the absence of parking bays.

Rachel waited. The crowd thinned. Still no Andrew.

Rachel stood on tiptoe. Looked through the iron railings above the school wall. No sign of Mrs Roper, either.

She wandered to the gate. Glanced up and down the street.

Then, she saw him. He waved. She waved back, smiling.

He beckoned her across the road. She looked both ways, listened – a pleasure in itself – and looked again.

Rachel skipped across the road, ran down the footpath, and climbed into the car.

Not Mrs Roper’s car. And not beside Andrew.

She jumped into the car belonging to the man.


FOUR

Stephen Danskin, Lyall Parker, and Sam Maynard locked themselves away in the Super’s office working on a suitably ambivalent press release to explain away the Metro service disruption; one which didn’t disclose the true nature of the find at South Gosforth.

Ryan, meanwhile, prowled the incident room, checking on the team’s progress - or lack of. To the consternation of all, Sangar and Dexter’s search of the misper database continued to draw a blank. Ravi attempted several reverse image searches of press reports in addition to his misper examination but the victim’s face produced no results. Sangar scratched his head in exasperation.

Ryan checked in with Todd Robson next. ‘Nash was right aboot the security footage. There’s sod all. I’ve had a gander at the footage of the surrounding area and nowt leaps out. No sign of a bloke and a lass wandering around, not in the timeframe we’re looking at. Mind, there’s a bit of freezing fog lurking about which doesn’t help visibility.’

‘Have you reviewed ANPR?’ Ryan asked.

‘It’s running now. Last time I looked, there were no hits on vehicles known to us.’

‘When did you last check?’

Todd turned his wrist and looked at his watch. ‘Half an hour or so ago.’

Ryan moved to a second monitor; the one flagging up vehicles known to the City and County squad.

‘ANPR’s still not showing anything. Extend the search by another mile, Todd. Widen the time frame, as well. Another half an hour each side of our original window.’

Robson rolled his eyes but followed the order.

Ryan moved on. ‘How about you, Gav? Anything on Nash?’

‘Nothing which puts him in the frame. He lives alone, got a flat just off Lythe Way in Longbenton. He’s had various jobs, none of which lasted long. Before joining the security company, he had a spell as a shelf-stacker at Sainsbury’s, done some bar work at the Innisfree, and he was listed as a painter and decorator with an agency. He’s also worked in a box factory in Felling, and a hand car wash in Shiremoor. Nash isn’t known to us, either, which figures. He wouldn’t get a job in security if he had a record.’

Ryan narrowed his lips. ‘Cheers, Gav. Good work. Doesn’t sound like he’s our guy. One down, only about half-a-million to go.’

Nigel Trebilcock sat a few desks away, his back to Ryan. Jarrod saw the screensaver image illuminated on his monitor. ‘Howay Nigel, man. Get cracking.’

‘I’m thinking, that’s what I’m doing.’

‘Can’t you think and work at the same time? The rest of us are working our arses off here.’

Trebilcock slowly rotated his chair until he faced Ryan. ‘Ah, but sometimes you need to think.’

Ryan took the seat next to him. ‘So, what are you thinking, then? Tell me.’

‘Not thinking, exactly. More remembering. Or, at least, trying to. I’m sure I’ve seen somethin’ like that porthole effect on the carriage window somewhere before. It’s bugging me. I can’t thinks where I seen it, but sees it I have.’

Ryan tipped back his head. Stared at the fluorescent light strip overhead until his vision glowed an angelic white. ‘Another case?’ Ryan prompted.

‘No. It’s not that. I’d have known if it was a case. Somethin’ quite recent. Last few months, I reckon.’

‘Think, Nigel. This is important.’

‘I know it is. That’s why I’m thinking. It’ll come to me, I’m sure of it. Just give me space, yeah?’

Ryan needed a coffee. A strong one. In fact, he needed a pint. He checked his watch. It was approaching eight p.m. He’d been up since two-thirty.

Jarrod wished he hadn’t seen the time. Exhaustion hit him like a heavyweight’s uppercut. He yawned. Stretched his arms high above his head.  It was almost eight and all the team were still hard at it. Ryan couldn’t remember the last time that had happened.

Maynard had left for a meeting with the Commissioner, Lyall Parker was pushing back on press demands for more information, and DCI Danskin was double-checking the images pinned to the incident board.

Without looking away the DCI asked, ‘Heard any more from Elliot, Jarrod?’

‘Nah, and I don’t think we will tonight. Not now. Sir, have you seen the time? I think the team need to call it a night. There’s only so much we can do in a day and I reckon we’d all be better off getting some rest.’

Danskin snorted. ‘I suppose. Tell me, you’ll have a rest an’ aal, won’t you? No dashing off to Hannah and the laddo. I need you on top form.’

‘I told Hannah she’d have to fend for herself again tonight. I promised her I’d put a shift in tomorrow neet, though, so to answer your question: aye, I’ll be having a rest.’

Danskin turned sharply. Clapped his hands. ‘Okay everyone. That’s it for today. Get a good night’s kip and I want us all in by seven tomorrow, yeah?’

No-one objected, either to calling a halt to the investigation or to the early start.

‘Jarrod, I want you in by six-thirty,’ he said quietly. ‘We’ll get wor heads together with Lyall before the others get here. Now, bugger off yem – and I mean your home, not DS Graves’s.’

**

Ryan ‘buggered off yem’ but not before a detour to the Bay Horse at the foot of Broom Lane.

The place was almost deserted, not unusual for a midweek night with no sport on TV. He took a barstool and twirled a beer mat between his fingers.

A barman he’d never seen before pulled him a pint of Golden Hen and tried to engage Ryan in small talk.

‘Looker, I’m just here for a quiet pint, okay?’ Ryan complained. ‘If I wanted to talk to somebody, I’d be with a mate. Sorry, and all that, but just give it a rest.’

When the man wandered off with a shrug of the soldiers, the reality of what Ryan had said hit him. No, he wouldn’t be with a mate, he thought, because he didn’t have any. Not anymore. The job saw to that. Odd shifts, long hours, keeping secrets – none of it was conducive to friendships.

He took a long gulp of beer. Contemplated calling in to see his dad, then thought better of it. Since Daniel arrived, he’d spent less and less time with Norman Jarrod. As for his brother, they hadn’t really been close for years and James spent most his time with his odd-ball girlfriend and on-line gaming friends.

He missed Kenzie, the young German Shepherd he’d given to his father. Most of all, he missed his grandmother.

‘You okay?’ The barman was back.

‘Aye, man.’ Then, as an afterthought, ‘What makes you ask?’

‘Cos you’re crying like a bullied schoolkid, that’s why.’ He held his hands aloft. ‘Divvent worry, I won’t ask.’ The man moved to the other end of the bar.

Ryan rubbed his eyes with the heels of both hands. It dawned on him it wasn’t the birth of Daniel that had driven a wedge between him and his family – it was the passing of his grandmother.

It was only now he realised that, despite her illness, Doris Jarrod was the glue which bound the family together. Without her, things were falling apart.

He drained his glass. Sought out the barman to apologise for being a miserable get, then stepped out into another freezing night’s air.

His house in The Drive called to him. It, and Hannah and Daniel, were all he had. Were they enough?

Ryan pulled his phone from his pocket. Was about to call Hannah, then thought better of it. The last thing she needed was to listen to the woes of a self-pitying fiancé.

‘It’ll wait,’ he said to himself. ‘One night of radio silence won’t hurt. We’ve all the time in the world to talk to each other.’

Unless fate had other ideas.


FIVE

His watch showed six-twenty-nine as he stepped into the incident room. Unshaven and with hair that hadn’t seen a comb for well over twenty-four hours, Ryan Jarrod felt – and looked - like a bag of shite.

‘Jesus, Jarrod. You look like a bag of shite,’ Danskin re-affirmed. ‘I hope you listened to my advice and weren’t at Hannah’s.’

‘No.’

‘No to which one? You didn’t listen to my advice or you weren’t at Hannah’s?’

‘I was at home.’ Ryan’s voice was croaky.

Danskin gave him a queer look. ‘You okay?’

‘Aye. I wish folk would stop asking me if I’m okay.’

Stephen Danskin knew when to say nothing. Instead, he thumbed through a casefile summary Lyall Parker had pulled together overnight.

DI Parker himself entered the incident room.

‘You’re three minutes late, Lyall,’ Danskin joked.

‘Aye. I had tae defrost ma car again. Besides, I’ve been up half the night doing your paperwork.’ Parker glanced at Ryan. ‘You okay, laddie? You look like a bag o’ shite.’

‘Piss off, man.’

‘Don’t ask,’ Danskin warned the DI.

‘Can we get cracking, sir? I just want to get on with the case,’ Ryan urged.

Danskin closed the file. The motion-triggered light above the door flickered to life. They all looked towards it. Lucy Dexter had arrived early.

‘Morning, Dexter. Nice to see you’re so keen. Come and join us.’

‘Sir?’ Ryan reminded Danskin of his urge to start work.

‘Bring Dexter up to speed, Lyall. Me and Jarrod are going to have a word. My office, son.’

Lights flashed on and off like an Ibizan nightclub as the pair walked towards the DCI’s office.

‘Have I done summat wrong?’ Ryan muttered as Danskin threw open the door and they stepped into darkness.

‘No, but given your fettle this morning I thought it best to tell you this alone. I divvent want you kicking off out there.’

‘What’s up now?’ Ryan sighed.

‘I’ve another case for you.’

‘What? I’m fully taken up with the Metro murder. I’ve no time for another one, man.’

Danskin looked away from Ryan and stared out over the Tyne. All he saw was a reflection of himself and Jarrod. ‘It’s not as well as – it’s instead of.’

‘What? Why? No way.’

Stephen Danskin faced Ryan once more. ‘The Metro case requires all hands on deck, I agree. But something new has turned up and I need someone to tackle it. It has to be someone I trust, and someone with the right presence because I can only afford to allocate one officer.’

‘And it has to be me?’

‘Yes. Because I trust you and you have the right presence. Listen, I suspect we’ll be able to hand it off to DCI Kinnear’s team but the call came into us so we need to have first dabs at it.’

Ryan pouted. ‘And you reckon once I’ve done the initial investigation, I’ll be back on the Metro case?’

‘Hell, aye. I need you on it.’

Eventually, Danskin saw Ryan give a small nod. The DCI breathed out.

‘Fill me in, then,’ Jarrod said.

Danskin slapped him on the back. ‘That’s the spirit. Okay, this is what we’ve got. An Yvette Lawrie called in to report her daughter missing. A friend of Mrs Lawrie was supposed to pick her up but didn’t show.’

‘Who didn’t? The friend or the daughter?’

‘Both, apparently. Ashleigh Roper – the friend - regularly takes Lawrie’s daughter back home. Her son, Andrew, attends the same school. She picks him up and, as she has to pass the Lawrie’s house, there was a mutual agreement that Roper would give Rachel Lawrie a lift home most days.’

‘But not yesterday.’

‘No.’

Ryan thought for a moment. ‘What about the lad, Andrew? How did he get home?’

‘By taxi.’

Ryan puffed out his cheeks. ‘How old is she?’

‘Fourteen.’

‘Right. So, when was she reported missing?’

‘The call came in just before eight thirty last night according to the report from uniform. Mrs Lawrie had assumed her daughter was at Roper’s. She began to doubt herself around eight, called Mrs Roper, and that’s when she realised Rachel hadn’t been picked up. She called us straight away.’

‘I presume uniform have conducted door-to-door?’

‘Aye. Nobody really saw anything. Or, rather, they saw too much. You know what the school run’s like. Folk everywhere.’ Danskin picked up a photograph from his desk. ‘This is Rachel Lawrie.’

Ryan studied the photograph; a typical school portrait set against a bland blue curtain background. Rachel Lawrie sported her blonde hair long. Unusually for a blonde, her eyes were dark brown. The girl’s lips barely parted in what passed for a smile but Ryan understood why – she was hiding the braces on her teeth.

‘That’s last term’s photo so it’s quite recent. It’s been circulated to all stations in the area,’ Danskin clarified.

‘I suppose I’d best talk to the mother.’

‘I’d rather you check out the school first. See if you can find owt from them. It’d be good if you could have some positive news for the mother before you speak with her. Family liaison are staying with her so she’s being looked after.’

‘No husband?’

Danskin shook his head. ‘Walked away soon as the bairn was born.’

‘Shocking. I’ll never understand some folk,’ Ryan said, sadly.

‘Seems he told Mrs Lawrie he wouldn’t be able to cope.’

‘He should have kept himself zipped up if that’s the case.’ Ryan stood. ‘I’d best get to the school for it opening, I guess. Talk to the staff. There’s bound to be some security footage to trawl through as well. Which school is it?’

‘Saint Raphael’s.’

‘Don’t know it.’

‘It’s Kenton Bank Foot way. Close to the Twin Farms.’

‘The Fitzgerald place? I know where it is, now. Anything else I should know before I get mesel’ off?’

Danskin stood, too.

‘Saint Raphael’s is a special school. That’s the reason her father walked away. Rachel Lawrie was born profoundly deaf.’

**

The gates to Saint Raphael’s were locked when Ryan arrived. He took time to take in the surroundings.

The building, according to a brass plaque on the gatepost, was opened in 2015 by Dean Richards who, at the time, was Director of Rugby at Newcastle Falcons. It made sense. The school was built on land originally designated for housing. The plot of land extended to the periphery of the Kingston Park Stadium, home of the Falcons.

A housing estate, built around the same time, stood adjacent to the school gates. Ryan saw no street cameras nearby but he did notice the school had three wall-mounted cameras. At least he’d have something to go on.

The school crossing patrol officer mumbled a ‘Good morning’ through a thick wraparound scarf over his mouth as he took up his position. The man  buttoned his heavy fluorescent coat, almost taking Jarrod out with his lollipop as he did so.

‘Excuse me,’ Ryan said, ‘Were you on patrol yesterday afternoon?’

The man looked him up-and-down. ‘Aye. Why, like?’

‘I’m DS Jarrod.’

‘Ahh,’ the man said, as if it explained everything. ‘Terrible business.’

‘You know about it?’

‘Why aye. It’s aal ower the local Facebook page.’

Ryan slapped his gloved hands together to warm them. ‘Did you see anything at the time?’

The man tisked a laugh. ‘Nah, son. If I’d seen owt dodgy I’d have reported it. I know I’m mainly here to guard the kids from the traffic but not much escapes me.’ The man tapped the side of his nose in a knowing fashion.

‘Okay. I may need to speak to you again.’

‘Nee bother.’ The man provided Ryan with his name and address. ‘I need to take up position now. Kids will be here soon.’

‘Of course. Thanks for your time. I’ll be in touch again.’

The man mumbled something which sounded like ‘Not if I can help it,’ and moved away.

Ryan pressed a button on the gatepost. A disembodied voice crackled through a speaker next to it. Ryan introduced himself and within a minute the school door flew open to reveal a plump middle-aged woman bustling through it.

She opened the school gates. ‘I’m Mrs Temple; Katherine Temple. Headmistress. Please, come inside. It’s far too cold out here. There’ll be a nice cup of tea waiting for you.’

Ryan was pleased to see she’d been right. A plate of ginger snaps and digestive biscuits soon followed.

‘Take a seat,’ Mrs Temple insisted, oblivious to the fact Ryan already had. ‘You’ll be wanting to know all about Rachel, I expect.’

Ryan took a moment to settle into the surroundings. He was immediately taken back to his own childhood, something about the faint smell of disinfectant, freshly polished wood, and the unique, woody scent of dusty stationery.

‘Thank you, Mrs Temple. Yes, I would but I’d also like to know about the school in general. I believe Saint Raphael’s is a special school.’

Mrs Temple straightened her back. ‘Not at all. All our pupils are fully capable of attending mainstream education.’

Ryan was taken aback. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I was given to understand…’

‘Then you were given to understand wrongly. This is a private school but we follow the national curriculum. Granted, our pupils have somewhat different requirements but they don’t have special educational needs. They all get the same education they would in a state school.’

Ryan crunched on a ginger snap and brushed crumbs from the edge of his mouth. ‘Why would a parent pay for something they could get for free?’

Katherine Temple folded her hands across her lap. ‘What do you see on the wall behind me?’

Ryan looked at a wooden shield on the wall. ‘The school motif, I guess. Is that Saint Raphael’s silhouette on it?’

Temple gave a self-satisfied smile. ‘It is. The patron saint of healers. See anything else?’

Ryan’s head adopted an unnatural position as he tried to read an inscription framing Saint Raphael’s profile.

‘Nos omnes possunt. Am I saying it right?’

‘You are. Well done.’

Ryan ignored her patronising tone. ‘My Latin never got beyond amo, amas, amat. What does it mean?’

‘We are all able, Detective Sergeant. Our students may appear to outsiders to have ‘special needs’, as you put it but, actually, they are all as able as you and I.’

Ryan may not have been enamored with Katherine Temple herself but he admired her principles. ‘I still don’t get why parents choose to pay a fee for a normal education.’

A female teacher entered Temple’s study surfing on a wave of perfume. ‘Oh sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt.’

‘That’s okay, Margaret. I’ll see you shortly.’ Once the door shut, Mrs Temple explained, ‘Miss Jewitt. One of our art teachers. Now, where were we? Oh yes, our fees. Well, sadly, Detective Sergeant, children can be cruel. It’s survival of the fittest and those who don’t conform to what is considered ‘normal’ are first to be picked on. Bullying is not pleasant. In fact, it’s the greatest hindrance to a child’s development. Parents can be assured their children are not subjected to such behaviour at this establishment, and they are willing to pay for the assurance.’

Ryan was aware of movement in the corridor outside. Teachers preparing to welcome pupils into their classes. ‘But, kids are kids. Surely bullying still happens. I mean, a child with ADHD will still view a child in a wheelchair as different, and vice-versa.’

Again, Mrs Temple offered a smirk. ‘We’ve thought of that. You see, we don’t just stream according to academic ability. We also stream according to circumstance.’

For a moment, Ryan’s brow revealed his lack of understanding. Then he raised an eyebrow. ‘I think I get it. It’s a bit like the paralympics, isn’t it? People with similar skillsets pitched together in the same category.’

Mrs Temple broke into a broad grin. ‘You know, I never thought of it quite like that but yes, you’re exactly right. You should be a detective.’ She laughed before quickly adopting a grave expression. ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t laugh. I know something terrible has happened to one of my pupils and I am responsible for the welfare of everyone in this school.’

Ryan studied Mrs Temple. He couldn’t say he’d come to warm to the woman, but he felt he understood her.

‘Yes, Mrs Temple. It’s quite possible something has happened to Rachel Lawrie. One thing I can promise you is that I’ll do everything in my power to find her.’

‘And I’ll do all I can to help you.’

‘Good. In that case, let’s find out exactly what happened at the end of school yesterday.’


SIX

‘It was a typical end of school day. Nothing out of the ordinary. Just the usual organised chaos without the organisation,’ Mrs Temple began. ‘We send each year group out separately so the yard doesn’t get overcrowded but, inevitably, some parents turn up late, or the children don’t go straight outside, or they send a relative we’re unfamiliar with to collect their child which means we have to check their identity. All of which means things do get hectic.’

Ryan turned his seat slightly so the sun didn’t catch his eye. ‘Are the kids’ parents allowed inside the grounds?’

‘Children, Detective Sergeant. They’re children, not kids. To answer your question: no. We don’t allow adults onto the premises without advance permission.’

‘Explain the protocol to me, then.’

‘We have two teachers on duty in the yard. Most the parents are known to us so we make sure the children have an appropriate adult waiting for them before we let them through the gates.’

Ryan let her words sink in. ‘So, Rachel would only be allowed out when the duty teachers were satisfied they weren’t alone?’

‘Correct.’

Ryan readied his notebook. ‘Who were the duty teachers yesterday?’

Mrs Temple answered instantly. ‘Mr Oates.’

‘And?’

She looked at her desk. ‘Staff shortages, I’m afraid. We only had one teacher working the gates yesterday.’

Ryan made a note. ‘Where do you store the security footage?’

‘We have a separate, secure area for that. It’s my old office, actually. When I needed more space, I vacated…’

‘I need to see the recordings.’

‘Of course.’ Temple’s seat screeched as she moved it back. Her silhouette shielded Ryan’s eyes from the sun and he saw a drop of blood emerge from the headmistress’s lower lip. She continued to gnaw at the flesh nervously. ‘It’s at the other end of the corridor, overlooking the school field.’

Ryan’s eyes widened. ‘Could Rachel have left via the field?’

‘No, that’s not possible. The doors are always locked.’

‘Are there any cameras covering the field.’

Temple shook her head. ‘No.’

‘Why not? I’d have thought your students’ parents would insist on it.’

‘Detective Sergeant, I’d have thought you’d have known we must be careful what we record. Some of our fitter pupils exercise on the fields. Gymnastics and such like, for those who are able. I’m sure you know where I’m coming from.’

‘Aye, I suppose. I get it.’ Child protection protocols, Ryan mused, occasionally had the opposite result.

‘I assure you, the rear of the school is very secure. Now, you wanted to see the images from last evening?’ It wasn’t a question. She already held the door open and was ushering Ryan outside.

The corridor was filled by a tsunami of boisterous children; early-teenagers, mostly. Ryan stood back against the wall as two boys slalomed their wheelchairs through the crowd.

‘Boys – don’t run!’ Mrs Temple shouted after them.

Despite his misgivings about Mrs Temple, he liked the ‘run’ terminology and understood how it befitted the school’s ethos.

As they made their way to the back office, Ryan asked the Head when she’d last seen Rachel Lawrie.

‘At lunchtime; in the dining hall: and yes - she behaved normally.’

The swarm of humanity thinned out as children made their way into classrooms dotted along both sides of the corridor. He and Temple slowed their own progress as they followed a tall girl walking with the staccato, robotic-like gait associated with cerebral palsy. The girl alongside the tall pupil dragged her feet, too, so as not to rush her friend.

‘After lunch, what was Rachel’s schedule?’ Ryan asked.

‘Oh, let me think on that one, Detective Sergeant,’ Temple said.

At the mention of Rachel and Detective Sergeant, the tall pupil’s companion slowed even more.

‘Okay, I remember. Her classification had science first lesson but I recall she was excluded because the lesson involved an experiment which she couldn’t take part in for medical reasons.’

Ryan thought it sounded like a Bushtucker Trial vote but refrained from voicing his opinion. ‘After that?’

The corridor quietened as most of the students reached their classrooms. Only three remained. They were all behind Ryan and Mrs Temple.

‘History, as I recall,’ Mrs Temple revealed.

‘I’ll need to speak with the teacher.’

‘Of course. The last lesson of the day was art. Rachel’s favourite, apart possibly from music.’

‘Really? Music? How does that work if Rachel was deaf?’

The girl with cerebral palsy joined similarly-able pupils in her class. Only one pupil followed them now.

‘Oh, she was – until she had her cochlear implant fitted. Seeing the progress she’s made since is what makes the job worthwhile.’

By the smile on the Head’s face, he knew she was genuinely proud. ‘Who took the art lesson?’

‘For her group, it’ll be Graham.’

‘Graham?’

‘Sorry. Mr Oates. I believe he’s one of Rachel’s favourite teachers.’

Ryan stopped for a moment before hurrying to catch up with the head. ‘Mr Oates? The guy on yard duty?’

Mrs Temple snapped her fingers. ‘Of course he was. That means he won’t have taken the lesson. Graham would have been preparing outside. Miss Jewitt stood in for him. You’ve already met her.’

‘I’ll need to talk to Mr Oates as soon as I’ve seen the footage. In fact, I’d like him with me at the time.’

They were near the back of the school now. Ryan could see an alarmed fire exit, held shut by a push-handle. The school field lay beyond, small and bounded by a high stone wall. The sun reflected off a metal gymnastics bar and blinded him momentarily.

‘Do we know where Rachel spent the science lesson?’

‘In the library. She was there the whole time.’

The girl behind them tried to tell them Rachel had attempted to find Stinky Stimpson so she could listen to his piano playing. By the time the words had formed in her brain and moved to her mouth, she got as far as, ‘E…e…excuse me,’ when Mrs Temple said, ‘Here we are, at last.’

The door closed behind Ryan and Temple, leaving Rachel’s bestie more frustrated than ever by her speech impediment.

**

In the Forth Street police station, Stephen Danskin was prowling back and forth, uttering curses at the lack of progress on the Metro murder. He reached into his pocket and thrust a handful of mint imperials into his mouth. They rattled against his teeth as he patrolled the incident room.

‘This is bloody ridiculous. We’ve got a perfectly good photograph of a missing person yet we can’t find oot who she is. What’s gannin on?’

Lyall Parker was by his side. ‘We’ve tried misper, Ravi’s extended the net tae cover forces up to Edinburgh and down to Leeds. Any further and we’ll have too many to look at.’

‘I know the answer but I’ve got to ask: Sangar has tried facial recognition, hasn’t he?’

Parker nodded.

‘Who the hell are you?’ Danskin mused, staring at her image on the board.

‘You’re nae going to like this but how about releasing the photo tae the press?’

‘Na. Nee way, Lyall. If we had a different set of photographs, maybe; but I’m not having the photo of an obviously dead lass on every TV screen and paper in the country. Besides, they wouldn’t show it anyway unless it was heavily pixellated - which defeats the object.’

Lyall had no other suggestions so wandered to the coffee dispenser.

The DCI drummed his fingers on his thigh, choked on a mint, and coughed it out. It span on the floor like a planet in orbit.

DCI Rick Kinnear wandered by on route to the Super’s office. Danskin intercepted him.

‘Rick, can you take on a missing child case for me? I’ve got Jarrod doing the prelim work on it but I could do with him back here. It’ll probably end up on your desk, anyway.’

Kinnear screwed up his face. ‘I dunno. I’ve got a shitload on…’

‘Howay, man. What’ve you got? A gang of car-ringers, some bank scams, dodgy cosmetic surgery salons. It’s not like they can’t wait.’ He looked at the photograph of the mutilated girl. ‘You’ve nowt on as serious as her.’

Kinnear sighed. ‘Look, I’ll have a word with the Super when I see her. I can’t promise anything, though.’

‘Fair do’s. Cheers, mate.’ Danskin’s phone rang. ‘I need to take this.’ He moved aside and let Kinnear go on his way.

‘DCI Danskin.’

‘It’s Dr Elliot. I’ve been trying to get hold of Sherlock. Do you know where he is?’

Danskin moved the phone to his other ear as the brakes of a train entering the adjacent Central Station drowned out the pathologist’s voice. ‘Jarrod’s on another case but he’ll be back soon. Have you got an ID for the lass?’

‘Sadly not.’

‘Bollocks.’

‘But the tox results are back and I now know our killer did indeed drug the girl before… doing what he did to her.’

Danskin took a pragmatic view. This wasn’t a breakthrough but it was progress. ‘Tell us, man.’

‘Benzodiazepine.’

‘Means nowt to me.’

‘I think it does. Rohypnol.’

‘Roofers?’

‘Means nowt to me,’ Elliot mimicked, ‘But I’ll take your word for it. There’s no obvious sign of injection, and oral administration is the usual means of ingestion. There again, I only have half a body to inspect.’

‘Aye. Point taken. Rohypnol’s the date-rape drug of choice so Robson’s right – we are looking at a sexual motive.’

Elliot breathed out noisily through his nose. ‘I can’t commit to that theory. There’s not enough of her to tell. There weren’t any overt signs of her clothing being disturbed. Definitely no bruises to her breasts so it’s far from certain the motive was sexual.’

Danskin popped another mint. ‘Why Rohypnol, then?’

‘It’s a guess but I’d say because it’s relatively slow reacting. The recipient has a degree of consciousness for a while, then slowly slips in a state of anterograde amnesia where they instantly forget everything. They aren’t necessarily unconscious but, thankfully, she’d have been unaware of what was happening to her at the end.’

‘Big whoopy-do. That’s alright then, is it?’

Elliot refrained from comment. ‘It helps explain how he got her into the carriage, too. The drug doesn’t work instantly so he would have been able to assist her onto the Metro.’

Danskin fumbled with the top of a marker pen before writing ‘Rohypnol’ and ‘Possibly NOT sexual?’ on the crime board.

‘I have another patient in my waiting room,’ Elliot said, referring in his typical style to the next cadaver he had to slice open. ‘Please excuse me. I’ll let you know if I find anything else out about your girl. I haven’t finished with her yet.’

Danskin curled his mouth in distaste at Elliot’s blasé terminology but he knew him well enough to realise it was his coping mechanism.

‘Make sure you do. Especially once you work out who the hell she is.’

**

Ryan scrolled through his messages while he waited for Mrs Temple to return with Oates. He discovered there’d been no significant breakthrough on the Metro case, which was good news – it meant he’d soon be assigned back to it once he had sufficient background on the Rachel Lawrie disappearance to hand over to Kinnear.

He found a later message revealing the Rohypnol discovery, but the victim still hadn’t been identified. In reply, he provided Danskin with an update on what he’d found at Saint Raphael’s – which wasn’t a lot.

Next, a message from Hannah: ‘You are coming tonight, aren’t you?’ Short and to the point. He replied in similar vein.

‘Yes.’

Her response came almost immediately. ‘When?’

‘As soon as I can.’

‘Helpful not.’

Ryan swore under his breath. ‘I’m looking into the disappearance of a young lass. I’m at her school now. Providing I’m not dragged back onto the Metro case, I’ll come as soon as I’m done here.’

‘Good. I’ll get something for us to eat.’

‘Takeaway will do.’

‘No. I’ll cook. Then, I’ll be going to bed. Daniel’s all yours after that.’

Ryan refrained from reminding Hannah that’s why he was going. Instead, he typed ‘Ok xx’.

He waited for her to reply in kind. His wait was in vain. No kisses came his way. Ryan shook his head and wondered how bloody long it’d take Temple to find Oates.

To Hannah Graves, ‘I’ll cook’ meant she’d buy an M&S Meal Deal for them. She tucked a blanket around Daniel in his pushchair while restraining his hands as he tried to pull a woolly hat off his head.

She struggled through her apartment doors, bounced the pushchair down three stone stairs, and wheeled her son to her Renault. After five minutes of struggling with Daniel in his car seat, folding the pushchair, and hoisting it into the boot, she was finally ready to go.

‘Mammy’s worn out,’ she said into the rearview mirror. Daniel offered her a delightful giggle in return. ‘Ready to go?’ she said. ‘One, two, three…’

She turned the key.

Nothing.

Hannah tried again.

The engine turned once. Spluttered, and died.

‘Shit.’

She gave it another attempt.

A sound like a skeleton tap dancing in a steel dustbin came from beneath the bonnet.

‘One more go…’

Dead as a dodo.

‘Bloody hell, man!’

She reversed her shenanigans with Daniel and his pushchair. Daniel wasn’t giggling any longer. Far from it. He screamed and screamed and screamed again. His hat was off, one sock had disappeared into a black hole, and Hannah struggled to avoid filling the crisp air and blue sky with language of a similar colour.

She handed Daniel his pacifier and, eventually, a modicum of calm returned.

‘All right, my love. Time for Plan B.’

She brushed a lock of curly hair away from her eyes as she pushed Daniel’s buggy along Fernwood Road, onto Osborne Road and, finally, to their destination.

Daniel had fallen asleep by the time they arrived at Jesmond station.

‘Looks like you and me are reliant on the Metro for now.’


SEVEN

Graham Oates had a swagger about him. Although the same height as Ryan, he deliberately extended his neck to appear the taller. He wore a tight T-shirt over a muscular body and his legs were encased in even tighter drainpipe trousers. Oates chewed on gum as Ryan introduced himself.

‘I guess this is about Rachel, yeah?’

Ryan didn’t answer directly. ‘I gather you were on yard duty yesterday.’

‘Yup.’

‘I’d like us to watch the footage of last night together. Thought you’d be able to give me a bit of a commentary, for want of a better description.’

Oates offered a sneer as a smile.

Ryan nodded at the equipment on the desk. ‘Mrs Temple, how do we play this thing?’

The Head looked at him blankly.

‘Here, I’ll do it.’ Oates pressed a few buttons and the view outside the school appeared on-screen.

Ryan noticed the two outer cameras, when viewed in panorama, covered the entire yard. Good. The central camera had a wide-angled lens and showed the road and footpath outside the school. It covered more than it should – the front gardens, doors, and windows of the houses opposite were clearly visible. Ryan was pleased to see it. Whilst not strictly legal, it gave him more opportunity to see where Rachel went.

‘It’ll take me a while to rewind to the right time,’ Oates warned.

While they waited, Ryan quizzed Oates. ‘Mrs Temple told me you were Rachel’s favourite teacher.’

‘Am I?’

Ryan noticed Oates didn’t look at him as he answered, nor did he question Ryan’s deliberate trap: the use of ‘were’ rather than ‘are.’

‘I hear she’s a bit of a talent,’ Ryan persisted.

That caught Oates’ attention. ‘What do you mean by that?’

‘At art, I meant,’ Ryan said, smiling. Oates had almost taken the bait again.

‘For her age, she most certainly was.’

Past tense, Ryan observed.

‘Tell him about her gallery display, Mr Oates,’ the Head encouraged.

Oates continued to watch the timer on the screen as it raced backwards. ‘Yes. Last year, end of summer term, I think it was, a temporary art gallery opened in an empty unit at Kingston Park, across from Tesco Extra. Rachel took some of her work along and they picked some of it for the gallery display.’

‘That’s really impressive,’ Ryan said. He thought for a moment. ‘Not just the fact they used it, also that she had the confidence to take her work along. That’s quite something for a fourteen-year-old.’

‘Thirteen, at the time,’ Katherine Temple corrected. ‘Mind, I don’t think she would have were it not for Graham’s encouragement. You took her under your wing, didn’t you?’

Ryan saw Oates tense. ‘I wouldn’t put it quite as grandly as that…’

‘Oh but you did. You boosted her confidence no end.’

‘The tape’s ready to watch now,’ Oates said, priming the monitor screen.

‘Thanks,’ Ryan said. ‘Tell me, what sort of things did Rachel draw?’

Oates laughed. ‘She did more than draw. She sculpted but painting was her thing. For her age, she was into some really dark stuff.’

Ryan was intrigued. ‘Meaning?’

‘Are you familiar with the work of Edvard Munch?’

‘Aye. The Scream was one of his.’

‘Indeed. Rachel made a copy of it which could have been on Fake or Fortune, it was so good. Phenomenal work.’

‘Wow. Did they take more of her paintings?’

Oates nodded. ‘The gallery also accepted what she called her ‘Alternative Album Cover’ collection. She reimagined famous album covers. Heavy metal, mainly. Lots of reds, blacks, purples. Dark hues of dark images. Gremlins, devils, Satanic rites. Some included, shall we say, subjects you wouldn’t expect a young girl to be knowledgeable about.’ He smiled. ‘A girl after my own heart. Well, you know what I mean, don’t you?’ he added, hurriedly.

Ryan wasn’t sure he did.

‘Let’s watch the video, shall we?’

**

The screen gave a surprisingly clear, hi-res view of people queuing outside the gate. Most were huddled into thick coats, some wore scarves, a couple of hardy souls made do with fleece jackets.

Ryan saw the patrol man on the periphery of the screen, stepping into the road to allow parents who’d brought babies and younger children with them to cross the road to the school gates.

Graham Oates stood guard by the locked entrance, occasionally waving at a parent. Ryan found it reassuring: Oates did know the adults. Mostly, though, Rachel’s art teacher watched the school doors, awaiting their opening.

‘You know all of the parents?’ Ryan sought confirmation.

‘Most of ‘em. If anyone looks suspicious, I’d ask to see credentials and ask who they’re waiting to collect.’

The school doors opened. Children swarmed out. Ryan watched the process with a keen eye. Sure enough, Oates did exactly as he’d explained.

Mrs Temple pointed out that Rachel’s year group would be next through the doors. As Ryan had already been told, some of the previous group still loitered in the yard when the next rush of pupils emerged.

Oates continued to keep guard by the gates yet, as Ryan glanced up from the screen into the face of the man stood alongside him, he sensed the art teacher was becoming nervous.

‘There’s Rachel!’ Mrs Temple announced, pointing to the screen.

She was alone, the view of her obscured occasionally by gangs of children bustling by. Ryan saw Rachel button her coat and tighten her scarf. She seemed to offer an apology to a boy in a wheelchair before she looked around. She appeared to be searching for someone – Andrew What’s-his-name, presumably.

Ryan noticed Oates leant against the school wall, now more intent on scrolling through his phone than protecting his charges. A woman approached him. She had her back to the camera. She engaged him in conversation.

‘Who’s that?’ Ryan asked him.

‘Where?’

‘Talking to you, man.’

‘Oh, her. One of the parents.’

‘What were you talking about?’

‘Is it important?’ Oates snapped.

Ryan looked him in the eye. ‘It is if it makes you take your eye off the ball.’

Oates’ Adam’s Apple bobbed. ‘I think she was asking about the next parents evening. Not really sure.’

Ryan knew he was lying by the body language of the couple on-screen. Not flirtatious but certainly cozy. Not the way one would enquire about parents evening.

The screen went blank.

‘What? What’s happened to the feed?’ Ryan asked.

‘It’ll be a temporary power outage. Happens now and again,’ Katherine Temple explained. ‘It’ll be back in a second or two.’

The video kicked in again. Temple had been right – Ryan knew the feed was interrupted for no more than five seconds by the approximate position of the kids.

Only one thing had changed. Graham Oates wasn’t on-screen.

‘Where’ve you gone, Mr Oates?’ Ryan asked.

The teacher reddened.

‘Graham?’ Mrs Temple prompted sternly.

’Um, call of nature. It happens. If you’d had a second teacher on duty with me it wouldn’t be a problem but, no; it’s all down to me.’

Ryan made a note of the exchange for later. ‘Rachel’s moving to the wall,’ Ryan said.

All three fixed their attention to the screen. Rachel stood on tiptoe. Peeked through the fence. She moved to the unguarded gate. Stepped onto the pavement.

Graham Oates let out a moan. ‘Oh Christ.’

Rachel’s head turned left and right. She raised her hand. Waved.

‘Pause it there!’

Oates stopped the recording.

‘Back up three seconds.’

Oates obliged.

‘Rachel’s seen someone she knows. She’s looking into the alleyway across the road. Where does it lead?’

Mrs Temple offered the explanation. ‘The housing estate opposite is typical of most estates these days. The developers cram as many properties into as little land as possible. The roads around the estate curl and bend to free up more space, like a coiled cobra, I suppose. It’s the same size but can squeeze all of itself into a smaller space. The streets are interspersed with straight pathways running through them so pedestrians can take a more direct route through the estate.’

Ryan swore under his breath. ‘We need to see who she’s waving at. Can we zoom in? Enhance the image?’

Oates shook his head. ‘No. That’s as much as we get.’

‘I’ll need a copy of this. Our IT specialists might be able to do summat with it.’

Graham Oates sniffed. His voice caught in his throat. ‘I’ve ballsed up, haven’t I?’

Everything inside Ryan told him to agree. Instead, he said, ‘You weren’t to know.’

Realisation hit Mrs Temple. ‘Oh my God. She’s been abducted, hasn’t she?’

There was no way to sugarcoat it. ‘It’s beginning to look that way, aye,’ Ryan said quietly.

‘Is there anything else we can do?’

Ryan thought for a moment. ‘Keep the tape running for a few more minutes, just to be sure Rachel didn’t come back out.’

Oates pressed play.

As they watched Rachel skip into the alleyway, a boy crossed the road, arm linked with his mother. The woman released her hold and turned right, towards her parked car. The boy stared ahead.

Into the alleyway along which Rachel disappeared.

‘There, look! That boy might have seen something. He must. He’s looking straight at Rachel. Who is he, Mrs Temple? I must talk to him.’

‘That’s Magnus. Magnus Lochead.’

‘Have you his address?’

‘Of course. But he won’t be able to help you.’

Ryan tutted. ‘ I think he can, like.’

‘I’m sorry, Detective Sergeant. He can’t. You see, Magnus won’t have seen anything. The boy is blind.’

Ryan deflated like a week-old party balloon.

**

Hannah was waiting for him as he let himself into her Jesmond apartment.

‘Have you seen the time? It’s gone half six. Where the hell have you been?’

‘Divvent start, man. It’s been a bugger of a day.’

‘Tell me about it! Me car’s shafted, I’ve had Daniel all day -again - and you turn up when it’s time to put him to bed. Some father you are!’

‘Now, had on. That’s not fair. I got here as soon as I could. You of all people know what the job’s like.’

Hannah sucked air between her teeth. ‘Yes, I do. You could have let me know you’d be late, though, Ry. You could have let me know. Is it really too much to ask?’

Ryan was contrite. ‘No. It’s not too much to ask. It’s the least I could have done. Sorry, okay?’

Hannah gave the hint of a smile. ‘I suppose.’

‘Careful, you nearly smiled, there.’

She ran her fingers through her hair. ‘Howay, then – tell me what happened.’ She linked arms as he sat next to her.

‘The missing lass case I told you about? I’ve just had to tell her mother it looks like she’s been abducted.’

‘Bloody hell. How’d she take it?’ She saw his face. ‘Stupid question. Ignore me.’

‘Nah, it’s okay.’ Ryan moved to where Daniel lay on his playmat, smiling in awe as the colourful mobile rotated when Ryan blew against it. ‘She’s in bits, poor woman. Anyway, now I’ve set the ball rolling, it’s over to DCI Kinnear’s team. They’ll do the family and friends interviews, talk to all the teachers and classmates: all the usual gubbins.’

‘Don’t suppose the DCI’s giving you a day off tomorrow to recover?’

Ryan snickered. ‘Not likely, even if it is a Saturday. I’ll be back on the Metro case tomorrow. That’s another match I’ll miss. Me season ticket’s been a waste of money this year.’

Hannah got to her feet. ‘I’ve a bottle of white chilling. You sound like you could do with a glass. Why don’t you settle Daniel in his cot while I stick the scran on?’

‘Sounds like a plan. I could eat a scabby horse.’

‘Let’s see if you feel the same way once you’ve changed wor laddo’s dirty nappy,’ she shouted from the kitchen.

‘Thanks for that,’ Ryan said in reply. ‘Just don’t tell me we’re having sausages followed by chocolate mousse.’

‘How’d you guess?’ came her disembodied voice.

‘Ha-bloody-ha,’ he said.

‘You love me, really.’

She was right. He really did love her.

**

They finished their meal in double quick time. Ryan offered to do the dishes. Hannah didn’t object.

While she poured the last dregs of wine into their empty glasses, she heard a tap on the door, so quiet she wasn’t sure she’d really heard it until a second knock followed.

‘Oh. Hello.’

From the kitchen, Ryan caught the note of surprise in her voice.

‘Sorry to trouble you.’ A man’s voice.

‘Yes?’ Hannah asked, still at the door.

‘Let him in, man, as long as he doesn’t wake Daniel,’ Ryan said.

‘Oh. I didn’t realise you weren’t alone,’ the man said. ‘No, I won’t come in. I just wanted to give you this. As a peace offering, like. For the other morning.’

‘Aww. There was no need but it’s lovely of you. Thank you. Daniel will love it, I’m sure.’

Ryan heard their ‘Goodnight’s’ followed by the door being locked.

‘What was aal that aboot?’ Ryan asked.

‘It was just John.’

‘Lennon? Wayne? The Baptist?’

Hannah laughed. ‘No, John the neighbour. John Redding. We had a bit of a falling out the other day. He’s working odd hours and came in banging stuff around early morning. He woke Daniel up. He bought us this to say sorry.’

From the box, Ryan guessed it was some sort of illuminated, lullaby-playing pacifier.  ‘Hmm. By ‘us’ I presume you mean ‘you.’?’ He pointed two fingers at his eyes, then towards Hannah. ‘I’ll be keeping my eye on you two.’

Hannah took Ryan in a playful restraint hold, which he wrestled out of.

‘I don’t think anybody would look twice at me, these days,’ Hannah jokingly reassured him. ‘It’d be like fancying Mrs Brown.’

‘Hadaway. Don’t put yourself down, man. There’s nothing remotely Mrs Brown about you.’

She kissed him. ‘Why, thank you, kind sirra.’

‘Mrs Doubtfire, mebbe.’

She whacked him with a cushion. He tweaked her earlobe.

They rolled from the sofa onto the floor. Kissed again. Fumbled with each other’s clothing without coming up for air.

Someone came up for air. Daniel. He cried loudly from the next room. Hannah and Ryan rubbed noses.

‘Not sure I like this parent lark,’ Ryan muttered.

‘You’d better get used to it. Gan on then; get your son back to sleep – you’re on kiddie watch tonight, remember?’

Ryan thumbed his nose at her. ‘Aal reet – nee need to remind us.’ He looked over his shoulder as he opened the door. ‘Don’t move. I’ll be back.’

‘You know,’ Hannah mused, ‘It’s at times like this I almost wish we were American cops.‘

‘Eh?’

‘Well, if we were, you’d have ordered me down onto all fours.’

Her sexy wink ensured Ryan would be back before she knew it.


EIGHT

A battered grey transit van pulled into a parking bay outside the western side of the sandstone ashlar building. It was the first vehicle to arrive.

The driver, a petite woman with her head and shoulders covered by a dark dupatta, slid out of the open door and walked to the rear of the van. She looked around, unsure what to do next.

Eventually, she pulled two large cardboard boxes from the rear of the van and locked the doors, even though she knew she’d soon be returning.

Shri Vasani carried the lighter box in her arms while shuffling the heavier of the two towards the entrance with her feet, causing her anklets to jangle in the quiet and still of morning.

She wished she’d waited for someone else to arrive before her. It was her first time and, although she wanted to arrive early to make sure she was all set up for opening, Shri wasn’t sure where to go.

The morning remained dark and broody, the early winter sun yet to emerge from its overnight hibernation. Shri took a chance and left the heavier box outside while making her way through a narrow opening.

The interior of the building took her breath away. A vast space, long platforms, and ornate single-story cafés and bars, sat across the tracks from her.

It was unlike any station she’d come across anywhere in the world. Above her head, glass canopies covered the entire expanse. A curved, humpbacked-dowager of a bridge linked the two platforms. It, too, had glass windows from which to view station activity.

Today, the activity was the weekly Tynemouth Metro station market.

Laid out along both platforms were stalls and tables ready for the traders to display their wares. The market organiser had told Shri her pitch number. All she had to do was find it.  

She’d booked a two-table pitch and prowled the western platform searching for it. Mrs Vasani’s heart sank when she found her stall set against wrought iron railings on the very edge of the market.

‘This is not good,’ she said to herself, rubbing the red bindi set in the centre of her forehead. ‘This is not good at all.’ She’d have no passing trade. Not an encouraging beginning to her life as a market trader.

Shri unloaded the contents of the first box. She carefully arranged her hand-made Indian jewellery on the table. She draped necklaces, anklets, and bangles over the front edge of the table; behind them, rings, brooches and toe rings. She priced them significantly lower than those on Belgrave Road in her native Leicester.

Alongside the jewellery she opened the catalogue for her Henna tattoos and set out the material she needed.

Aware her other goods were outside unattended, she hurriedly brought in the second box. This contained colourful scarves and silks, ghoonghats, and odhni which she arranged on the second table.

Vasani smiled. Her display was taking shape.

Three other stallholders began setting up on the platform opposite. They waved in greeting, to which Shri replied by putting her hands together beneath her chin and nodding slightly.  

Things were looking up.

She returned to the van and brought out another box. She left the box unopened while she carried in a clothes rail and hangers. Next, the piece de resistance: the mannequin on which to display her finest sari. Shri had asked the market organiser to supply a mannequin but the request was met with a laugh and a ‘Not on your nelly,’ which she took to mean ‘No.’

She’d have to bring her own, so that’s what she’d done. Her wares glittered as the station lights flickered to life, glinting off her bejewelled wares. She took her time wrapping her finest red and gold silk sari around the dummy.

Once finished, she stood back and admired her work. The only disappointment was the fact the sari hung limply by the mannequin’s side. She’d known it would because it was just a head, torso, and legs. Still, it looked resplendent and drew a round of applause from the friendly stallholders opposite.

More traders arrived. They seemed amiable enough. All Shri needed now were customers. She looked up at the station clock. Ten minutes until trading.

The sun emerged from a brightening sky. The glass canopies above caught the light perfectly. The metalwork holding the transparent roof in place cast complex, irregular shadows on the platforms below.

Hidden amongst those shadows, just beyond her stall and amongst a pile of discarded boxes, overflowing bin bags, and a mangy looking rolled up carpet, Shri saw it.

‘A thousand blessings on you,’ she said in prayer to the market organiser. She’d been provided with a mannequin after all.

Shri sorted through her saris, chose one dappled in hues of blue and turquoise, and prepared to dress the mannequin.

Magnified by the glass roof, the sun dazzled Shri Vasani. It glinted from the sheen of the dummy’s bald head. Like the other mannequin, it had no arms but she’d already overcome that obstacle once. She would do so again.

Shri noticed the mannequin was already dressed; dressed in what appeared to be an oversize romper suit. Vasani’s brow furrowed. Set against the metal fence alongside the model was a framed advertisement board. ‘Watch out for Dill Pickles,’ the legend above read.

The advertisement was for the Nickelodeon channel, and the image was of a cartoon character dressed like the dummy in front of her. Never having seen Rugrats, it meant nothing to Mrs Vasani.

Shri moved aside a cardboard box and reached out to unbutton the dummy’s clothing.  

That’s when she touched the mannequin.

That’s when she realised her mistake.

That’s when she felt the clay cold, brittle flesh of a cadaver beneath her fingers.

**

Stephen Danskin gripped the phone long after the conversation ended. He took a few deep breaths while he decided how to play it.

He played it straight.

‘Jarrod, we’ve got another one!’

Ryan’s mind was somewhere in the middle of two cases. ‘Another missing kid?’

‘I almost wish it was. No, it’s another mutilated corpse. Another lass, I’m told.’

Ryan let the thought sink in. ‘It’s gotta be the same killer.’

‘I’m coming with you. Lyall, you’re in charge back here. Better let the Super know. She’s not due in today but I bet she will be, now. Both Dexter and Robson are off duty but recall them if they’re needed.’

‘Aye, I will.’

Danskin grabbed his coat as he made for the door. Ryan trailed in his wake. ‘Where are we off to?’

‘Tynemouth market. Uniform have sealed the place off. Dr Elliot’s on his way there. I want to see this one for mesel.’

Ryan was having flashbacks. ‘I really don’t think you do, sir.’

They were in the lift now.

‘Aye, I do. I want to see this bugger’s work at first hand. I want to smell him good and proper cos I’m going to scent him out, I promise you.’

They jumped into Danskin’s car.

Ryan didn’t want to ask but knew he had to. ‘What’s he done to her?‘

‘Murder and mutilation. That’s all I know, son.’

Danskin flicked on the blue lights hidden in the unmarked car’s grill. Traffic ceded way as much was possible for a Saturday and Danskin floored the accelerator.

Ryan clung onto the edge of the seat as the DCI weaved through traffic on the Coast Road.

‘Too much to hope that we’ve got an ID?’ Ryan asked.

‘You’d be right. And, you’re not going to believe this, but the victim’s wearing a yellow romper suit.’

‘Come again?’

‘Aye, you heard right.’

‘A sex game gone wrong?’

Danskin took his eyes off the road. ‘We’ll know when we get there. Until then, don’t see what you expect to see.’

He steered the car down Huntington Place and screeched to a halt on Station Road. The street was blocked by hordes of rubberneckers.

Danskin hammered on the horn, waving his warrant card out the window. ‘Oot the bloody way, man – the lot of you!’ he yelled. Then, quieter, to Ryan, ‘What the hell are Uniform playing at? This place should be off-limits.’

They abandoned the vehicle a hundred metres from the station and made the rest of their way on foot.

‘Sir,’ Ryan panted. ‘I should warn you this might be the shittiest thing you’ve ever seen.’

Danskin flew passed the patrol cars and the forensic units, his ID held aloft. ‘I divvent think so, Jarrod. You haven’t been roond the block as much as I have.’

Ryan suspected his DCI was wrong but held his counsel.

Inside the cold brick of the station, all noise became extinguished. The sun still glared through the glass awnings but there was no warmth to it.

Danskin and Ryan ducked under a latticework of police tape and arrived at the scene just as Aaron Elliot was viewing the body from a distance.

Both detectives froze. ‘Shit the bed,’ Danskin whispered. ‘She’s only a bairn. You’re not far wrong, Jarrod. What’s he done to her? That hole…has he drilled through her brain?’

They stared down at the body. The head had been shaved and a coin-size hole was clearly visible on the scalp.

She was also armless. Greyish-blue stumps of flesh, coated with an ugly crust where body matter had oozed and dried, emerged from the bizarre costume.

‘No,’ Ryan whispered.

‘Worse than the last one?’

Ryan stared down at the small, lifeless body. ‘Nah, it’s not that.’

Danskin turned to look at him. Saw the last remaining colour drain from his face.

‘He hasn’t drilled her head. The hole was already there,’ Ryan explained.

Danskin stared at Ryan. Even Elliot turned towards him.

‘What do you mean, ‘Already there’?’

Ryan looked away.

‘It’s where she had her cochlear implant.’

He glanced back at the DCI.

‘That’s our missing schoolgirl. That’s Rachel Lawrie.’


NINE

Stephen Danskin brought the car to a halt on Carsdale Road in the suburb of North Kenton.

‘Sorry I can’t come with you Jarrod but you understand I need to lead this from Forth Street, don’t you?’

Ryan sighed. ‘Yeah, I know.’

‘You’re not on your own. Family liaison are with Mrs Lawrie and DC Findlay from Kinnear’s team’s there, an’ aal.’

‘But they don’t have to break the news, do they?’ Ryan thought.

‘Findlay will bring you back to the station. Take as long as you – as Mrs Lawrie – needs, but then I want you back in, yeah? I smell shit incoming on this.’

Ryan stood on Carsdale Road’s junction with Brodrick Close as Danskin drove away. He took a deep breath and walked towards Yvette Lawrie’s modest home. For a moment, Ryan wondered how she afforded the fees for Saint Raphael’s but he dismissed the thought. He wasn’t there to quiz the poor woman.

The rumble of traffic from the nearby A1 ebbed and flowed like the roar of tide as he opened the garden gate. Three cars stood outside the house. One he recognised as a police fleet car. DC Findlay’s, presumably.

Ryan rehearsed his words as he waited for the door to be answered. The family liaison officer greeted Ryan with a thin smile. Ryan nodded. ‘How is she?’ he whispered. The liaison officer shook her head. However bad Mrs Lawrie was, Ryan thought, it was about to get worse.

Findlay was already in the front room with two other women and a man. Even if he’d never met her, Ryan would have instantly known which of the two females was Rachel’s mother. She already looked like a bereaved parent, red eyes, dark patches below them. She seemed as if she’d been crying from the moment she realised her daughter was missing.

‘I’m Detective Sergeant Ryan Jarrod.’ He showed her his ID but the woman stared right through it. ‘Please, don’t get up.’

The woman’s eyes misted over. ‘Please God, no. It’s bad news, isn’t it?’

Ryan looked at the man and woman in the room with them. ‘Perhaps we could go somewhere private?’ he suggested to Rachel’s mother.

She looked at him with eyes begging for release. ‘She’d dead. I just know it.’ She began rocking back and forth. The other woman rushed forward and put an arm around her. Yvette Lawrie gripped it with the force of a Nile crocodile’s jaws.

Ryan couldn’t help but see the school photograph of Rachel, the same one he had a copy of for the investigation, on the fireplace. He swallowed hard.

Yvette was kneading the fabric of her dress now, knuckles shining bone white. ‘Just tell me, please,’ she pleaded.

‘I’m very sorry, Mrs Lawrie. I’m afraid we’ve found your daughter’s body this morning.’

A low, guttural moan escaped Yvette Lawrie’s lips. She screwed her eyes tightly shut. ‘You could be wrong, couldn’t you?’ she managed to say.

‘Sadly not. It’s Rachel. I was there soon after she was found.’

Yvette suddenly jumped to her feet. ‘I want to see her. I NEED to see her.’

Ryan gulped. ‘I’m afraid that’s not possible. Not yet, anyway.’

‘Why the hell not? She’s MY daughter. My ONLY daughter.’ Something fought its way through the despair. ‘Oh sweet Jesus. She’s…not looking like herself, is she?’ It was the only way Lawrie could express what she meant. ‘Has she been murdered?’

Ryan struggled to meet Mrs Lawrie’s eyes. ‘Yes, she has. I’m sorry.’

Yvette let out a noise more heart-rending than anything Ryan had heard before. She looked at him through eyes brimming with tears.

‘Please tell me she hasn’t been…’

She didn’t finish the sentence but Ryan knew what she meant. ‘We’ve no reason to believe so but we’ll need to do more work before we can be absolutely sure.’

Yvette crumpled on the sofa, a quivering mess. The woman held her in her arms again, rocking her and cooing gently. ‘Can you leave her now?’ the woman requested. ‘I mean, just until it’s sunk in, you know. She’s already got support here,’ she aimed a glance at the man, the family liaison officer, and DC Findlay.

‘I won’t be much longer, I promise,’ Ryan assured the woman. ‘Can I ask who you are? Are you related to Mrs Lawrie?’ he asked.

‘Sorry, I should have said. I’m a friend. My name’s Ashleigh Roper. This is my husband, Thomas.’

‘You’re Andrew’s mother?’ Ryan tried to keep the surprise out of his voice.

The woman looked shocked. ‘Yes. How do you know?’

Ryan overlooked the question. ‘You usually pick Rachel up from school, I gather.’

‘Yes. Almost every day.’ The woman’s tone of voice had changed. To Ryan, it seemed harder. Defensive, even.

‘But not yesterday?’

Ashleigh Roper coloured. Ryan noticed her eyes flick towards her husband. ‘No. I had a dental appointment.’

Out the corner of his eye, Ryan spotted Thomas Roper’s eyebrows curve in surprise.

‘You didn’t say,’ her husband said.

‘It’s not really important now, Thomas, is it? I mean…’ she dipped her head towards the dishevelled woman in her arms.

‘Don’t worry, Mrs Roper. Things slip my mind all the time,’ Ryan said, smiling while hoping he didn’t come across as too Lieutenant Columbo-ish.

Ryan rose to his feet. ‘Your friend’s right, Mrs Lawrie. I really should leave you while you come to terms with the news. I’ll be one of the leading officers on the investigation so if you think of anything that might help us, I’ll leave my contact details on the table, here.’

Yvette looked up from her friend’s arms.

‘Catch the bastard for me, please. Promise me you’ll catch him.’

‘I promise I’ll do everything I can. We’ll be with you all the way. And I’m sorry for your loss. I really am.’

Yvette Lawrie attempted a smile without success.

‘I’ll show you out, Detective Sergeant,’ Ashleigh Roper said.

At the door she whispered to Ryan. ‘Please, do your very best. I feel, I don’t know, partly responsible, I suppose.’

Ryan reassured her. ‘Don’t feel that way. It could’ve happened to any child at any time.’

DC Findlay joined them on the doorstep, her car keys in hand ready to escort Ryan back to Forth Street. Ashleigh Roper bid them goodbye and began closing the door.

Ryan held up a hand. ‘Just one more thing, Mrs Roper.’

The door stopped. ‘Yes, of course. What can I do for you?’

‘You can tell me the name of your dentist.’

**

Ryan dashed into the incident room. It smelled like a McDonald’s kitchen. Looked like one, too, with most tables littered with red cardboard packaging and greasy wrappers.

Ryan noticed Danskin had pulled two crime boards together. He was addressing the squad before updating the boards. Ryan glanced around the team. He was pleased to see Todd Robson had made it in. Lucy Dexter was absent, as expected, as was Ravi Sangar, which wasn’t.

Superintendent Maynard had made it in, clearly at short notice. She looked dressed for a dinner date, high heels and short skirt which she carried off well. So well, Ryan noticed, Todd Robson was barely able to take his eyes off her legs.

Danskin beckoned Ryan to join his crew. ‘Two murders,’ the DCI was saying, ‘One victim as yet unknown, the other fourteen-year-old Rachel Lawrie.’

‘Christ,’ Gavin O’Hara uttered.

‘We’re almost certainly looking at the same perpetrator.’

‘What links do we have between the victims?’ DI Parker asked.

‘Until we get an ID on the first victim, we can’t be sure. We do know there are marked similarities in the methods used. Both victims are female, both young although we don’t have a definitive age for victim number one. Both have had limbs removed, and both were bizarrely posed.’

Danskin jotted the similarities on the board with a green marker pen. He fixed the SOC photograph of Rachel to the board.

Something curdled in Ryan’s brain. Began to manifest itself. ‘Nigel, you said the way the first victim had been posed reminded you of something. What about Rachel?’

Trebilcock mulled the question over. ‘No. I not seen nothin’ like that before, so I haven’t.’

Sam Maynard spoke, drawing everyone’s eyes to her legs for a fleeting moment. ‘Just for now, let’s forget about Victim Number One. We know a lot more about the second victim. Let’s work backwards on this. Ryan, you’ve talked to the school. What have you found out?’

Ryan summed up his visit to the school, his discussion with Katherine Temple, Graham Oates, even the lollipop man. He described the layout of the school, and what he’d seen on CCTV.

‘Okay, that’s very useful. Good work,’ Maynard commended. ‘It’s early days, I know, but do you think there’s anyone who could be our man? If we can do some background checks, we might find something which attracts our attention.’

Ryan walked to the board. ‘Sir?’

Danskin stood aside. Handed Ryan the pen. ‘Be my guest.’

Ryan rubbed his temple. ‘Graham Oates,’ he said, writing the name on the board. ‘He was on yard duty at kicky-oot time but wasn’t visible on the footage at the time Rachel left. More than that, he was Rachel’s favourite teacher and, in the words of the Head, he ‘Took her under his wing’.’

To a man, the squad nodded knowingly.

‘Anyone else?’ Maynard said.

‘I don’t think he’s involved but there’s the crossing patrol guy. I still need to speak to him a second time. He said he didn’t see owt. I’m inclined to believe him but he was positioned out of camera range a lot of the time.’ He wrote, ‘William McKechnie’ on the board.

‘The Head told me Rachel loved music. It was her second favourite subject. I wasn’t able to speak with her music tutor.’

‘Get him up there, Jarrod,’ Danskin instructed.

Ryan wrote ‘Music Teacher’ on the board. ‘Sorry I didn’t get his name.’

Danskin tutted and rolled his eyes.

‘With respect, sir, it wasn’t a murder investigation at the time, and I expected DCI Kinnear’s team to run the misper case.’

Stephen Danskin nodded. ‘Fair point. Anyone else?’

‘This is a total random one but probably worth mentioning. Andrew Roper. He was supposed to be travelling home with Rachel but he didn’t show. He’s only thirteen but…’ he jotted down Roper’s name.

‘Divvent think a thirteen-year-old would be into size ten shoes or capable of wielding a chainsaw but fair dos – let’s not rule him out. Have you any more names for us?’

Ryan half-smiled. ‘Possibly, yes. Roper’s mother, Ashleigh. She was supposed to be picking both kids up but there was no sign of her. When I broke the news to Rachel’s mother, Ashleigh Roper was at the Lawrie household. She said she didn’t turn up because she had a dental appointment. The husband knew nowt about it.’

‘Does her alibi hold up?’

‘I’ve the dentist’s name but haven’t checked it out yet. It’s on the list,’ he said, warding off any criticism from Danskin.

He wrote ‘Ashleigh Roper’ on the board then, as an afterthought, added ‘Query: Thomas Roper?’

Sam Maynard congratulated Ryan on his work again. ‘You’ll get pictures of these Persons of Interest for the board, yeah?’

‘Yes, ma’am. There’s someone else I’d like to add, just to cover all bases.’

‘Feel free.’ Maynard afforded him an encouraging smile.

‘While we’re checking this lot out, I think it’s worth seeing if the guy who found our first victim has any connection to Saint Raphael’s. There might be a reverse link there.’

‘Really good point, Ryan,’ Maynard beamed.

Todd Robson whispered in Trebilcock’s ear. ‘Fuckin’ hell. The way the Super’s gannin’ on, you’d think boy wonder’s slipping her a length.’

No-one heard the comment above the squeak of the pen on the whiteboard as Ryan added ‘Les Nash’ to the list.  

‘Okay,’ Stephen Danskin said, ‘While we wait for Elliot to come up with more forensics, I want you each to take one name from the board and check ‘em oot. After that…’

‘Sir, if I can say one more thing first?’

‘Gan on, then.’

‘I think it’d be really useful if Ravi took a look at the CCTV from Saint Raphael’s. If he can get anything more from the footage, especially owt that went on down the alleyway, it’d be massive for us. Where is he, anyway? I was expecting him in.’

Ryan saw the squad exchange awkward glances.

‘What is it?’ he asked.

Maynard answered. ‘He’s visiting a cousin.’

‘Really? Doesn’t sound like the Ravi Sangar I know.’

The Super’s response kicked Ryan in the guts.

‘It was Ravi’s cousin who discovered Rachel Lawrie’s body.’


TEN

Sam Maynard and Lyall Parker convened a press conference to quash rumours widely circulating on social media. In truth, the rumours were less alarming than the reality but they agreed they’d play it down, mainly to save Yvette Lawrie from unwanted media attention.

In a perverse way, the fact Rachel’s body had been found on a Saturday was a blessing. News coverage tended to be less sensational, and folk had other things to do with their precious time. It also kept the school and its pupils out of the spotlight.

Maynard and Parker downplayed the incident, reporting only that a body had been found and investigations were ongoing. They apologised for the  disruption to Metro services, and promised the system would be up and running as soon as their work was done.

The rest of the team began running checks on the persons of interest named on the crime boards. Ryan, meanwhile, called Ravi Sangar.

‘Sorry to hear what happened, mate. How’s your cousin bearing up?’

He heard a door closing. Ravi had moved to another room to take the call.

‘She’s pretty shaken up.’

‘I can imagine.’

‘Aye. Not the best start of life up here for her.’

‘Ahh, I thought you’d never mentioned her before. That explains it, if she’s new to the area.’

Ravi lowered his voice further. ‘We’re not especially close. You know what wor lot’s like, though, extended families, an’ all. It’s expected of us to rally round.’

‘Has she been able to tell you much of what happened?’

‘Probably less than you already know, as it happens. I’m not gannin’ to press her at the mo.’

‘No, I wouldn’t expect you to. Is she by herself up here?’

He heard Ravi snicker. ‘Might as well be. Her husband’s about as much use as tits on a tortoise. Shame, really. Dilip’s a nurse. Or he was. The things he saw during the pandemic’s early days hit him hard. Shri thought a fresh start would do him good so she got him a job at the Q.E hospital in Gateshead.’

‘It didn’t work out?’

‘Nope. Turns out he’s got PTSD. It’ll be a while before he works again. Shri started making stuff as a way of earning some dosh. Today was her first go at Tynemouth market. Fair to say it didn’t go well.’

Ryan sympathised with the family but there was work to be done. ‘Listen, I’m sorry to say this but we could really do with you back at the station. There’s some CCTV footage from Rachel Lawrie’s school. I could do with you seeing if you can enhance it, just when you’re ready.’

‘I’m ready now. I could do with an excuse to get away from here, to be honest. Uniform are on their way to go over Shri’s statement. As soon as they get here, I’ll be back at Forth Street.’

Ryan sought out Stephen Danskin to tell him Sangar was on his way. He found him in the Super’s office.

Maynard had returned from the press briefing, looking cool and unflustered. Ryan knew Danskin, by his own admission, would be a wreck. Press conferences weren’t his thing. Sam Maynard, on the other hand, looked every bit a Hollywood A-lister relaxing on the sofa of the One Show.

‘The team need a break, Stephen,’ she was saying. ‘I’ve arranged for Uniform to pick up the legwork tomorrow. Rick’s sending in a couple of his guys, Lucy Dexter’s scheduled for the Sunday duty roster anyway, and I’ll see if Ravi’s up to it, as well.’

‘He is, ma’am,’ Ryan interjected. ‘I’ve just spoken to him. He’s on his way in now, as it happens.’

‘I don’t want to see the rest of the team until Monday, but when I do see ‘em, I want them refreshed - and bright and early.’

‘I’m not staying away,’ Danskin said. ‘I want this sod caught.’

‘We all do, Stephen. I’ll be on the case tomorrow, too, but the others need time to recharge their batteries.’

‘But the press, ma’am…what will they think if half the squad’s got their feet up?’

‘Chillax, Stephen. They won’t know - and I’ll handle them if they do.’

Danskin chillaxed. ‘That’s all I needed to know,’ he smiled.

‘Coward.’ Sam Maynard tossed a pencil at him, laughing.

‘Oh hell, aye. Coward of the County, that’s me,’ he responded, naming his favourite Kenny Rogers song.

Maynard changed the mood. ‘But that’s tomorrow. Today, we’ve work to do.’ She hustled them out the office with a, ‘Come on – chop, chop.’

**

There was no signal on Hannah’s phone on the underground segment of the Metro between Jesmond and Central Station. In fact, she only received Ryan’s message as the train pulled up at Gateshead Stadium.

‘Looks like I’ll be working late – for a change ☹. Good news is I’m off tomorrow. We can go somewhere. All 3 of us.’

Hannah began typing her reply before deciding to call him. She knew he’d ignore it if he was tied up.

He wasn’t.

‘Got your message. What’s up?’

‘Oh, you know,’ Ryan answered, ‘Different day, same old shite.’ He picked up sounds in the background. ‘Is the car fixed? Sounds like you’re on the move.’

Hannah gently rolled Daniel’s buggy back and forth with the sole of her shoe. ‘No and yes. Car’s still shafted but I’m on the Metro.’

‘Where you off to…had on, the Metro should be out of service.’

‘It is,’ she said, bending to retrieve a soft toy Daniel had taken issue with and flung out his pushchair, ‘Towards the coast. I was going to take boyo doon the lighthouse seeing as it’s a canny day but I’m taking him to South Shields instead.’

‘Anyhoo, before I get on, where do you fancy tomorrow?’

Hannah waited until the three loud beeps signalling the opening of the carriage doors at Heworth station subsided and she’d retrieved her son’s blue rabbit for the second time. ‘Surprise me. But somewhere in the car, yeah? I’m not sure Daniel’s into trains yet.’

‘Listen, Super’s on the prowl. I’ll see you tomorrow.’

The call ended abruptly.

‘Love you, too’ she said, poking her tongue at the mobile.

The dirty window of her carriage served to hide the grey tint of clouds; from bright sun to darkness in the blink of an eye.

A dotted line of a dispersed raindrop scarred the glass, followed by another, and a third. Soon, the drum of the tracks was matched by the pattern of rainfall, jagged horizontal lines ran sideways across the glass parallel to the rails.

‘Oh deep joy,’ Hannah mumbled to herself, readying the transparent hood of Daniel’s buggy.

She tried to block out the mundane conversations of a couple behind her. One’s cat had gone missing only to turn up in the boiler cupboard, while the other spoke about last night’s soap operas. Neither listened to the other.

‘Howay, little one. We’re outta here.’ Hannah rose to her feet.

She swayed as the Metro juddered to a halt. She depressed the illuminated green button and stepped onto the platform without even knowing where they were. She looked up at white lettering on a dark blue background: ‘Chichester’; that’s where they were. A glance at the Metro map on the station wall told her they were one stop short of South Shields.

A gust of wind, devilishly cold, funnelled its way along the platform. ‘We’re not in Kansas anymore, Toto,’ she said. ‘Let’s go straight back home, should we?’

Daniel gurgled a reply while his mother wheeled him in the direction of the exit arrow. They left the eastbound platform to the accompaniment of a frisson of static from the overhead cables signalling the approach of a train on the opposite line.

Hannah hurried to the other side and arrived just as the train departed. She looked up at the departure board. It indicated the next train was ‘Due’.

Sure enough, a second train arrived as soon as the first left the station. ‘Must be summat to do with the disrupted service,’ Hannah told Daniel. ‘Saves us a twenty-minute wait.’

They were the only ones aboard their carriage, most passengers having jumped on the previous train. The journey remained blissfully quiet. An elderly couple hopped on at Simonside and a group of four students joined them at Pelaw.

The couple alighted at Gateshead Interchange and the students at Newcastle Central, leaving Hannah and Daniel alone.

A man dressed entirely in black entered the carriage at Monument. Despite the empty train, he walked towards Hannah and took the seat next to her.

Her guard came up, instantly. She lifted Daniel from his pushchair and held him close. She looked at the man’s reflection in the window. His face held a smug smile. The contours of his tight sports top clung to his muscles.

Then, she felt his leg brush against her thigh. She shrunk away from him but he manspread himself until their legs touched again.

Hannah recoiled. She’d confronted many dangers in her time in the force, was competent in self-defence and restraint – but never with her own infant in her arms. It hit home to her how vulnerable women were on public transport.

She felt her pulse race and her heart hammer against her chest wall. Her stop, Jesmond, was next. Would he follow her?

The train pulled to a halt. The door release buzzer sounded. At the last second, she dashed for the exit, Daniel’s legs kicking wildly at the sudden movement.

Safely on the platform, she risked a glance at the man. He was smiling. The man in black turned to look at Hannah. He broke into laughter and winked.

‘What a bastard,’ she thought. ‘He enjoyed putting the fear of God into me.’

Hannah gave him the middle finger once the train pulled away before she realised she’d left Daniel’s buggy behind.

Worse, she’d left her jacket draped over it - and she couldn’t remember if there was anything in the pockets which revealed her identity.

If so, the creep would know where she lived.


ELEVEN

Sunday dawned grey and wet. A glance through the window of Hannah’s apartment revealed folk walking with shoulders hunched against the cold dankness. The rain had continued throughout the night and water pooled on the streets outside.

‘I don’t think Daddy will be taking us to the park today,’ she warned her son. Her phone buzzed. ‘Speak of the devil…’

‘Setting off in five. It’s pissing down here. What’s it like there?’ Ryan’s message read.

‘Bet my pissing down is worse than your pissing down.’

‘Where do you fancy going?’

Hannah smiled as she replied. She knew he wouldn’t like her suggestion.

She wasn’t wrong. His first words to her on arrival were, ‘Hadawayandshite if you think I’m gannin’ there today.’

‘Come on, Ry. It’ll be dry inside, and we really need to start thinking of Christmas. It’s nearly here and I haven’t started shopping yet.’

‘Do I look like I care? Look, that’s what Amazon’s for. Just click on some stuff and it’ll arrive on your doorstep like magic.’

‘That’s why the High Street’s dying.’

‘Listen, I divvent care what you say: I’m not going to the MetroCentre. End of, okay?’

Hannah giggled, the dimple in her cheek hollow as a bullet wound. ‘I knew you’d say that.’

‘You sod, you,’ Ryan laughed. ‘Howay, then. Get Daniel’s pushchair and we’ll think of where to go once we’re in the car.’

Hannah’s smile disappeared. She’d forgotten all about yesterday. ‘I left it on the Metro.’

‘What?’

‘The pushchair. I left it on the Metro.’

Ryan rolled his eyes. ‘You’d forget your head, you would. Oh, and before you say it – we’re not going to the MetroCentre for a new one.’

‘Spoilsport,’ she joked, pulling on her coat. ‘Let’s get wor lad snuggled up and hit the road to nowhere.’

They travelled a couple of miles in silence, Ryan unable to drag his mind from the Metro murders, Hannah from the man on the train. She jumped when Ryan eventually spoke.

‘A family Sunday, that’s what we’ll have.’

‘Huh?’ Hannah was distracted by headlights blurring the stream of water on the side window like the beam of a lighthouse on waves.

‘I thought we could go for dinner with me Dad somewhere.’

‘Oh. Okay. That’ll be nice.’

Ryan cast her a sideways glance. ‘You don’t sound ower keen.’

‘Sorry. My mind was elsewhere,’ she said, determined not to mention her encounter with the Man in Black. ‘Where are you thinking of?’

‘Mebbe the Waggon Team. Haven’t been for yonks but they used to do a canny roast.’

Hannah’s brow furrowed. ‘Have we been?’ I don’t think I know it.’

He thought for a moment. ‘I don’t think we have, actually. It’s at the end of the Team Valley.’

Hannah gave a wry smile as she said, ‘Oh good. We can pop into Retail World…’

‘Don’t even go there in your thoughts, madam.’

‘Ah well, shy bairns get nowt. It was worth a try, I suppose.’

‘It wasn’t, trust me. Better off just ringing Lost Property at Nexus.’

‘Never thought of that,’ she winked. ‘Now that’s sorted, let’s get Sunday dinner doon us.’

‘Champion. It’ll take me mind off the cases I’m working on,’ Ryan said.

He watched raindrops cling together for support and climb the windscreen before the wiper slashed them away like a disembodied black arm stripped of muscle and sinew.

‘Or perhaps it won’t,’ he thought.

Despite his fears, the rest of Sunday passed without drama or incident.

Just as well, because Ryan was about to face a manic Monday.

**

Most of the team were already in situ by the time Ryan arrived at the Forth Street station. Stephen Danskin made a point of looking at his watch before summoning the team to the crime boards.

‘A quick update on what we discovered yesterday. Sadly, it won’t take long. First thing is summat we already knew: Rachel Lawrie’s mother has formally identified her daughter.’

‘Sir,’ Ryan objected, ‘I thought we were giving her some space?’

‘She insisted, Jarrod. Don’t worry – it was all very discrete. Family Liaison ensured she didn’t see the extent of the girl’s injuries, although we couldn’t avoid her seeing her shaven head.’

Ryan sighed, but at least he knew Yvette Lawrie now had confirmation. ‘Any other news?’

Danskin turned to his left. ‘Sangar, the CCTV review, please.’

Ravi cleared his throat and scratched his beard. ‘I’ve enhanced the footage to the max and we can’t get sight of anything that happens once Rachel Lawrie sets foot in the lane.’

Ryan chewed the inside of his cheek. ‘Thought it was a long shot.’

‘It’s not all bad news, though. When I zoomed in, I saw the occupant of the end house peering out their window. I despatched uniform to have a word. Although she said she didn’t see owt, she describes hearing a car drive off moments after.’

‘Had on,’ Todd Robson queried. ‘She heard a car at the back of the hoose when she was at the front window? With a bunch of kids shouting and hollering? I’m not buying that, like.’

Ravi smiled. ‘Her husband was the one who heard the car. He was in the kitchen with the windows open. His statement says he saw nothing but heard the car drive off. It was going at a canny lick, he reckons.’

Danskin wrote ‘Query: Vehicle abduction?’ on the board before asking Lucy Dexter for an update.

Lucy self-consciously flicked her long hair over one side of her face. ‘I’ve been working with DCI Kinnear’s people on background checks of the POIs. There’s nothing of any note against any of them.’

‘But can we categorically rule any of them out?’

Lucy waggled her head in a ‘not really’ gesture. ‘Only one,’ she said. ‘Door-to-door confirms the lollipop man…’

‘William McKechnie,’ Ryan clarified.

‘McKechnie,’ Lucy corrected herself, ‘Never left his position. Several witness statements back this up. He lives nearby so is well known to residents. Plus, he doesn’t own a car.’

Danskin drew a red line through McKechnie’s name but stopped short of wiping it off.

‘Right,’ Danskin concluded. ‘The sum total of what we learnt yesterday is that we know the victim is Rachel Lawrie, we can probably write-off one of our POIs, and that a vehicle was likely used in the abduction, all of which we kind of already knew.’

‘Is there any movement on the first case?’ Ryan asked.

‘No, but it’s a good point. We can’t overlook the fact we’re looking at two murders here.’ Danskin twiddled a marker pen between his fingers. ‘As things stand, we need a breakthrough on the second case to give us clues to the first.’

There was a moment’s silence while the squad mulled things over.

Lyall Parker broke it by clapping his hands. ‘Reet, this isnae getting us anywhere. What plans for today?

‘Lots,’ was Danskin’s simple reply, ‘Starting with the school. There’ll be a myriad of jumpy parents and kids around. The Super has arranged for a uniform presence outside Saint Raphael’s to provide reassurance. We’ve got social workers and counsellors on hand for the staff and pupils. However, I want us to prioritise the teachers. Jarrod, Trebilcock, and O’Hara – get yourselves to the school and speak to the teachers. See as many as you can. I want it kept low-key but thorough. Understand?’

‘Sir,’ the three confirmed.

‘What are you waiting for, then? Hadaway and bugger off.’

**

The mood outside the school was sombre and mournful, the usual childhood boisterousness distinctly absent. Parents viewed everyone with suspicion, the Head, Katherine Temple, greeted each child with a hug.

‘There’s loads of kids not turned up by the looks of things. I’d expect the place to be rammed by now,’ Ryan whispered to Nigel Trebilcock.

‘I thinks I’d be keeping my child away until this is sorted out, so I would,’ Trebilcock added.

‘What about the teachers?’ O’Hara questioned. ‘A few of ‘em might stay away, an’ aal.’

Ryan frowned. He’d never considered the possibility until Gavin spoke. ‘We’ll just have to talk to those we can.’

Mrs. Temple spotted Ryan. She offered him a smile which was little more than a straight line. She beckoned him towards the entrance at the same time as consoling a youngster who bore his weight on crutches under each arm.

‘Let’s get the show on the road,’ Ryan said, leading O’Hara and Trebilcock between two PCs on sentry duty and onto the school grounds.

Ryan introduced his colleagues to Mrs. Temple. She looked like she’d been stifling tears all weekend. ‘We’d like to speak to your staff as soon as possible. I promise we’ll keep in the background so as not to disrupt your day.’

‘We are closing the school early today as a mark of respect. We’re holding a special assembly in Rachel’s memory, introducing our pupils to the counsellors, giving those who need it time with the social workers, and then they’ll be sent home. If anyone wishes to stay, we’ll stay open for them.’

‘Are all your staff in today?’

Katherine shook her head. ‘I gave them the option of coming in or not. I think it’s about fifty-fifty turnout, which is more than it is for our pupils, bless them.’

Another teacher had assumed Katherine Temple’s front-of-house mantle while she spoke to the detectives. He greeted the pupils in a fatherly fashion as opposed to Temple’s mother-hen approach, but they seemed equally receptive to him.

‘Do you think we could have the names of those teachers who are in so we can make a start as soon as possible?’

‘I’ll get it for you now.’ She breezed along the corridor towards her office.

Ryan, Trebilcock, and Jarrod stood just inside the doorway, out of sight of the children as they arrived. ‘What do you make of it all?’

‘It helps seeing the place. It isn’t as I imagined,’ Trebilcock said.

‘In what way?’

‘I shouldn’t says it, but it’s a bit creepy. A bit like a Hammer movie.’

’Just because the kids are disabled? That’s a bit owld fashioned, Nigel.’

‘No, I didn’t mean it like that. Just a feeling I get.’

Ryan rolled his eyes. ‘Those superstitions of yours will get you in trouble one of these days,’ Ryan said. All the same, a sense of unease crept over him. Trebilcock’s gut feel had proved to be right more than once.

Ryan heard O’Hara cough. ‘I think someone wants a word,’ he said once he’d attracted Ryan’s attention.

Ryan looked down at a young girl, her eyes red-rimmed and baleful. He gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘What can I do for you, young lady?’

The girl stayed silent.

‘You can talk to me, it’s okay. I’m a policeman, see,’ he crouched down to her level and showed her his warrant card. ‘Ryan Jarrod,’ he said, pointing to his chest. ‘That’s me.’

The girl swallowed hard. ‘I know. I s-s-s-saw you when y-you were here b-b-before.’

‘Really?’ Ryan said, curiosity piqued. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘I’m Rachel’s friend.’ She cast her eyes downwards. ‘W-w-was Rachel’s friend.’

Ryan lay a friendly arm on the girl’s shoulder. ‘You must be very upset. There’s people here you can talk to…’

‘I want to t-t-t, speak to you.’

Ryan stiffened slightly. ‘Go on then. I’m all ears,’ he smiled, tugging at his earlobes.

‘P-p-please, talk to Mr S-s-s-stimpson. Rachel went to f-find him after lunch the d-d-day…’ she didn’t finish the sentence but Ryan knew it wasn’t because of her stammer.

‘Do you know why Rachel wanted to see him?’

‘Y-yes. He…’

Katherine Temple’s voice came from behind him. ‘Here we are. I’ve got the list. I’m afraid there’s even fewer than I thought.’

Ryan’s knees popped as he stood to take the staff list from Mrs. Temple.

When he looked back, the girl had gone.


TWELVE

The smell of paint in the newly decorated music room failed to drown the overpowering stench of the man’s sickly-sweet cologne.

Ryan guessed Aubrey Stimpson to be in his early sixties. Grey hair, a white moustache hardly worthy of the name, and a sprout of nasal hair helped Ryan’s age estimate.

He looked the man up-and-down before speaking to him. Stimpson’s attire was distinctive. A tartan jacket, daffodil yellow shirt, and bottle green slacks reminded Ryan of an ex-politician turned railway expert he’d seen on TV.

Stimpson crossed his legs at the thigh. His trousers rode up to display skinny, chalk-white legs above pink socks. The man appeared nervous.

Ryan repeated Danskin’s mantra – ‘Don’t see what you expect to see’ - over and over in his head, yet he still saw an odd-ball sat on the piano stool in front of him.

‘I’m Detective Sergeant Ryan Jarrod,’ Ryan said, ‘And please note we’re speaking to all members of staff about this. It’s purely routine,’ he smiled.

He watched Stimpson closely. There was no change in the man’s demeanour despite Ryan’s reassurances.

‘Tell me, how long have you worked at Saint Raphael’s?’

‘Many years,’ the man said, folding his arms across himself. ‘Since it opened, in fact.’

‘And before that?’

‘I’d been offering private tuition.’

Ryan turned his face away; partly to face the piano, mainly to avoid the man’s aftershave. ‘Piano lessons, I presume.’

‘That’s correct.’

‘I understand you saw Rachel the day she disappeared.’

‘No. Definitely not.’

Ryan arched his eyebrows. ‘Are you sure? I believe it was just after lunch.’

‘I’m afraid your information is incorrect.’

‘Oh, I’m sorry. I was under the impression she came here to see you, for some reason.’

Stimpson pointed to the floor-to-ceiling covering behind him. ‘The music room’s been out of commission for redecoration, as you can see. It’s not due to reopen until next week.’

Ryan looked at the paint-splattered sheeting. Stimpson’s excuse seemed plausible. ‘So, where have you been holding music lessons?’

‘In the hall, mainly. I assure you, though, poor Rachel didn’t see me there, either. You see, I was in the staffroom, downloading Peter and the Wolf for the younger children.’

‘Prokofiev,’ Ryan said. It was all he remembered from his own schooldays but he threw it in as a way of hoping Stimpson thought he knew something about music. He hoped his bluff worked.

‘There are numerous teachers who can vouch where I was after lunch. Alan Harley and Roisin Casso are two I can think of off the top of my head.’

Ryan believed him, yet something still nagged, probably the way Stimpson’s foot tapped at fresh air while he waited for the next question.

‘Did Rachel enjoy music?’

For the first time, Stimpson came alive. His face lit up. ‘She loved it. More than loved it: she ADORED it. Wouldn’t you, if you’d never heard a single note of Strauss or Mendelssohn all your life then, suddenly, a whole new world opened up to you? You’d never be able to get enough of it, would you? You’d want to embrace it, feel it, be part of it.’

From a sullen, nervous individual, Stimpson was now talking like a kid overdosed on Skittles.

Until Ryan asked, ‘Mr Stimpson, did you ever give Rachel one-to-one tuition?’

‘Certainly not!’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course I’m sure! She enjoyed listening to me play, though. She’d sometimes come and sit with me while I ran through a concerto. In the music room, I hasten to add. Never outside of school. The look on her face was…well, I can’t describe it. Radiant probably comes closest.’

Ryan stayed silent, deliberately. He noticed the man’s foot was becalmed. It started moving again at Ryan’s next question.

‘Did you park your car behind the streets opposite the school on the day Rachel went missing?’

‘No.’

‘Then, can you tell me where you were parked?’

Stimpson laughed, a high-pitched girlish giggle.

‘Detective Sergeant, I don’t own a car. I don’t drive. I haven’t a license to drive. I can’t even ride a bicycle.’

**

A deflated DS Jarrod waited for Trebilcock and O’Hara to report back. The latter showed first.

‘I spoke with a couple of teachers, one of which taught Rachel. She knew of her art prowess and had seen her work in a gallery somewhere.’

Ryan nodded sagely. ‘Aye, she did. Which teacher was it?’

O’Hara named Roisin Carro. The other teacher’s name was unfamiliar.

O’Hara flipped open his notepad. ‘Roisin Carro is in her first year at Saint Raphael’s and she mainly teaches the younger pupils RE. Doubt they’ll have much of a faith after all this. She teaches history as a second subject, which is where she fits in with Rachel Lawrie.’

‘I don’t suppose Casso mentioned seeing a Mr Stimpson in the staffroom around lunchtime the day Rachel disappeared, did she?’

‘No. Is it important?’

Ryan shrugged. ‘Probably not.’

Nigel Trebilcock joined them. ‘You guys ‘ave any luck?’ Their faces gave him the answer.

‘How about you?’

‘I seen a PE teacher who looked less fit than Joe Biden, an’ not much younger, I’d guess. He had nothing for us. I also met a former year head of Rachel’s. A Miss Dundee. She had nothing but good things to say about poor Rachel. ‘Sweet as a tangerine,’ she called her. Seemed a queer phrase, I thought.’

Ryan frowned. ‘Interesting.’

‘In what way?’ Gavin asked.

‘Well, when I spoke to the guy on yard duty, Oates, he told me Rachel was into some weird stuff as far as her artwork went. The last thing you could call it was ‘sweet’.’

‘I thinks I should speak to this Oates fellow. See how different he describes her to Miss Dundee.’

‘Nee good. Not today, anyway. Oates is amongst the absent teachers. Something’s not right with him, though. I fully intend having a long chat with him asap.’

‘Last teacher I saw was an Ava Jewitt,’ Trebilcock said, checking his notes.

‘All perfume and hippy frocks?’

Nigel laughed. ‘That be her. She covered Rachel’s last lesson for the regular art teacher. Jewitt stayed in the classroom tidying up after the pottery lesson. She says she never saw her after she left the classroom but, during the lesson, she described Rachel as being ‘Just as she always was,’ whatever she means by that.’

Ryan scratched the back of his neck. ‘Right. Let’s get our observations documented and then head back to the station. We’ll catch up with the other teachers tomorrow. Especially,’ Ryan emphasised, ‘Messers Oates and Stimpson. I don’t like either of ‘em.’

Ryan’s phone buzzed.

‘It’s the DCI,’ he said, turning his back on his colleagues.

When Danskin didn’t ask for an update, Ryan knew it was something urgent.

‘I’ve just had a call,’ the DCI said. ‘Rachel Lawrie is next up on Dr Elliot’s list. Fancy viewing the post-mortem?’

‘Do I hell as like.’

‘Tough titties, Jarrod. Get your arse into gear pronto. I want you there.’

Ryan swore. ‘You do have other capable officers, you know. I can’t do everything mesel’.’

He was wasting his breath. Danskin had already terminated the call.

**

Ryan steeled himself to look into the young girl’s lifeless eyes. The dark brown irises had dulled in death. He wondered what TV programmes those eyes liked to watch, who her favourite movie star was. He wondered if her killer already knew these things, possibly because he already knew her.

He was brought back into focus by Aaron Elliot’s voice as he spoke into a Dictaphone. Ryan shivered as a vision of Richard Dreyfuss slicing into the belly of the shark in Jaws drifted into his mind’s eye.’

‘Rachel Lawrie,’ Dr Elliot began. ‘Aged fourteen years and four months. No sign of vaginal or anal penetration.’

‘Thank the Lord,’ Ryan thought. At least he could answer one of Yvette Lawrie’s questions truthfully.

‘No bruising to the breasts,’ Elliot continued. ‘I would conclude from initial observation that there’s little evidence of sexual interference.’

Ryan knew he shouldn’t interrupt the post-mortem audio but he had to ask, ‘Little or None’?’

Elliot gave him a stern look. ‘The body is entirely depilated,’ the pathologist said, as much for Ryan’s benefit as the recording. ‘The victim’s head has been shaved to display an intact cranium except for the removal of a cochlear implant. Pubic and other body hair is similarly absent.’

‘Shit. I can’t tell her mother that.’

Elliot moved to the girl’s shoulder and bent to inspect the joint where an arm had been removed.

‘The girl’s upper limbs have been excised to expose bone. The ball socket is not visible, however.’ Elliot looked towards Ryan. ‘By the precision of the cut, suspected use of chainsaw.’

Ryan gave a thumbs-up, though wondered if it should be a thumbs-down under the circumstances.

‘For obvious reasons, I am unable to extract sample material from beneath the fingernails.’ Aaron Elliot coughed, took a sip of water, and reconnected to the audio before Ryan could interrupt.

Elliot stuck what looked like a Covid test stick up Rachel’s nose. ‘Swab taken from victim’s nasal passage pending full toxicology sampling.’

‘It’s the same as the first victim…,’ Ryan thought.

‘Ligature marks on side of throat indicate either a struggle or strangulation. Until tox sampling is complete, cause of death remains uncertain.’

‘…There again, perhaps it isn’t.’

Elliot switched off the mic and tore it from his scrubs before stripping off his gloves with a smack.

‘This isn’t random. Your killer is trying to tell us something. He’s not hiding the bodies. He’s doing the opposite.’

Ryan agreed. ‘What, though? We’ve one girl with no legs, another without arms. What’s he doing, and why? More to the point, where are the missing body parts? In a freezer, somewhere? Served to the pigs? Inside his stomach, Heaven forbid?’

Aaron Elliot shrugged. ‘Sorry, that’s something I can’t answer. If talking helps your thought processes, though, talk away.’

Ryan felt a need to escape the chemical smells, the harsh bright lights, the lab’s metallic surfaces. Despite this, his need for answers was greater, so talk is what Ryan did.

‘The killer’s arrogant. He wants to show off his work. These aren’t heat of the moment killings. They’ve been thought through. There’s a purpose to it all.’

Elliot was at the sink, washing utensils. ‘I’m listening,’ he said over his shoulder.

‘He’s keeping the limbs as trophies. That must be it.’

‘Why limbs? Why not heads, like Dahmer?’

Ryan shuddered. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know any of this. I’m just guessing.’

Elliot ripped a paper towel from a roller and dried his hands. ‘Keep guessing.’

Ryan vibrated his lips. ‘I’m all guessed out. Listen, I should get back to the station.’

‘Really? That’s just the first part of the post-mortem done. Are you sure you don’t want to stick around while I look inside her?’

Ryan curled his mouth. ‘Quite sure, ta.’

The Blaydon Races ringtone echoed around the lab’s bare and sterile walls as Ryan’s phone burst into life.

‘Saved by the bell,’ Elliot smiled.

‘Jarrod.’

‘Ryan, it’s Samantha Maynard. When you’re finished at the lab, I’ve got another task for you.’

‘With respect, ma’am, I’ve never stopped all day. Isn’t there anyone else?’

Maynard’s response was terse. ‘We’re all busy, and this is your lead so I thought you’d want to follow it up.’

Ryan sighed. ‘Howay, then.’

‘Lucy’s traced Ashleigh Roper’s dentist. You know, the woman who was supposed to pick up Rachel Lawrie from school, and the dentist you were going to check up on.’

‘Come on, man. I’ve never had…’

‘I’m joking, Ryan. Sorry, bad timing. Anyway, the dentist is a Sidney Mayhew, with a practice at Grange Park, Gosforth.’

‘Okay. I’ll call him now.’

‘No, Ryan; you’ll pay him a visit.’

‘Why?’

There was a momentary pause.

‘You’ll find out when you get there,’ the Super answered, cryptically.


THIRTEEN

Ryan’s satnav directed him to a patch of open land near a sports field. This wasn’t the right spot, yet it must be close. He ran a hand through his hair in frustration and kerb crawled his way further along Broadway West, beyond a Yoga studio, until he found the practice on the corner of Marlborough Approach.

He squeezed the Peugeot into a vacant parking bay and studied the outside of the premises. From the immaculate exterior, ornate window etching, and welcoming lighting, Ryan knew Mayhew and Waters was a private practice.

He opened the door, ignored the weighty smell of cleanliness, and made his way to the reception desk. Ryan made an audible ‘Sheesh’ noise as the patient in front of him was told how much he owed.

Once the man had remortgaged his property and settled the bill, Ryan asked to see Sidney Mayhew. The receptionist looked at him as if she’d stepped into something unpleasant.

‘We have other clients to deal with. If you’d care to take a seat…’

Ryan flipped open his warrant card. ‘I’ll see him now, if it’s all the same to you.’

‘Just a moment.’ The woman disappeared into a back room.

Ryan looked around the waiting area. Scrape away the expensive artwork on the walls and the comfortable chairs, it was like any other dentists. The wall-mounted LED screen showed a range of available treatments on a repetitive loop, and the high-pitched whine coming from the room above told Ryan the equipment here was no different to the practice he attended in Blaydon. There wasn’t even a fishtank to calm the nerves.

‘You can come through now,’ the receptionist said, speaking down her nose.

Ryan walked into an office occupied by a thirty-something woman with orange skin and platypus lips.

‘I take it you’re not Mr. Mayhew.’

‘No, Mr. Mayhew has left for the day, I’m afraid. I’m the practice manager, Zena Watts. How can I help you?’

‘I’d like confirmation that one of your patients attended an appointment with Mr. Mayhew.’

Zena Watts sat back in her chair and pouted her lips until Ryan thought she’d lick the window. ‘May I ask why?’

‘It’s part of an ongoing police enquiry. We need to confirm your client turned up as scheduled.’

Watts simpered a look which surpassed smugness. ‘I’m afraid that’s confidential information.’

Ryan leant towards the woman. ‘No it isn’t. I’m not asking for any treatments the woman in question had, I’m not wanting to know how she afforded your ridiculous prices. All I want is a simple yes or no answer to an even simpler question: did a Mrs Ashleigh Roper turn up for an appointment?’

At the mention of Roper’s name, Ryan noticed the woman’s eyelids flicker.

‘I’ll check for you,’ Zena complied, her tone less frozen than before.

Ryan wondered why the change of attitude.

‘This is the date you said, isn’t it?’ She swung her monitor screen so Ryan could see.

‘Aye, that’s it.’

The woman crossed her legs and sucked on a pen top. ‘No. Sorry, you must have the date wrong. There’s no appointment for Mrs. Roper.’

The answer didn’t surprise him. ‘You’re sure about that?’

‘Absolutely,’ Watts said. ‘Mr Mayhew wasn’t even on duty that afternoon.’

‘Thank you. I’ll see myself out,’ Ryan said.

As the door closed behind him, Zena Watts clenched her fists and punched the air.

‘Yesss!’ she hissed.

**

‘Oh, it’s you.’

‘Yes, it’s me,’ Ryan said. ‘May I come in, Mrs Roper?’

She stood aside and let Ryan wipe his feet on the doormat. ‘Front room is on the left.’

Ryan took a seat without being asked. The room was fitted out in contemporary style. Nice, but too much like a Barker and Stonehouse showroom for his liking.

Ashleigh Roper sat opposite him; hands balled in her lap. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘The day Rachel Lawrie went missing, you didn’t collect her as planned, did you?’

‘No. I already told you. I had a dental appointment.’

‘Who is your dentist?’

‘It’s a Mr Mayhew. Been seeing him for years.’

‘I see.’

Ryan held a silence, hoping Roper would break it.

She did.

‘Is there a problem?’

‘Yes, I think there is. You see, I’ve just come from Mr Mayhew’s practice. They say you didn’t have an appointment with Mr Mayhew, or anyone else for that matter.’

‘They’re wrong.’ She met Ryan’s eyes. He couldn’t tell if she believed it herself or was simply brazen.

‘I don’t think they are.’

‘I’ve an appointment card, somewhere.’ She picked up her handbag from where it lay by her feet and rummaged inside it. Crumpled tissues, breath freshener, and lip sil tubes spilled onto the carpet.

‘Any luck?’

Roper moved to a letter rack. Began rifling through the contents. Finally, she spread her arms either side of the letter rack and bowed her head.

‘Okay. I lied.’

Ryan sat forward. ‘Why do that?’

‘Tell me one thing: who told you I had no appointment? I bet it was that bitch with the Trump-coloured face, wasn’t it?’

‘I’m not at liberty to disclose that information - but you are obliged to answer my question, Mrs Roper: why lie?’

Ashleigh Roper glanced up at the ceiling and moved to sit close to Ryan. ‘My Andrew’s upstairs, watching his TV.’

‘And?’

‘And he mustn’t hear this.’

‘Mrs Roper, I’m very busy. Please answer my question.’

She let out a long sigh. ‘I did see Sidney that day. Just not for a dental appointment, that’s all. You see, me and him…’

Ryan did see. She didn’t need tell him, but she did.

‘I’ve been sleeping with him for over a year, now. I knew who told you because Zena’s been sleeping with Sidney, too. He ditched her for me but she only found out I was the cause of their breakup a couple of weeks ago.’ She tossed her hair. ‘Spatula-lips really must be as jealous as fuck.’

Ryan ignored the cuss and stood to leave.

‘Please, my husband won’t find out, will he? It’d break poor Andrew if his Dad and I split up.’

‘I assure you he won’t find out. Not from me, anyway. Please, though – don’t ever, EVER lie to me or any other police officer again.’

‘I won’t.’

‘Good, because I should charge you with perverting the course of justice, obstructing an enquiry, any number of things. I won’t – this time – but I’m not doing it for you or your husband. I’m doing it for Andrew, as well.’

‘Thank you,’ she whispered.

‘And think of the consequences of your actions in future. No child should be without their parents, but your boy very nearly was.’

**

Ryan sat outside the Roper household for several minutes, rubbing his eyes with his knuckles.

‘What a bloody day,’ he said to himself as he gathered his thoughts. He checked his watch. If he reported back to the station now, would he end up with another task?

‘Ah bollocks,’ he cursed, dialling in.

‘Ach, Ryan laddie. Good to hear from you,’ Lyall Parker answered. ‘You after an update on oor progress?’

Ryan massaged his eyebrows. ‘Only if there’s owt earth-shattering. I’m wrecked after today and could do with getting off once I’ve filed me report.’

‘File away, son.’

Ryan blinked. ‘You mean you’ll write it up for me?’

‘Aye. Why not? I do it for the DCI all the time.’

Jarrod laughed. ‘True enough. Cheers, Lyall. That’s brilliant.’

He talked Parker through the day, some of which the DI already knew from Trebilcock and O’Hara. The Scotsman told Ryan they’d boosted Stimpson and Oates up the POI betting, whilst ruling out most of the other teachers at the school.

Ryan suggested Lyall might want Stimpson to drift in the market on the basis he didn’t drive, before he moved onto the two positive outcomes.

‘Aaron Elliot should’ve finished the full post-mortem on Rachel Lawrie. I reckon we’ll see his report by end of tomorrow. Hopefully, that’ll give us more evidence to link the two killings.’

‘I don’t think we really need much more evidence but you’re right, Ryan. It’s aboot time we started drawing the two strands together.’

‘And the only other positive out of today is we can rule Ashleigh Roper out of the enquiry.’

‘She did have a dental appointment, then?’

Ryan sensed a hint of sarcasm in Parker’s voice but ignored it. ‘In a way. She saw the dentist, but not in the way you think. They’re…’

‘…Shagging each other.’

‘You knew?’

‘Not exactly. Ravi searched social media and found a few hints that the lassie was up to something with him. That’s why the Super asked you tae visit, to be sure of it.’

Of course it was. It all made sense to Ryan, now.

‘Is there owt else you need from us, Lyall?’

‘Nae, you get yersel’ off to see that wee laddie of yours.’

‘Thanks again. I appreciate it.’

‘Funny, isn’t it? Roper and the dentist, I mean. The great Wally Scott was right when he said, ‘Oh what a tangled web we weave when first we practice to deceive.’

**

The world seemed in semi-permanent darkness as Ryan drove onto Hannah Graves’ road.

Ryan spotted Daniel first, asleep in his pushchair, head lolling to one side, on the steps leading to Hannah’s apartment block. ‘Good,’ he thought, ‘Pushchair’s back. She’s been onto Lost Property. Saved us a bit of cash.’

Given the light shining from the lamp hanging outside the building’s arched entranceway, he should have been able to see Hannah, but he couldn’t. He heard her, though. He’d recognise her infectious laugh anywhere, and there it was, as soon as he switched off the engine.

Suddenly, her head appeared above a row of parked cars, face wreathed in smiles. He smiled back at her and waved.

By the time he did so, rough hands had hauled her to the ground.

Ryan jumped from his car. Left it unlocked.

‘Hannah!’ he yelled.

She didn’t hear him. She didn’t hear him because she was laughing again, more heartily this time.

Her head reappeared above the row of cars. Her face was smeared with a dark substance.

‘What the…? Hannah!’ he shouted again.

Abruptly, she stopped laughing. Took on a serious demeanour.

‘Oh, err, hi Ry. I wasn’t expecting you.’

‘Not the welcome I expected, but hey-ho,’ he smiled.

He heard the trundle of wheels, like a skateboard or child’s scooter, from somewhere beneath the row of cars.

A second face appeared above the vehicles. A male face. ‘Oh, we didn’t think you’d be here.’

Ryan looked at the man. ‘Clearly, ‘we’ didn’t.’

‘John’s been helping us with me car,’ Hannah explained.

Ryan raised an eyebrow. ‘Has he, now?’

‘Aye, he has. Well, somebody’s got to. You’re no good, are you?’

‘Thanks a bunch. I see you got Daniel’s chair back.’

‘Stroke of luck,’ Hannah said. ‘John went to South Gosforth hub and got it for me.’

Ryan’s mouth thinned. ‘Good old John,’ he said, flatly. ‘Divvent you think it’s a bit cold for Daniel to be outside?’

Hannah looked towards the buggy at the foot of the stone stairs. ‘Aye, I guess. Howay in, Ry.’

He stayed where he was. ‘Is the car fixed?’ he asked Redding.

‘Nah, mate. It’ll need looking at properly in daylight.’ He turned to face Hannah. ‘I need to get scrubbed up for work. Don’t know why, like, ‘cos I’ll just get covered in shit again.’

Hannah giggled. ‘Thanks for trying, anyway, John.’

He stuck the wheeled trolley board under his arm. ‘See you later, alligator.’

‘In a while crocodile,’ Hannah replied. They both laughed.

Ryan looked from Hannah to John as the neighbour made his way inside and closed the door behind him.

She stepped from behind the cars and held her hand out to Ryan. ‘Come on in, love.’

He regarded her from head to toe. She wore a pair of old dungarees, faded and holed with age. He recognised splashes of paint from the time she decorated his house in The Drive. He also saw the oily handprints of a man smeared on her thighs, stomach, and below her breasts.

‘I don’t think so, somehow. I’m off yem. You need take a long, hard look at yersel,’ he said.

He was already on the way back to his car. Ringing in his ears were Walter Scott’s words, as spoken by Lyall Parker.

‘Oh what a tangled web we weave

when first we practice to deceive.’


FOURTEEN

The night passed without sleep for Hannah Graves and, for once, the blame didn’t lie with Daniel.

She’d tried phoning Ryan but he ignored her calls. She spent the first few hours of the night furious with him. Questions circled her brain like vultures around a dying beast.

‘How dare he interfere in MY life?’

‘How childish of him not to accept my calls.’

‘Why on God’s earth storm off like he did?’ and, crucially:

‘Can I live with such behaviour?’

As restless hours passed, she began to think more rationally. Began asking questions of herself.

Did she want to be with Ryan? Of course she did.

Did she find her neighbour attractive? No; not at all.

Had she enjoyed his flirting? A tear clung to her eyelashes as she realised, yes – she had.

In the moments before dawn, she found empathy with Ryan. She understood how things must have looked. She was responsible for Ryan’s actions. It was all her fault.

Yes, John had made her feel attractive again. Boosted her self-esteem. Made her stop thinking about herself as frumpy. She felt good about herself for the first time since giving birth; excited, even, that someone obviously wanted her.

But she’d never cheat on Ryan.

All she had to do was tell him these things. Yet, how could she if he refused to take her calls? There was only thing to do, and she knew he wouldn’t like it.

She’d retained all her security passes, warrant card, and other identification badges whilst on maternity leave. Hannah Graves would march into Forth Street as Detective Sergeant Graves and not leave until she’d settled her differences with Ryan.

There was only one obstacle – what to do with Daniel Roman Clark Jarrod?

She had an idea. It was one Ryan would be furious about, but he’d never know.

Hannah dressed quickly and left Daniel asleep in his cot. She opened her apartment door quietly, leaving it ajar. She stepped across the corridor and raised her fist to knock on John Redding’s door.

She hesitated. What if Ryan, somehow, DID find out?

‘Oh to hell with it.’ She moved her fist towards the door and stopped when she heard a voice. There was someone in the apartment with John.

‘Shit.’ That was her plan scuppered.

Hannah turned her back, only for the instincts of a seasoned detective to kick in. She eavesdropped.

The conversation was muffled, and she only caught snatches of it.

‘What’s she like?’ a stranger’s voice asked.

She didn’t catch John’s reply.

‘Have you her photograph?’

‘Yeah, I sneaked one from outside her window when she wasn’t looking.’

‘That’s well dodgy, man.’

Indecipherable words from John.

‘I’m not fussed but you can show me if you want.’

‘Here we go…’

‘Wow. She’s a tidy piece,’ said the stranger, followed by a question she couldn’t make out.

‘Putty in me hands.’

Laughter, one hearty, the other a little stilted.

Another muffled question she couldn’t quite hear.

She made out John’s reply, though. A chill ran down her spine and she shuddered convulsively.

‘It’s Hannah Graves,’ he’d said. ‘And she’ll soon be mine.’

**

Hannah fed and dressed Daniel in record time. Making good with Ryan was more important than ever. Sweat dampened her brow as she realised she’d been within moments of leaving their son with a man she barely knew, and one who seemed intent on stalking her.

She’d get Daniel into Forth Street with her, somehow. Getting out of her apartment building without Redding hearing was more difficult.

Hannah left Daniel’s buggy in the hallway and contented herself with strapping him against her chest in the padded baby carrier. She prayed Daniel wouldn’t scream on the way out.

He didn’t.

‘Good boy, Daniel. What a clever lad.’

She’d worked up a sweat by the time she reached the underground Jesmond Metro station, underlining how many fitness levels she’d dropped.

The platform was packed with commuters and students, and it was destined to get busier – the next train wasn’t due for another six minutes.

When it arrived, it was jammed to the rafters. Hannah tried to squeeze through the doors where people jostled like bees around their queen.

‘Sorry, love,’ a man blocking the entrance said, ‘I can’t shift oot the way. Wish I could. Can you manage?’

‘Not really,’ she told him as she twisted and turned through the crowds as best she could, one hand protecting Daniel’s head.

Once she’d got through the initial doorway crush, the train was less busy. Standing room only, but at least there was breathing room. She swayed down the aisle to where three seats allocated for disabled, elderly, and pregnant passengers were set aside.

They were occupied by a couple of scruffy layabouts and a grey-haired gentleman.

The train moved off and Hannah swayed against the movement, losing balance and treading on one of the youth’s toes.

‘Howay man, watch what you’re doing.’

‘Sorry,’ Hannah grudgingly apologised.

‘That’s aal reet, missus. I’ve just seen your sprog and feel sorry for you, now. Ugly as fuck, isn’t it?’

His friend’s laughter howled like a wolf.

Hannah restrained herself from responding, but only because Daniel was attached to her.

The carriage was like something out of St. Trinian’s, pupils clothed in a range of school uniforms of various hues, satchels and backpacks wielded like weapons, and phones used in preference to conversation.

The train lurched to a halt. Hannah stepped forward again.

‘Fuck off, you bitch. You nearly did it again. Are you pissed, or summat?’

Hannah was red in the face with anger, the stuffy heat, and remorse for how Ryan must be feeling. This time, she fought back.

‘You ignorant piece of dogshit,’ she said, more placidly than she felt. ‘If I didn’t have the bairn with me, you’d see I was no pushover.’

The youth sprung to his feet. Grabbed Hannah’s shoulders, spun her round, and shoved her backwards. She fell into the lap of the gentleman who’d been sitting with the youths.

‘I thought you said you weren’t a pushover?’ the lad laughed.

Hannah apologised to the gentleman.

‘Please, don’t apologise,’ the man said. Instead, he got to his feet. ‘Have my seat, my dear. These two hooligans aren’t worth an argument.’

‘Thank you,’ Hannah said, looking at the man. He wore a long, mustard-coloured coat over a pink shirt with a lavender cravat tied at the neck. It wasn’t his appearance which struck her, though. It was the overpowering floral aroma of his aftershave.

‘How, ye,’ one of the youths cried, ‘Yes, you – the poncey owld queen, there. Who do you think you’re calling a hooligan?’

He moved menacingly towards Hannah’s saviour.

‘Stop!’ she shouted.

‘Are you gannin to mek us, like?’ the thug mocked.

He turned towards Hannah.

When he saw the warrant card in her hand, he barrelled his way through the crowded carriage. He and his mate were gone.

So, too, Aubrey Stimpson.

**

‘Well, hello there. Long time no see,’ the desk sergeant greeted Hannah as she struggled into the Forth Street foyer.

‘Hi Philip. It’s good to be back,’ she replied, even if she wasn’t sure she meant it. Her stomach flipped like the first day of a new school term.

‘Is it bring your kids to work day?’ Philip asked with a wink.

Hannah laughed. ‘No, just thought the Super and Lucy Dexter might want to meet little ‘un. Don’t suppose the likes of Todd Robson or many of DCI Kinnear’s team will be interested.’

The desk sergeant smiled as he held open the security barrier for her.

In the lift, Hannah released Daniel from the carrier and rocked him in her arms. She stretched her back, wishing she’d smuggled the pushchair passed John Redding’s flat.

The lift door opened and her insides did another little somersault as she entered the incident room. No-one looked up from their work. In fact, there were very few to look up, especially from Stephen Danskin’s team. Her eyes sought out Ryan but she couldn’t see him.

Rick Kinnear saw her first. He greeted her, looked at Daniel as if he was an alien sprung from Jon Hurt’s guts, and invited her to introduce her son to the team.

She spent a few cursory moments with DI John Brownlee and a couple of her team before hurrying as best she could to Ryan’s work area.

‘Where is everybody?’

‘Hannah!’ Gavin O’Hara exclaimed. ‘Lovely to see you, man.’ He embraced her and Daniel as one. ‘Most are out doing legwork. Wor main case isn’t giving us an easy time. ‘The DCI’s in with the Super. I’m sure they won’t mind you interrupting them.’

‘Is Ryan with them?’ She prayed she hadn’t had a wasteful journey.

‘Nah. He didn’t even say you were coming.’

‘He didn’t know,’ she said, attempting to keep the sadness out of her voice.

Hannah knocked on Sam Maynard’s door and waited respectively for the Super to say her customary, ‘Come.’

Samantha leapt to her feet at Hannah’s arrival. ‘Let me see him!’ she enthused like a schoolgirl. ‘Hello, Hannah,’ she added belatedly with a smile.

‘What are you doing here?’ Stephen Danskin frowned.

‘Is Ryan due back?’

‘What’s up, like?’ her stepfather asked.

‘Nowt, I just thought I’d surprise him.’

‘You can’t kid a kidder.’

‘I’ll tell you in a bit,’ she said, retrieving Daniel from a cooing Sam Maynard.

‘Give him here,’ Danskin said, balancing Daniel on his knee. ‘I don’t see as much of the little fella’ as I’d like.’

Hannah shifted a floral patterned bag from her shoulder. ‘Do you want to do the honours?’

‘What?’

‘He needs changing.’

Danskin quickly passed Daniel back to Maynard. ‘You fancy doing it, boss?’

Sam laughed, her eyes glimmering like deep tarns in sunlight. ‘My pleasure. One thing, though – I give the orders here,’ she smiled at Stephen.

While the Super lay Daniel on her office floor, Stephen gave Hannah an earnest look. ‘So, what gives?’ he said.

‘Ry and me had a bust-up last night.’

Danskin nodded. ‘Explains his mood this morning.’

‘Aye, I’ve tried to apologise but he won’t take me calls. This is the only way I could think of to get him to listen.’

Danskin popped a mint into his mouth. ‘We’re on a bugger of a case at the moment. I’m sure that’ll be part of his fettle.’

‘I’m not so sure. When will he be back?’

Danskin blew out his cheeks. ‘Who knows? He’s away seeing a randy dentist at the mo checking out an alibi. He’s due to meet with local plod after that to go through statements.’

‘All done,’ Maynard said. ‘He’s gorgeous, he really is.’

‘Thank you,’ Hannah said, genuinely. She needed to hear it after the words of the bully on the Metro.

Sam handed Daniel back with a grunt. ‘He’s a ton weight.’ She rested both hands on Danskin’s shoulders.

‘I’d best get off. Tell Ry, won’t you?’

‘I’ll show you out,’ the DCI said.

Hannah caught a whiff of something on Danskin’s breath as he escorted her through the incident room. ‘What’s that I’m smelling?’

‘Don’t worry. It’s only mouthwash.’

Hannah narrowed her eyes. ‘You back on that?’

‘Howay, man. At least it’s nowt stronger.’

Hannah looked at him. ‘Good. You’re not going down that road again.’

‘When did you become me mother?’ Danskin snapped. Then, softer, ‘Nah, I’m done with all that, years ago. You should know me by now. Like I said, though: this case is getting to all of us.’ He tilted his head towards the crime boards as they passed.

Hannah instinctively glanced towards the boards like the seasoned professional.

She stopped dead, mouth open.

‘Oh. My. God.’


FIFTEEN

Ryan Jarrod saw Danskin’s name appear on his mobile’s display screen. He assumed the DCI was after an update.

‘I’ve on my way back from the dentist,’ Ryan said. ‘Mayhew’s corroborated Ashleigh Roper’s alibi. He didn’t seem in the slightest bit fussed we knew he’d been tashing his way around patients and staff. Anyhoo, we can rule Roper out.’

‘Never mind all that; are you driving?’

‘Grabbing a quick coffee at Ardens Kitchen then off to Etal Lane cop shop, unless there’s summat more urgent.’

‘Stick to your plan but I’ve someone here with more information for you.’

‘Oh aye? Fire away.’

Hannah took a deep breath before speaking. ‘Hi, Ryan.’

A moment’s silence before he asked, ‘Is this a set-up?’

‘No, Ryan. It’s about the lass from Saint Raphael’s.’

Ryan gave a scornful laugh. ‘Is it, now? Have you been doing a Miss Marple in your spare time? That’s if you’ve got any spare time away from your new friend.’

‘Shut up and listen, will you?’ Her words and tone silenced Ryan. ‘I came to the station to talk to you. It was the only way I could think of making sure you’d listen to me, seeing as you won’t take me calls, like.’

‘So, I was right. It IS a set-up.’

‘No, man. Listen. Remember the day I left Daniel’s pushchair on the Metro?’

‘Yes.’

‘I didn’t tell you the reason I left it. I got off in a hurry cos I was scared.’

Ryan’s coffee mug was half-way to his lips. He set it down again. ‘What happened?’

She wasn’t sure how to begin, so she started at the end. ‘The Metro train was virtually empty. A guy got on and decided to sit next to me. He had the whole carriage to choose a seat yet he squashed in next to me. He behaved oddly. Full of himself, like.’

‘What did he say?’

‘That’s just it. He didn’t say a word, but he…kept touching my leg. Not with his hand, mind. Just with his leg. I moved away but his leg followed. It felt so creepy. When the train pulled into the Metro, I dashed off last-minute so he couldn’t follow. That’s why I left the pushchair. Then, when I looked back, he was grinning and he winked at me.’

Ryan pushed his coffee mug aside. ‘He was stalking you?’

She thought of John and his conversation with the other man but now wasn’t the time to mention his name. ‘I don’t think you’d call it stalking ‘cos I genuinely think he stumbled on me by accident.’

Ryan gave her words some thought. ‘You’re okay, though, aye?’

‘Can me and Daniel stay at yours for a bit?’

‘You’re not okay, are you?’

Hannah sighed. ‘I’m fine, but we need to talk and I want to be with someone. No; not someone: you – I want to be with you.’

‘I dunno. After yesterday and this bloody case gannin through me heed.’ His tone softened ‘Oh what the hell. Aye; Of course you can.’

They were on speakerphone and Danskin interrupted them. ‘I divvent want to be a gooseberry here, but we’ve two murders to solve. After Hannah’s told you what she has to say, I want you to stick to your plan. Gan to Etal Lane. I don’t want you going off half-cocked on this.’

Ryan squinted as winter sun sprung from behind a bank of grey cloud. ‘Oh-kay. What is it you’ve discovered?’

Hannah spoke. ‘The man on the Metro: I’ve just seen his face again. I saw it on the crime board.’

Ryan gasped. ‘What?’

‘It’s Graham Oates.’

**

‘Jarrod, what Hannah’s told us doesn’t add anything to the enquiry at this stage. It’s only circumstantial at best, although it contributes to the profile we’re building of Oates. Do NOT act on what DS Graves has told you.’

Ryan didn’t answer.

‘Do you hear me? Anything you do now is certain to jeopardise the enquiry. Do you understand?’

Danskin heard a hiss down the line. ‘Yes,’ it said.

‘Do I have your word?’

‘Aye, man. I’ve telt you. I want a promise in return, though. If - when – the time comes to formally interview the bastard, I’m the one to do it.’

‘I’ll do what I can but it’ll be the Super’s call. I also need my interviewing officer to be level-headed. Can you promise me that’s you?’

‘I’m not under oath here, am I?’

‘Stop pissing me around, Jarrod. Can I trust you to put the incident with DS Graves to one side?’

‘Sir, Hannah doesn’t come into the equation. I’m thinking of the girls he’s chopped up. That’s why I want to interview him, if he’s charged. And that’s why I can only promise to do me best.’

Hannah brought the awkward exchange to an end. She slipped her arms into her jacket and told Ryan to just do his job.

‘I’ve got a key to yours. Me and Daniel will be waiting for you when you’re finished. We’re both alright so cool your jets and go find yourself a murderer.’

**

Hannah’s jacket had been around the block a few times, lately.

She’d left it on the Metro beside Graham Oates when she fled from the carriage. It’d been held in lost property overnight in the South Gosforth hub, potentially available to anyone with access to the depot. John Redding had collected it from there for her, and she’d worn it during her encounter with the youths on the Metro and the man wearing too much aftershave.

Any one of them could have attached the tracker to the inside lining of her coat.

The man who did place it there watched her movements via the app on his phone. He saw she’d disappeared inside the police station behind the Central Railway Station. The flashing arrow on the app remained stationary for more than half an hour.

He smiled to himself as he realised she hadn’t an inkling her every movement was his to follow. He wondered what his favourite detective was saying inside the station, was intrigued whether they’d believe her or dismiss what she had to say as fantasy.

How he yearned to hear the anxiety in her voice, smell the stench of fear inside her, craved to see the panic on her face when he confronted her. Most of all, he envisaged how his finished work would be received.

The man knew it would be a masterpiece, yet he knew not all masterpieces were acknowledged as such at the time. He’d just have to ensure this product left no room for doubt.

The red arrow on the phone moved. She was out on the street again. He watched as the arrow jerked along the map. It hovered still for a moment, the map telling him she was outside the Rape Crisis Centre.

The man laughed loudly at the irony. What he had planned for her went beyond anything anyone in the building could do for her.

The arrow was on the move gin. She bypassed what the map told him was The Telegraph pub. She continued straight on, down towards Orchard Street and the railway arches. The man felt himself stir as he pictured her walking unaccompanied, the sound of her heels clip-clopping on the cobbles and echoing from the tunnel’s walls as she walked beneath the railway lines.

If only he was with her, he’d have taken them both, mother and child, there and then. If only…

He was brought out of his self-obsessed thoughts by the arrow’s movement. She’d turned to her left, heading up towards the Central. He knew she’d disappear down into the subway soon, and he wouldn’t see her again until she emerged into the daylight once more.

He closed his eyes and dreamed.

Dreamed of her alone in the darkness of the tunnels. Alone with her baby - and him.

A contented smile spread across his face, a smile which morphed into a look of excited anticipation. This project would reap rich rewards. More than any of the others; more than the others put together.

First, though, he had at least one other mission, the distraction of which provided all the more time to savour what he’d do with the detective.  


SIXTEEN

Ryan left his coffee behind and made straight for the Peugeot. His initial inclination was to ignore the DCI’s advice and head to Saint Raphael’s where he’d make Graham Oates squirm so much he’d turn himself innards-out.

Instead, he took his frustration out on the steering wheel, hammering it with flat palms while cursing out loud. Danskin was right. It was too soon to confront Oates.

He checked the dashboard clock. O’Hara and Trebilcock would be at the school already, talking to the staff they’d missed to date. Ryan settled on messaging Gavin O’Hara. ‘Let me know when you’ve spoken to Oates. I want to know everything he says.’

Ryan drove the short distance to Westerhope and the Etal Lane police station, as scheduled. He spent a couple of hours trawling through interview reports with parents at the scene, and the results of the door-to-door knock with neighbours.

In a cramped office with little heating and black speckles of damp ascending the walls, and only tasteless sachets of coffee to hand, Ryan spent no longer than necessary on the task. There was nothing of significance in them, anyway.

His phone pinged with a message notification: ‘All settled in. Thanks again xx.’ Ryan was mid-reply when the Blaydon Races alerted him to an incoming call.  Stephen Danskin.

‘Where are you?’

‘Divvent worry, I’m at Etal Lane. I’m leaving Oates and co to Nige and Gav.’

‘Okay. Listen, the full autopsy results are back on Rachel Lawrie. I thought you’d want to know.’

Ryan shifted position. Sat up, alert. ‘Rohypnol again?’

‘Not according to Elliot. The lass hadn’t been drugged at all. I guess it’s easier to snatch a young lass than it was the other victim, especially if Rachel trusted him. He’d not need to drug her.’

With the sickening rush of a tidal wave, realisation dawned on Ryan. ‘Shit. So that means she was conscious throughout the ordeal. What a bastard.’

‘Fortunately, Elliot says she wasn’t. He says the comparative lack of adrenalin in her blood vessels is indicative of deep levels of unconsciousness.’

‘Thank God. How come she was out of it, then?’

‘Elliot’s hypothesis suggests she’d been strangled near death.’

‘The ligature marks – yeah, that makes sense. Wouldn’t that have produced its own adrenalin rush, though?’

He heard Danskin rustle some papers. When he spoke again, his voice was muffled. Ryan knew he’d popped another mint.

‘Elliot goes on to say the levels of adrenalin indicate a response to trauma but, and these are my words not his, neewhere near enough for somebody having their arms hacked off by a bloody geet chainsaw.’

Ryan released an exclamation of relief, then felt guilty at being thankful Rachel Lawrie had ‘only’ been strangled.  

‘Owt else?’

Again, papers rustled. ‘The only thing I believe may be relevant is the fact her implant was removed post-mortem.’ Danskin mulled the thought over before adding, ‘I’ve no idea why he would remove it.’

‘Sir, the bloke’s a heed-the-ball. There’s no way of knowing what’s going on inside his brain.’

‘On the contrary, Jarrod. There’s a reason for everything he does. Our perpetrator may be mad but he’s not a fruitcake. He’s cunning and there’s a purpose to it all. We need to find out what that reason is.’

Ryan gave a disdainful laugh. ‘Simple as that, eh?’

Stephen Danskin paused. ‘It’s not simple. Nothing ever is, but we’ll find him, whoever and wherever he is.’

The words washed over Jarrod as he read an incoming message from Gavin O’Hara while he moved the phone away from his mouth.

‘Shit,’ he exclaimed.

‘What are you thinking?‘

‘If this bloke knows what he’s doing, and if we don’t know who he is, what’s to say it isn’t Graham Oates? Gavin’s just messaged to say he isn’t at school again. What if he’s going after Hannah?’

Danskin drew in breath. ‘Hang on, though. Even it is him – and there’s nothing conclusive to say it is – and even if he was moving in on Hannah, he doesn’t know where she lives, let alone where you do. He doesn’t even know there’s a connection between you two.’

‘Doesn’t he? Can we be sure?’

‘Sod it,’ Stephen swore. ‘Get yourself home. Make sure Hannah’s not alone. I’m taking nee chances.’

The DCI’s words were wasted. Ryan was already on his way.

**

Some boneheads had parked their cars outside his house, the numpties. Didn’t they know he needed to be inside?

Alarm bells rang. Three cars, two of which he didn’t recognise.

Ryan abandoned the Peugeot on the curve at the head of The Drive and hotfooted it back to his house.

He bounded up the concrete steps two-at-a-time and flung open the door. ‘Police! Stay where you are!!’

A face peered around the living room door.

‘Ssshh, man. He’s asleep. Besides, I know you’re the police. There’s nee need to tell the world.’

Ryan glanced around. ‘Are you alone?’

‘Apart from you and half the Toon squad waiting their turn at the foot of me bed, aye.’

Ryan slumped onto the cream sofa and closed his eyes.

‘Bit of a day?’

He nodded.

‘Want to tell me about it?’

Ryan shook his head.

‘Lost your tongue?’

He poked it out.

‘Want a drink?’

He looked at Daniel, on his knees yet sleeping peacefully. ‘No. Knowing you’re both okay is enough for me.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Hmm. You aal reet?’

He sighed. ‘Graham Oates didn’t turn up at the school today. Seeing as he’s a POI in the murder of a girl and, by association, probably two, I didn’t want to tek any chances.’

Hannah looked at him long and hard. ‘He’s no idea where I am, man. He doesn’t know where I live, let alone you.’

‘That’s what Danskin said.’

‘Have you proof he’s killed anyone?’

‘He said that, an’ aal.’

‘Right. That’s sorted then. I’m making a coffee. Don’t you dare wake Daniel.’

In Ryan’s small kitchen, she looked out over the front stairs and the street beyond. All was quiet. Darkness began to descend, but she felt safe here, with Ryan.

She jumped back as tap water bounced from the kettle and splashed her. She knew where Ryan kept his mugs and spooned coffee into one, hot chocolate the other.

While she waited for the kettle to boil, she slunk into the living room. ‘If it makes you feel better, we could stay here for a while, Daniel and me. Not just tonight.’

He gave a tired smile. ‘Thanks. I agree you should. You can take the bed. I’ll kip doon here.’

‘Like hell you will. Why’d you want to do that?’ She couldn’t decipher the expression on his face. Then, it dawned on her. ‘This is about John, isn’t it?’

‘It’ll just be for two or three nights. Just ‘til I’m sure, yeah?’

Hannah opened her mouth to speak, then realised he didn’t need her kicking off. ‘It’s my fault,’ she reminded herself.

She heard the click of the kettle and went to make their drinks, thankful for the time it bought her. She filled Ryan’s NUFC mug before pouring her own. She stirred the hot chocolate viciously, taking out her frustrations on the contents.

Hannah had already decided she’d tell Ryan her thoughts from the previous night. She’d also planned to tell him about the snatches of conversation overheard from John Redding’s flat, but that could wait. Ryan had enough on his plate with work and Graham Oates. She didn’t want him getting paranoid about John Redding, too.

‘Here we are...’ she stopped herself. ‘What are you doing?’

Ryan glanced away. ‘Nowt. I thought I heard your phone buzzing, that’s all.’ He set her phone back on the arm of the sofa. ‘It wasn’t, though.’

Hannah gave him a stare of disbelief but said nothing. Instead, she sat alongside him.

At length, she began talking. ‘About last night…’

‘There’s a film in there, somewhere.’

‘No, man. I’m serious. I should apologise.’

‘Yes. You should.’ He took a noisy slurp of coffee. ‘Go on – I’m waiting.’

Hannah gave him the truth as it had dawned on her last night. To his credit, Ryan didn’t interrupt. He let her finish before asking, ‘Can I say my piece, now?’

It took Hannah aback. She should have expected Ryan had something to say, but she hadn’t. ‘Okay,’ she said.

Ryan took a deep breath. ‘Have you any idea how all of that makes me feel? Aye, I believe you when you say nowt happened between you two, but to hear you say, he ‘Made you feel attractive again,’ and that you ‘Liked his attention’ – I mean, what does that say about how I make you feel?’

‘Oh, Ry…’

He held up a hand. ‘I haven’t finished yet. He’d clearly been groping you…’

Hannah couldn’t stop herself this time, ‘I wouldn’t call it groping.’

‘Wouldn’t you? What was it then, all those handprints all over your kit?’

‘They weren’t all over me.’

‘Near as dammit they were!’

Hannah realised this wasn’t going the way she’d intended. ‘I know, Ry. And I’ve apologised. If I could take it all back, I would. But I can’t. What’s important is, I’m here now; and I’m here because I want to be.’

Ryan looked at the ceiling. ‘Are you sure it’s not because Oates has put the willies up you?’

It was, at least partly, but now wasn’t the time to say so. ‘No. It’s because I want to be with you. In fact, I want you.’

Tentatively, she moved in for a kiss. He turned away. ‘Not tonight, Josephine. Give me some time, yeah?’

‘Okay, but we can still share a bed, can’t we? Cuddles only?’

Ryan thought about it. Would saying ‘no’ feed her paranoia about being unattractive?

He stuck to his guns.

‘I’ve got one question for you, Hannah.’

‘Which is?’

‘If I came home with lipstick on me collar, would you forgive me if my explanation was the same as the one you’ve given me?’

Her face sagged.

‘There’s your answer, Han. That’s why I’m staying doon here the neet.’

**

Several miles away, a man glowered at the screen of his mobile phone. The detective hadn’t moved for hours, and she wasn’t where she was supposed to be.

The map told him she was south side of the Tyne, not far from Gateshead. The digital arrow floated midway between a place called Whickham and an even smaller smudge on the map, Sunniside.

‘What the hell’s she up to?’ the man mused as he dripped lubricant onto the dog spikes of a chainsaw.  


SEVENTEEN

Ryan woke early. He felt something draped over him. Hannah’s arm.

He’d dreamt of dismembered young women, unattributed body parts under the floorboards, and he’d dreamt of Hannah and John Redding – and Graham Oates. He also remembered his words to Ashleigh Roper: ‘No child should be without its parents.’

Life was too short, he concluded, so he’d crept upstairs in the night and slipped into bed alongside her.

Ryan snuggled up to her and inhaled her delicate scent whilst listening to their son breathing heavily in the travel cot at the bedside. He knew work called, but there were more important things in life. He nuzzled Hannah’s neck.

She didn’t open her eyes but he saw a contented smile on her lips. ‘Shouldn’t you be getting off to the station?’ she asked, eyes still closed.

‘You know how to spoil the mood,’ he whispered, jest in his voice.

‘Sofa too hard for you?’

‘No. I missed me pillows, that’s all’. He lay the side of his head on her breasts.

Hannah chuckled. ‘You do need to get to work, though,’ she reminded him.

Ryan rolled onto his back and groaned. ‘Aye, I know.’

He slid out of bed. ‘When I’m away, don’t answer the door to anyone. Draw the curtains, as well.’

‘Ry, man…’

‘No buts about it. I’m sure you’ll be okay but there’s nee need to take any chances.’

‘You just want to keep me locked up, don’t you? Fifty Shades of Grey, and all that.’

He pulled a fresh shirt over his head. When his face emerged, he said, ‘I’m serious, Hannah.’

‘Your wish is my command,’ she said, doffing an imaginary cap. ‘Besides, I’ve Mini-You here to look after me.’

Ryan peeked through the curtains. Two of the cars outside had gone, one remained.

‘Don’t answer the door, remember – and keep it locked.’

**

To a man, Stephen Danskin’s squad appeared worn out and stressed, haggard and drawn. The lack of progress was taking its toll.

With only three teachers left to speak to, Danskin despatched O’Hara to Saint Raphael’s. Trebilcock, he decreed, should focus on the first, nameless, victim.

‘I’ve said many a time we mustn’t forget about her,‘ he pointed to the gruesome photograph on the board, ‘Yet we keep coming back to Rachel Lawrie simply because she’s the easy option – we know more about her than Girl Number One. Trebilcock – she’s your job from now on. I want you to concentrate your efforts exclusively on her.’ He rubbed a hand against his stubbled jaw, making a sound like sandpaper on woodgrain. ‘Call on Sangar for support.’

‘Does that mean I forget aboot misper?’ Sangar asked.

‘Like hell it does. Multi-task, man. Besides, Dexter will help you out if she has any spare time.’

Lucy rolled her eyes. She knew the DCI was keeping her out of harm’s way after the traumas of her past, but she was fed up with the boring shit.

‘Sir, can I not…?’

‘No, you can’t. Not unless you’ve got any spare time none of the rest of us has. You’re on misper. The rest of us - Lyall, Jarrod, Robson, O’Hara and me - follow up everything we’ve got on Rachel Lawrie. I want us to know more about the lass’s life than her poor mother.’

‘She’s not on social media…’

‘I know she’s not, Sangar! Besides, you’re focussed on the other girl, get it?’

‘Aal reet,’ Sangar muttered under his breath, ‘Calm your tits.’

Danskin’s eyes slid shut as he gathered himself. ‘Okay, we need cool heads. This case – cases – are emotional. Let’s not get sucked in, yeah?’ He spoke to the group but his eyes met Ryan’s. ‘Understood?’

‘Sir,’ they all replied.

All except Ryan, whose thoughts drifted to the car parked outside his house.

**

Hannah changed, fed and dressed Daniel, thankful he’d slept through the night, before spending some precious floor time with him. Her heart melted at his giggles as she tickled his tummy and watched him kick his chubby legs in the air.

She strapped her son into his child-seat and began remedying Ryan’s slapdash housework. Hannah flicked a duster over long-neglected surfaces. Even with curtains closed and a free-standing lamp casting elongated shadows into hidden corners of the room, the house lacked a woman’s touch.

She smiled to herself knowing if Ryan had spoken those words, she’d have labelled him a sexist pig.

Hannah felt herself relax. The house never felt like home to her, but she could cope with it for a few days. Weeks, maybe. She hummed to herself as she moved from room-to-room, occasionally stopping to check on Daniel.

She was about to go upstairs when she heard it; a distant, metallic rattle she couldn’t identify.

She listened intently.

There it was, again.

Hannah held her breath. A scuffing noise outside caused her to release the air from her lungs.

Someone was at the front door.

‘Ssshh, baby. Stay quiet. Please stay quiet,’ she urged.

Her hand reached through the kitchen door. Her fingers touched the cold steel blade of a breadknife. They wrapped around the handle. She raised the knife and crept to the blindside of the door.

The handle turned.

Her fingers tightened their grip on the weapon.

Slowly, the door inched open.

Hannah raised her arm above her head.

She sensed movement in the doorway. Brought the blade down to where she guessed the intruder’s shoulder blades should be.

The knife flashed through fresh air, hitting nothing.

The intruder made a guttural sound, almost growl-like. Then, he barked loudly and Hannah felt Kenzie’s rough tongue lap at her legs.

‘Bloody hell man, woman! I nearly crapped meself,’ a voice said, following the dog inside. ‘What’re you doing here?’

Hannah cried with relief and wrapped her arms around Norman Jarrod’s neck, holding him tight.

‘Aye, I’m chuffed to see you an’ aal, pet,’ he said, rattling Ryan’s spare set of keys, ‘But I’d be even more pleased if you put that bloody machete doon.’

Hannah wiped her nose with the back of her hand, laughing and crying at the same time. ‘Sorry,’ she said.

‘What’s up? I mean, it’s one thing being here; that’s fair enough, like – but I thought being in possession of a bladed article was against the law.’

‘Only applies outside,’ Hannah corrected. ‘Howay in properly, man, and I’ll explain. Do you want a cuppa?’

Norman snuck a glance into the kitchen. ‘Nah, yer aal reet. Too many knives in there. So, are you gonna tell me what’s up, or not?’

Kenzie had made a beeline to Daniel and, after a cursory sniff and lick, lay next to him on guard duty.

Hannah ruffled the German Shepherd’s fur. ‘Ryan’s got it into his head that this case he’s on might get personal,’ she half-lied. ‘It won’t, but that’s what he’s worried about. I agreed to come stay with him to keep him happy but it seems he’s partly convinced me, too, judging by what’s just happened.’  She laughed, self-consciously.

Norman set four cans of beer on the floor. ‘I only popped round to drop these off for him in case he’s watching the match tonight. I wasn’t expecting to come face-to-face with Miss Scarlet with a dagger in the hallway.’ He smiled, while Hannah grimaced at the ‘Miss Scarlet’ reference.

He misinterpreted her look. ‘Perhaps I could do with a cuppa after all. You can tell us more about it after I’ve given me grandson some cuddles.’

In the kitchen, Hannah rested her forehead against the cool wall tiles. She felt her phone vibrate.

‘Everything okay back at the ranch?’

‘Your dad’s here so, apart from nearly killing him with a bread knife, everything’s good. I’ll explain later.’

She signed off with a heart emoji and focussed on deciding how much to tell Norman Jarrod.

**

Sam Maynard stepped into Danskin’s office just as he took a sip from the bottle of mouthwash.

‘It’s a miracle you found it,’ she said.

‘Mmm?’ Danskin asked, mid-slurp.

‘The bottle. It’s a miracle you found it among all the garbage on your desk.’

He picked up a Subway wrapper and empty bag of Walker’s. ‘Is that better?’

‘A little, but I was meaning all the paperwork. Is it in any order? Do you know what belongs to which file? It’s more than a little…chaotic.’

Danskin raised his eyebrows in surprise. ‘Me desk’s always like this.’

‘It isn’t, Stephen. Yes, Lyall handles more of your paperwork than you do, but there’s usually a structure to your work. This,’ she said, sweeping a hand above his desk, ‘Is about as structured as a toddler’s toybox.’

He glowered at her with the expression of a put-out toddler. ‘Aye, but these cases are a mystery.’

‘Aren’t all of them?’

Danskin’s lips curled inwards. ‘Aye. These, though, are summat else. We know the same bloke committed both murders but there’s no rhyme or reason to what he did. We can’t find a link between the victims, there’s no DNA or prints left at either scene, none on the girls’ bodies or clothes. We’ve nee idea where their limbs are, we’ve got several persons of interest but no outright suspects. We’ve been at this for days now and we’re no further forward. What’s more, he’s going to strike again, I can feel it in my water.’

‘Wow. I hope you never get into motivational speaking,’ Maynard said with a smile of reassurance.

‘It’s no bloody joke, man. We’re disappearing up our own arses here.’

The Superintendent looked at him - and the mouthwash - with concern. ‘This isn’t like you, Stephen.’ She took his wrist. ‘Is everything else okay?’

He followed her line of sight. ‘Ah. I get it. The Corsodyl. Yes, it’s fine. I’m not going down the booze road again. You’ve nee fear of that.’

She narrowed her cat-like eyes. ‘There is something, though, isn’t there?’

He thought about Hannah and Daniel; of Graham Oates and Ryan. He said, ‘Nah, there’s nowt. I just need to get on with aal this,’ he waved a handful of papers in the air.

‘We’ll get him, you know. We always do.’

Stephen raised his eyes to hers. ‘But when, and at what cost - and to who?’


EIGHTEEN

Gavin O’Hara buzzed for entry to Saint Raphael’s. He was a familiar figure at the school by now and the reception staff unlocked the gates at the same time as they notified Katherine Temple of his arrival.

He made his way to the Head’s office unchaperoned. Her door was already opened for him.

‘You look freezing,’ she told him. ‘A warm drink before you start?’

Gavin’s ears glowed red from the cold. He tugged at them. ‘That’d be good, ta.’

‘I’ve a busy afternoon lined up but I’m at your disposal this morning.’

‘I’m hoping I’ll be away well before lunchtime.’

‘Please, don’t take this wrong way, but I fear my pupils may become worried by your continued presence, rather than reassured. Could you not speak to those you haven’t seen at their homes, perhaps? Or somewhere else off premises?’

‘I could, but the gaffer thinks I’ll get a better impression from seeing how they respond to my questions in the workplace. As soon as I’ve seen them all, and assuming I can safely rule them out, I’ll be out of your hair.’

Katherine Temple took a sip of tea. ‘They’re all good people, you know. They’ve all been thoroughly vetted prior to interview, and all are regularly subject to DBS scrutiny.’

‘I know, Mrs Temple, and I’m sure you’re correct but those measures are only protection against someone with a known conviction. You can’t know what you don’t know.’

Temple narrowed her eyes. Nodded slowly. ‘Very true.’ She paused momentarily before adding, ‘Well, you’re in luck today. Graham Oates is back. He’s not here in a teaching capacity because he’s not judged fit enough yet. He said he wants to get on the bicycle again so he’s here to do some admin only. You’ll find in room 2G.’

**

‘Mr Oates? I’m Detective Constable O’Hara. I wonder if I could have a word?’

Oates looked up from his papers. He had dark circles under red-rimmed eyes, yet he wore the look with his customary swagger.

‘Sit,’ he said, as if addressing his classroom.

‘I understand you haven’t been well.’

‘The death of Rachel Lawrie’s hit me hard. In fact, it gets worse over time; not better.’

Gavin kept silent while he looked Oates over. Dressed all in black, he was a handsome chap in a macho way. Not Gavin’s type, but he was sure both sexes would be attracted to him.

‘It must be hard for you. You knew Rachel well, didn’t you?’

Oates sighed. ‘That line of questioning again. Look, I helped with her artwork. She was extremely talented. She deserved to be encouraged. That’s what teaching’s all about.’ Oates sniffed and wiped his nose with a tissue.

Gavin O’Hara smiled. ‘It’s an admirable stance. Do you spend time with many of your pupils?’

Oates sprung to his feet. ‘For fuck’s sake, man. Give it a rest, will you?’

‘Please sit down, Mr Oates.’

Oates pulled back his chair and sat down heavily, arms crossed in front of him. ‘In answer to your question, no: I don’t ‘Spend time with many of my students’, as you put it.’

‘So what was special about Rachel?’

The man’s hands trembled. ‘I told you. She was talented. Oh, by the way, you asked if I spend time with many of my students. I answered you honestly but, in case you think I had some sort of paedo feelings towards the girl, there have been others who I’ve encouraged. Before you ask, they’re all alive and kicking.’

The room wasn’t much warmer than the air outside, and whisps of breath dispersed in the air. Gavin rubbed his hands together.

‘You were on yard duty the day Rachel disappeared, weren’t you?’

Oates raised his head. Nodded. ‘That’s another reason I feel the way I do. I feel responsible, in a way. At the same time, though, it gives me an irrefutable alibi.’ His fingers reached into his mouth. He removed a sliver of gum and dropped it into a bin. ‘Is that all, Detective Constable?’

O’Hara stared downwards. ‘What size shoes do you take?’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Size ten, I’d say. Am I right?’

Graham Oates frowned. ‘What are you on about?’

O’Hara moved on. ‘Now you’ve brought up the subject of CCTV, the footage shows you were distracted from your duties on the day Rachel Lawrie disappeared.’

Oates said nothing, so Gavin continued.

‘You were distracted by messages on your phone. You were observed chatting to a parent and not watching the children.’

Oates looked like he’d smelt a fart.

‘What’s more, at the moment Rachel Lawrie left Saint Raphael’s, you were nowhere to be seen on the CCTV. So, no: you don’t have an irrefutable alibi, do you?’

**

Rather than throw him, Gavin’s line of question had imbued Oates with a new sense of confidence.

Graham Oates chewed on a new piece of gum. ‘I do have an alibi.’

‘I’m listening.’

‘The woman you saw me talking to? She’s not a parent. She’s an agent.’

Gavin tisked. ‘Federal, secret, or financial?’

Oates shot him a dismissive glance. ‘None of them. I’d sent her some examples of my own work. My artwork, I mean. She said she liked what she saw. Felt it was unique enough to stand apart from recognised genres. She asked to see more…’

‘Does she have a name, this ‘agent’?’

‘Felicity Serrano. Felicity Vasquez Serrano, if you want it in full.’

The man’s confident responses disarmed Gavin. Nevertheless, he pressed on.

‘Let’s get this right. You’re saying this mysterious agent with the exotic name sought you out, at the gates of a school near Kingston Park, and specifically asked you to show her your etchings? Surely there’d be a more professional way for her to approach you?’

Oates shrugged. ‘She was scheduled to attend an exhibition in Vienna the following day. It was her last opportunity before she went.’

Gavin scratched at his cheek with manicured fingernails. ‘Why not mention any of this earlier?’

‘Because unauthorised persons aren’t allowed on school premises. The work I wanted to show her was here, in my room at the school. The only way she could see it was if I let her in. I wasn’t going to announce that to the world, was I?’

‘Can I see it; this ‘work’?’

‘No. She took it with her.’

Gavin smirked. ‘Very convenient,’ his words sending a smoke signal spiralling through the cold air. ‘So you’re saying that’s the reason you weren’t in sight of the cameras when Rachel left the school grounds.’

Oates grinned. ‘Yes. You see, I was escorting Felicity to the back of the school where I knew I could let her into the art room where I keep my material without her being seen.’

He reached into a trouser pocket with difficulty and pulled out a business card. Rose red, its gold lettering read: ‘Felicity Vasquez Serrano. Artist, Agent, Exhibitor.’ The card also provided an e-mail address and telephone number.

‘Check her out. You know you want to,’ Oates said with a wink.

**

On the third floor of the Forth Street police HQ, activity was both frantic and frustrating. Danskin and his team had uncovered no fresh leads.

Tempers were frayed.

Sangar flitted between the two cases getting nowhere. Lucy Dexter was totally pissed off at continually refreshing the misper database to no avail. Todd Robson and the normally unflustered Nigel Trebilcock argued and swore at each other about something trivial, while Lyall Parker beat the hell out of a vending machine which refused to issue change. Ryan, meanwhile, withdrew into himself.

‘Stephen, Lyall, Ryan – here, please,’ Sam Maynard ordered from her office doorway.

‘I’m not a frigging dog,’ Danskin swore under his breath.

‘Sit, you three.’

The command reinforced Danskin’s opinion. He rolled his eyes.

‘I know we’re all frustrated so I thought even the slightest bit of news might boost morale.’

‘We’ve a suspect?’ Danskin asked eagerly.

Maynard rocked her head. ‘I wouldn’t put it quite that way. In fact, it’s just the opposite.’

‘So this news is no news, really,’ the DCI muttered.

‘Not exactly. We’ve another name we can cross off the board.’

‘How come, like?’

‘Gavin’s reported back from Saint Raphael’s. Graham Oates isn’t our man. He has an alibi which, once we’ve corroborated it, places him elsewhere at the time of Rachel Lawrie’s disappearance.’

The three men shared glances.

‘Bugger. I’d ha’e put money on him being oor man,’ Parker cussed.

‘Aye. If owt, it probably sets the enquiry back,’ Danskin agreed.

‘True, but it’s good news in a way, isn’t it, sir?’ Ryan said to Danskin. The DCI realised Ryan referred to Hannah’s ‘predicament’ and it prompted him to smile for the first time in a long while.

‘Care to share?’ the Super asked.

‘No, not really. I’d rather get back to work.’

‘Good. That’s what I like to hear. Now, get out there and tell the  team to forget about Oates and go find who really is responsible.’

**

Ryan left Lyall Parker to break the news to the team. He had more important things to address.

‘It’s not Graham Oates,’ he gabbled as soon as Hannah answered his call.

‘What isn’t?’

‘The murderer. It’s not Oates. He might be a creepy perv but Gav reckons he’s got a cast-iron alibi. You’re not in any danger,’ he said, not voicing his unspoken thoughts, ‘Not from Oates, anyway.’

He heard Hannah offer a sigh of relief. ‘I knew you were worrying about nothing.’

‘Really? I reckon that sigh of yours gave away your real feelings, kidda. Anyway, what’s this aboot me Dad?’

Hannah chuckled. ‘It’s nowt, really. Main thing is he lived to tell the tale.’

‘Is he still there?’

‘No. He left about half an hour ago. I think he might be back tonight to watch the match with you, though. He brought a few cans along.’

‘Cool.’

‘If you’re watching the footie, me and Daniel might as well gan home.’

‘No!’ Ryan responded straightaway.

‘Care to think about it?’

‘Well, yes, obviously I want you to stay, regardless, but I also don’t want you back where Redding is.’

‘How does he know about the conversation I overheard?’ Then, she realised it wasn’t that: there was still an absence of trust. ‘Okay, Ry. I’d love to stay,’ she said.

‘Brill. That’s sorted, then. I’d best get back to work. See you soon.’

**

It was cold where the man sat, staring at his phone. The arrow hadn’t moved in twenty-four hours and he wondered what had gone wrong.

Had she found the tracker? Had she lost her jacket, again? Was she staying somewhere else?’

‘Aaagh,’ he said throwing down his phone. ‘Don’t piss me about! I don’t like being pissed about.’

His anger turned to laughter, like a switch had been flicked.

What was he worrying about? He knew where she lived. All he had to do was wait until she returned home. And, if she didn’t, he knew where she was staying. Or, at least, where her jacket was staying.

It may be at a place outside his comfort zone but, if he had to go there, he would. The rewards were worth it.

He sat back, pleased she’d pissed him off.

‘This one,’ he thought, ‘Doesn’t deserve to be saved pain, not after she’s disrupted my plans. Oh, my dear detective, you have my word: you will have the honour of being conscious throughout my performance.’

He moaned with pleasure, the chill replaced by a warmth low in his belly.


NINETEEN

Ryan tilted the window blinds so the slats directed cold sunlight onto the ceiling, away from the crime boards.

He pulled out a seat and leant forward on the desk, elbows propped on the surface, his hands cradling his chin. Alongside him, Todd Robson sat back in his chair, feet resting on the desk. Nigel Trebilcock mirrored Todd’s pose like a child copying its father.

All three pairs of eyes flitted between the images on the crime boards.

‘Funny, isn’t it?’ Todd chuntered. ‘When me and you first found the girl on the Metro, we both thought it was the most horrific thing we’d ever set eyes on. Now, we see it every day but it doesn’t kick you in the nuts like it first did. It’s just like wallpaper, isn’t it? Summat that’s there. I divvent think it’s right, but that’s what it’s like.’

An index finger unfurled itself from Ryan’s palm and he scratched his nose. ‘You make a good point, Todd. We look at the images every day, but we no longer see them.’ The finger rejoined its siblings. ‘What are we missing, lads? There must be summat we’re missing. Let’s talk through what we see. Todd: you first.’

Todd grunted as his feet came off the desktop. ‘Victim number one,’ he said, beginning with the most gruesome image. Aged, I dunno, twenty-two, mebbe? Long hair. Pretty, I reckon she’d have been. She’s holding a rose between her fingers and is looking out the Metro window.’ His eyes moved downwards. ‘Her legs have been sawn off, along with the lower part of her guts.’

‘Owt else we know?’

Todd thought. ‘She’d been drugged. There’s nee sign of a struggle. Elliot reckons she had a limp and her shoe-size was…’ he looked at a sheet of notes pinned to the bottom of the board, ‘…Four.’

Ryan nodded. He saw exactly what Todd had described. ‘Moving on?’

‘Rachel Lawrie. We know she was fourteen. Her head’s been shaved. So have her pubes. She hasn’t been fiddled with, though. She wears braces on her teeth. There’s a hole in her heed where we know she wore a cochlear implant. God knows where that’s gone. Probably with her arms, somewhere. They’ve been removed just below the shoulder joint. Lawrie’s been strangled.’

‘What about their surroundings? Any commonality there?’

‘Both found near the Metro. Could be significant, might not. The first lass – she’s obviously been posed. Lawrie just seems to have been propped up behind a load of boxes and carpets.’

A light shifted behind Ryan’s eyes. ‘I believe she’s been posed, as well.’

‘What makes you think that, like?’

‘Look behind her. What do you see?’

Todd’s eyes roamed the image. ‘A fence?’

‘What’s on the fence?’

Robson mimicked Ryan’s posture. Leant forward to squint at the image. ‘It’s a poster of summat.’

‘Aye, it is. It’s a poster advertising Rugrats. And where was Rachel found?’

‘Eu-bloody-reka! She was found behind a rolled-up rug. Her head’s been shaved so she looks like the character, I reckon, and dressed in a romper suit like the bairn on the poster.’

Ryan gave a satisfied smile. ‘Agreed, which means she’s been posed, an’ aal.’

‘Where does her missing lady-garden come into it?’

Jarrod shrugged. ‘Or her arms, for that matter.’

Todd continued. ‘If our culprit was into that sort of thing, pervy stuff, he had ample opportunity with the first one as well, even if all he did was shave Rachel.’

‘And who’s to say he didn’t do anything to Girl Number One? Remember, Aaron Elliot had nothing to go off. Her genitals were missing. The only thing he knows for sure is the perpetrator left no DNA at the scene.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Todd said quietly. ‘We might be looking at a sexual motive, then.’ He made his way to the vending suite and watched a Boost bar tumble down the dispenser. ‘Perhaps the first victim was a working lass, after all; like I said in the forst place.’

‘If we can’t ID her, we’ll never know,’ Ryan said, stating the obvious.

Todd ripped the wrapper from the bar and took a large bite. He spoke through a mouthful of chocolate and raisins.

‘What aboot the BFG on the end, there?’ Robson pointed at Trebilcock, the reference to his accent not lost on the Cornishman. ‘You got nowt to say for yersel’?’

Nigel Trebilcock spoke to Girl Number One, not Todd. ‘I seen something like you, so I have. I tell ‘ee wot, I’ll remember soon and, whens I does, everything will be ‘ansum.’

‘Any idea what he’s on aboot?’ Todd mocked, spraying shards of his snack everywhere.

Lucy Dexter interrupted their thoughts. ‘Phone call for you, Ry.’

‘We’re busy here. Who is it?’

‘Didn’t say but it sounds like Dr. Elliot.’

Ryan took the call.

‘Well good day, Sherlock,’ Elliot welcomed.

‘You sound chirpier today.’

‘That’s probably because I’m feeling very proud of myself. I was wondering if I could buy you a coffee.’

‘Very kind of you, Aaron but you know I’m already spoken for.’

The pathologist roared with laughter. ‘Very good. No, I have some information I’d like to share with you.’

‘Howay, then.’

‘Over a coffee, dear boy.’

‘With respect, Aaron, I haven’t really got the time for games.’

‘I promise you’ll find what I’ve got to tell you worth the effort. In fact, I’m betting you’ll be buying me the coffee after we’ve talked.’

Ryan sighed. He looked at his wristwatch. Checked it against the wall-clock. He saw Trebilcock and Robson pointing at annotations on the whiteboard.

‘I suppose owt’s better than watching Todd eat and talk at the same time. Okay, then: you’re on as long as it’s a quick one.’

**

The drive to the hospital took less time than it did for Ryan to find a parking spot. He eventually found one on the roof of the multi-storey and, after some to-ing and fro-ing, he squeezed in between a Land Rover and a badly parked Montego.

A chilly wind whipped across Exhibition Park. Exposed to it on the roof of the car park, it hit Ryan like a cat o’ nine tails. He zipped a coat over a fleece jacket and made his way inside the hospital building.

He found the Costa café in the New Victoria Wing. Aaron Elliot was already there, sipping a spiced latte. Ryan was pleased to see him dressed in civvies. The last thing he wanted was to draw attention to them, and Elliot dressed as if he’d stepped straight from an abattoir was not a discrete look.

The pathologist stood to greet Ryan. ‘What would you like?’

‘Just a small Americano. Milk on the side, ta.’

His eyes followed Elliot as he made his way down the production-line process of ordering, paying, and collecting the drink. A barista twiddled with knobs and pulled levers in a seemingly random fashion. Cue steam and gurgling noises. Eventually, the coffee was dispensed.

Aaron sat down and passed Ryan his drink and a cookie. ‘So, how are you, my friend?’ he asked with a broad smile.

They made an unlikely pairing, the young detective and the eccentric, wild-haired pathologist yet, Ryan realised, Aaron Elliot was probably the closest he had to a friend amongst those he worked with.

‘Canny, man. Mind, you’re looking very smug today.’

‘That’s because I feel smug. You see, I’ve been doing your job for you.’

‘Oh aye? That, I’d like to see.’

Aaron smiled. ‘I’m sorry you weren’t here to see it. You can certainly hear it, though.’

Ryan tipped a little milk into his cup and stirred gently. ‘I’m all ears.’

Aaron Elliot took a gulp of spicy coffee while he considered how to describe his discovery in layman’s terms.

‘DNA is a wonderful thing,’ he settled on by way of introduction.

‘Yeah, if you found some. You said you hadn’t.’

‘Not of whoever killed the girl, no. But it’s easy to collect her DNA.’

Ryan gave him a puzzled look.

‘A while ago,’ Elliot continued, ‘I remember you asking whether the NHS stored DNA, and how helpful it would be to one of your investigations. Do you remember?’

‘No, but carry on.’

‘I explained that there is a database, but it’s unreliable. It’s used only when an inherited genetical condition is suspected, or when a patient voluntarily agrees to submit it, or on a very few other rare circumstances.’

‘We’ve already run our own checks. There’s no DNA record which relates to her.’

‘That’s highly likely from your viewpoint. However, you’re only permitted to store DNA details of those charged with a crime, or to help identify a missing person.’

Ryan waited while a customer approached their table and only began speaking again when they’d moved out of earshot.

‘Right. Our girl didn’t have a criminal record but surely she’d be down as a missing person? We’ve spent yonks trawling through all that gumph.’

Elliot smiled again as he brushed a strand of greying hair out of his eyes. ‘I bet you have but, I’m afraid, you’ve been wasting your time. You see, no-one has reported our girl missing.’

‘How do you know?’

‘She falls into ‘The other rare circumstance’ category I mentioned earlier.’

Ryan shifted impatiently. ‘Please, Aaron, just tell me what I need to know.’

‘Your first victim, the one on the Metro train? I know more about her. A lot more.’

‘For pity’s sake, man – tell me!’

Aaron glanced around like a spy about to betray national secrets. ‘The girl was involved in a car accident when she was seven years old. She was a back-seat passenger in a vehicle hit by a haulage van at a junction near what used to be Heighley Gate garden centre. The people she was with were killed outright.’

Elliot had Ryan’s full attention now, the Americano left to go cold.

The forensic expert pressed on. ‘She was left in a coma so her DNA was taken to confirm she was related to the other people in the vehicle. Testing showed us they were her parents. Your victim was never reported ‘missing’ because her identity was known.’

Ryan sat back, his brain working overtime as it absorbed the breakthrough.

‘Do you want to hear the rest of her story?’

‘Aye, man – and hurry up: the Super needs to hear all this, sharpish.’

‘The girl developed sepsis while in the coma. It spread rapidly. Doctors did what they could, but her left leg couldn’t be saved. It was amputated above the knee.’

‘And this is definitely our girl?’

‘Without a shadow of doubt. Remember the footprints in the frost at the scene? The impressions weren’t less because the girl was limping, as I first believed. It’s because she wore a prosthetic limb, that’s why.’

‘I could kiss you, Aaron Elliot. I won’t, but I could.’

Ryan leapt to his feet, his chair scuttling to the floor. It skittered across the polished wood like a one-legged duck on a frozen lake as Ryan raced out the coffee shop.

‘Her name’s Jessica Barnes, by the way,’ Elliot shouted to the retreating detective.
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The Peugeot sped down the helter-skelter turns of the multi-storey car park and joined the traffic on Queen Victoria Road. Ryan radioed ahead and asked for Ravi Sangar and Lyall Parker to meet him in Stephen Danskin’s office.

The adrenalin rush coursed through Jarrod’s veins like a drug. He needed to calm himself so his update was rational, considered, and unambiguous. Easier said than done when he knew this was the most significant breakthrough to date.

He raced through the incident room and marched into Danskin’s office. Expectant eyes rested on him.

‘Elliot’s got an ID for our first victim. It’s a Jessica Barnes. Aged twenty-two. We need to learn everything we can about her.’

Danskin’s face lit up. ‘This is promising. How’d Elliot trace her?’

‘DNA. Seems she was involved in a car accident that killed her parents. She was in a coma so medics sampled DNA to confirm a familial match.’

‘He took his time finding out,’ Danskin growled. ‘And surely there’d be newspaper reports? How come facial recognition didn’t come up with owt?’

‘I don’t think that’s important now, sir.’ Ryan spoke to Ravi Sangar. ‘I want you to dig up everything you can on her. Social media, jobs, colleges – anything you can. Most importantly, anything that links her to Rachel Lawrie.’

Sangar shot out the office and straight into the tech room.

‘You and me will update the team and bring the crime boards up tae date,’ Lyall suggested.

‘And I’ll brief the Super. She’ll be ower the moon. Great work, Jarrod. Seriously good work,’ Danskin praised.

‘Not my work, sir. The credit all lies with Aaron.’

‘Not in my book it doesn’t. Now, get out there with Lyall and get the team working on it.’

**

The man leered at the app on his phone. His target was on the move again.

He tracked her as she cut through a sports field the map named as The Glebe, and he followed her progress to a street nearby. She loitered there for forty minutes before the arrow jumped back to life.

He watched her move along streets he was unfamiliar with, passing bars, and a dental practice. She passed a church – St. Mary’s the map identified it as – before turning left into narrow lanes behind the church.

‘This is fun,’ he said to himself, stalking his prey. He smacked his lips and chugged from a bottle. ‘Where’s she off to?’

The arrow jumped twice more then it lay still.

He screwed up his eyes and enlarged the image on the tracking app. She’d stopped somewhere the map identified as ‘Urban Concept.’

The man had no idea what it was. Using Safari, he checked it out and discovered Urban Concept was a hair salon.

A tingle of excitement ran through him.

The detective was making herself beautiful.

Just for him.

**

Ravi Sangar emerged from the mysteries of the tech room grinning from ear-to-ear.

‘I’d recognise that self-satisfied look anywhere,’ Ryan commented. ‘We’re onto a winner, aren’t we?’

‘You could say that,’ Sangar said with understatement. ‘Is the DCI around to hear this?’

‘Sir, Ravi’s found summat!’ Ryan shouted.

Like a genie from a bottle, Danskin appeared at their side. Superintendent Maynard was with him.

‘Right, here’s everything we’ve got on Jessica Barnes. She was orphaned at seven. Lost her left leg following the accident outside Morpeth which killed her parents. She was fostered at eight and was placed with four families before the age of sixteen. The second placement family gave her the nickname Jay and she took their surname, too. She is known to Social Services as Jay Whitehouse but they lost touch with her after Jay, or Jessica, turned sixteen and went off-grid.’

‘I take it we’ve no record of her under either name?’ Danskin enquired.

‘She’s squeaky-clean on that front although Social Services reports point to the fact she could be a handful – hence the number of placements, I guess.’

Danskin rubbed the top of his head. ‘No hint of her being on the game, then? We can rule that out as a way she met her killer?’

Ravi hummed and hah’d. ‘I couldn’t say definitively, sir, but we’ve no evidence of it.’

‘Okay,’ Sam Maynard said. ‘If we assume for now that isn’t how she met the man who mutilated her, how about dating sites, social media, and such like?’

‘No social media presence under either name. Can’t vouch for dating sites or apps yet.’

Ryan knew Ravi well enough to guess he had something up his sleeve. ‘There is summat, though, isn’t there? I can tell.’

Ravi nodded. ‘Oh yes. You see, all her parent’s estate was left to her in trust. Their will specifically left a sum for her education. I presume the Barnes’s had university in mind, but the trustees of the estate had something else to consider, now.’

‘You’re making a meal out of this, Ravi,’ Ryan chivvied.

‘Okay, I’ll get to the point. You see, after she had her left leg amputated, money was set aside for her to attend an appropriate school.’

Danskin was ahead of him. He clicked his fingers.

‘So they sent her to Saint Raphael’s. There’s our link, guys.’

**

Ryan convinced Danskin and Maynard that things should be kept low key at present for the mental well-being of the pupils. The last thing they needed was for a squad of cars to turn up, all blues-and-twos. Besides, they had no suspect, apart from the school itself.

Ryan and Gavin were despatched to Saint Raphael’s with orders to find out what they could about Jessica Barnes, aka Jay Whitehouse.

Reception buzzed open the school gates, allowing Jarrod and O’Hara access. No-one greeted them so Ryan pushed open the school doors.

The walls of the corridor were lined with a giant freeze in memory of Rachel Lawrie. Pupils had painted flowers, Angels, and sad faces on the scroll of wallpaper. Touching tributes – ‘I miss you, Rachel,’ ‘God loved you so much he wanted you back,’ ‘You’ll be my BFF and beyond’ – were scribbled between the images.

Ryan felt moved, Gavin swallowed down tears. ‘Lovely thoughts,’ he whispered.

They walked towards the Head teacher’s office. Ryan glanced into a classroom to see a lesson being delivered in British Sign Language, Gavin saw another where chairbound students practised seated yoga.

They strolled past the office in which Graham Oates marked homework. He gave them an angry glare, which Ryan ignored.

The music room was back in use. Aubrey Stimpson tickled the ivories in front of rapt students, although he went off-key as his eyes followed the detectives passing the window.

In her office, Katherine Temple met them with a wearisome sigh and no offer of tea and biscuits.

‘I really wasn’t expecting to see you again, Detective Sergeant. I thought you’d spoken to everyone you needed to.’

‘Yes, we have. I’d like to speak to you again, though, if I may?’

Temple flushed. Embarrassment? Anger? Fear? Ryan couldn’t tell.

‘Me? Yes, of course. I’m not sure I can tell you much more about Rachel than I already have, though.’

‘We’re not here to talk about Rachel.’

Mrs Temple’s eyes widened in surprise. ‘Really?’

‘Do you remember a student by the name of Jessica Barnes?’

She gave a slight frown. ‘I can’t say I do. There again, we have a lot of students come-and-go. When was this?’

‘Jessica was a fostered child. She was only at Saint Raphael’s for one year; your first year after opening.’

She shook her head, slowly. ‘No, doesn’t ring a bell. I can look her up, if you like.’

‘You might have known her as Jay Whitehouse. She also went by that name.’

Another shake of the head. ‘Let me check for you.’

‘Please. It’ll be a help.’

While she searched the student database by year Katherine Temple asked, ‘What’s this Jessica got to do with poor Rachel?’

‘Nothing, directly,’ Ryan sufficed to say.

Several minutes passed. Gavin stared out the window at trees bowed by a gale, Ryan lost himself in familiar school smells, and Katherine Temple hummed tunelessly.

‘No. Nothing for Jessica. Now, what did you say the other name was?’

Ryan told her and Mrs Temple began searching for Jay Whitehouse.

‘Ah. Here we are. Jay was with us for even less than a year. Two terms, when she’d be twelve.’

‘Do you think I could have a copy of her school record?’

‘We take our students privacy very seriously, past and present. Do you have a warrant?’

‘I can get one but I hope it won’t come to that.’

Katherine Temple seemed to scour the screen in front of her, as if ensuring there was nothing incriminating to reveal. Ryan saw her eyes backtrack a little and her frown become more pronounced.

‘Mrs Temple?’

‘Sorry. Yes, of course you can.’

‘Anything we should know?’

Katherine Temple looked at her desk.

‘Well, I suppose it’s purely a coincidence and you’ll find out for yourself, anyway.’

‘Find out what?’

‘You must understand I have no memory of this; none whatsoever.’

Ryan was losing patience. ‘What is it?’

‘There’s an annotation to her school record. It shows her form tutor was a Mr Gordon. He’s a lovely chap, long-since retired.’

‘So?’

Mrs Temple appeared reluctant to continue but knew she had backed herself into a corner.

‘The note tells us Jay moved to Mr Gordon’s group six weeks after the school opened. Seemingly her parents – or foster-parents, I suppose – expressed concerns for her welfare under her initial tutor.’

Ryan tapped the desk in frustration as he waited for Mrs Temple to continue. When she did, her voice was barely audible.

‘The records show her original form tutor was Graham Oates.’
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‘What now, for heaven’s sake?’

Graham Oates slammed a marker pen atop a pile of flipchart on which students had scrawled sketches and anything else they felt qualified as artwork.

‘This is bordering on harassment.’

Gavin O’Hara sat down across the desk from the teacher. He noticed Oates had lost the air of self-confidence he once exuded.

‘Tell me about Jessica Barnes. Or Jay Whitehouse.’

‘You’ve lost me. Who are these people?’

‘Only one person. Jessica and Jay are one and the same person. You may know her under either name.’

Oates met Gavin’s stare. ‘Or perhaps I know them as neither.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Look, you can see I’ve a pile of work to assess here. Will you cut to the chase?’

‘My pleasure. Let’s start with the name Jay Whitehouse. She was a pupil of yours.’

Oates considered the question. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Well, I do. Mrs Temple confirmed it.’

‘Detective, I have dozens of students. I know almost all of their names, if not all. I don’t tutor a Jay Whitehouse or whatever her other name is.’

Gavin’s eyes drifted idly to the paperwork Oates had been marking. Whoever drew the landscape picture had no sense of perspective, he noted. The trees in the foreground were out of proportion to the distant hills.

‘Jay isn’t a current student. Think back to when Saint Raphael’s first opened.’

‘Oh come on – seriously? Now you expect me to remember every student over, what, eight years or more?’

‘Jay Whitehouse was an amputee.’

‘Sorry, that’s no help whatsoever. You may not have noticed but every child here has a disability of some description.’

Gavin continued, regardless. ‘You were her year tutor. Or, at least, you were until a complaint was made against you and Jay was moved to another group.’

‘Is any of this relevant?’

‘It is when Jay Whitehouse has been found murdered. The second of your students to turn up like that in less than a week.’

Graham Oates’ mouth dropped open. He blinked.

‘Have you not checked out my alibi? The one I gave you last time we spoke. Surely you’ve done your due diligence?’

‘We will do but, remember, your alibi is currently in Austria. You told us so yourself. Now, about Jay Whitehouse…’

Graham Oates fiddled with his fingers and looked over Gavin’s shoulder. ‘I do remember one pupil who was removed. I can’t recall her name.’ He saw O’Hara’s disbelieving look. ‘Honestly, I can’t.’

‘What can you remember?’

‘If it’s the student I’m thinking of, she was more than a little forward. Mouthy, like, and mature for her age. Does that sound like the girl you’re talking about?’

Gavin didn’t commit himself.

‘If it is,’ Oates continued, ‘I remember one of her fellow students came to me to say she’d seen her flirting with someone at school. It wasn’t a pupil but she refused to name who it was. I decided I’d keep an eye out for anyone she might approach. I seem to think she complained to her parents that I was following her, probably as a means of ensuring she could continue her…’ he searched for an appropriate description and settled on, ‘…dalliance.’

His brow creased in thought. ‘You know, I think her name might have been Jay, now it’s coming back to me. Anyway, Mrs Temple thought it best to transfer the girl to another class. She didn’t want any scandal, as I remember.’

Gavin weighed up what Oates had told him. It seemed plausible, and the man had appeared confident in his explanation.

‘Thank you for your time, Mr Oates. We WILL be in touch again, and soon.’

As Gavin stood to leave, Oates spoke. ‘Please follow up on my alibi for Rachel Lawrie’s disappearance. It’ll save you any more time chasing an innocent man. I want whoever did this to Rachel caught as much as you do.’

Outside, Ryan paced the corridor. He’d left the interview to Gavin mindful of DCI Danskin’s warning not to let emotions interfere. The moment Gavin emerged from the teacher’s study, Ryan was on him.

‘Well?’ he asked.

O’Hara scratched his chin. ‘Honestly? I don’t know. He says it was all a misunderstanding. It took a bit of prompting but he remembered in the end. He reckons he’d been watching out for Jay after a pupil reported a potential safeguarding issue to him. He reckons Jay realised what was gannin’ on and reported him to her foster parents knowing she’d get moved. That way, she could continue whatever it was she was up to.’

‘Sounds like a load of bollocks to me.’

‘Sounds like you’re seeing what you expect to see, to me,’ O’Hara admonished.

Ryan agreed. Gavin might have a point.

‘We need this artist woman…’

‘Felicity Serrano,’ O’Hara reminded him.

‘Aye, her. We need to speak to her as soon as.’

Ryan watched as Gavin’s face changed. His eyes slid shut.

‘Shit!’

‘What’s up?’

‘Oates gave me her business card. It’s got her mobile number on it. I could’ve called her ages ago.’

‘What? Ah, Gav, man.’

‘I know. I’ll do it now.’

Gavin retrieved the card from his wallet. Dialled the number. Put his mobile on speaker mode so Ryan heard it ring.

And ring. And ring.

Felicity Vasquez Serrano wasn’t picking up.

**

Ryan led the briefing to DCI Danskin.

‘Bottom line is, Jessica, or Jay, was moved from Graham Oates tutor group following a complaint made about his behaviour.’

‘Got him,’ Danskin smiled.

‘Well, not exactly. He reckons the lass set him up because he was onto the fact she was up to summat dodgy. Seems she wanted to be shifted in order to continue her shenanigans.’

‘Which were what, exactly?’

Gavin explained. ‘We’re not 100% sure, guv. Jay is understood to have been getting close to someone at the school. Not a pupil, either.’

Danskin ran a hand over his shaven head. ‘Back to the fecking teachers again.’

‘We’ve spoke to all the current staff,’ Ryan said. ‘Of those, only the Head, Oates, and Aubrey Stimpson have been at the school continuously. We know we’re not after a woman – Temple’s neewhere near a size ten – so we’re looking at a previous teacher who, somehow, has a connection to Rachel Lawrie. Either that, or we’re back to Oates and Stimpson.’

Danskin’s cheeks filled with air as he took in the information. ‘Stimpson doesn’t drive, yeah? And Oates has an alibi?’

O’Hara looked at Ryan, who came to Gavin’s rescue. ‘He has. We’re still looking to have it confirmed but it seems kosher.’

‘Which leads us to Stimpson, driving license or not. Was Jessica / Jay a musician?’

‘Not as far as we know.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean? Do you know, or not?’

Ryan looked to the floor. ‘No, we don’t know. We soon will, though. I’ll task Lucy with getting confirmation.’

‘Fuckity fuck fuck,’ Danskin swore. ‘We’re gannin’ roond in circles again. O’Hara, get the names of every teacher who’s crossed the doors of the school, student teachers included.’

‘I’ll do it now, sir.’

A thought struck Ryan. ‘Does it have to be a teacher?’

‘What do you mean, Jarrod?’

‘Well, others visit the school. Stationery suppliers, delivery drivers, dinner staff; you get what I mean?’

Danskin took a mouthful of Corsodyl. ‘Jesus. We’re supposed to be narrowing the net, not trawling further.’ He picked up his phone. ‘I’ll get the Super in here. It’s her call.’

Maynard, calm and unflustered, entered with a reassuring smile which remained in place even after Stephen Danskin explained the dilemma.

‘It’s all good, Stephen. We’re exploring more and more avenues as we get more leads. That’s exactly as it should be.’

‘Ma’am, it’s all time and resources we don’t have.’

‘Relax. You look after the time and let me worry about the resources. Before we commit, though, I want Oates’s alibi corroborated. Until it is, I believe he remains our number one interest.’

DCI Danskin’s office door opened. Ravi Sangar stood, waiting to be invited in.

‘Is this important, Sangar?’

‘I believe so, sir.’

‘Right. I’m waiting.’

Ravi breathed in.

‘It’s to do with Graham Oates’s alibi. I think there’s something you should know about Felicity Serrano.’
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The tech room bore the smell of sweaty socks even before Maynard, Danskin, O’Hara, and Ryan followed Ravi Sangar into the organised chaos in which Sangar worked.

Ravi’s curved workstation was a junkyard of laptops, PCs, servers, routers, and a viper’s nest of tangled cables and wires. Somehow, Sangar made sense of it all.

‘What have you got for us?’ Danskin demanded.

‘Well, at first glance, it seems to corroborate the teacher’s story. On the other hand, it kinda’ makes me question him even more.’

‘You’re not making any sense.’

‘Here, I’ll show you.’ Ravi’s fingers danced across a keyboard. He turned his monitor so his audience saw what was on the screen. ‘This is from today’s Mercury On-Line. Doubt it’ll have hit the printed editions yet.’

All eyes scoured the screen.

‘LOCAL TEACHER SET TO TAKE ART WORLD BY STORM.

From our Arts Correspondent Abigail Brewster.

Graham Oates, Head of Art at Saint Raphael’s School near Kenton Bank Foot, is set

for a new career after being talent-spotted by the internationally renowned and highly controversial artist Felicity Vasquez Serrano.

Speaking at the Ludwig Art Foundation, Vienna, Ms Serrano announced she was delighted to represent Mr Oates and would be promoting his work throughout the UK.

Ms Serrano explained Christoph Gruber, the Foundation’s Commissioning Director, had been impressed by Mr Oates work, telling her they were the work of a budding superstar.

The Ludwig Foundation exhibits outstanding artworks of the 20th and 21st centuries, including exhibits by Andy Warhol, Claes Oldenburg, Pablo Picasso and Yoko Ono.

The Mercury has attempted to contact Mr Oates for his reaction but has been unable to do so.’

‘Yep, that’s fairly conclusive, I’d say. One more ruled oot, no sod ruled in yet, though,’ the DCI commented.

Ryan chewed on a lip. ‘You said there’s something about Serrano we should know, didn’t you?’

‘Aye. It’s the ‘Controversial’ bit I was curious about, so I did some digging on Serrano. I must admit, I’m nee expert on art but I’ve never heard of the woman.’

‘Na, nor me.’

‘Me neither.’

‘Not really my specialist subject,’ Danskin, Gavin, and Ryan backed him up.

‘What has made you suspicious of her?’ the Super asked.

Ravi looked embarrassed. ‘I hope I’m not pre-judging her, but she’s into some pretty weird stuff.’

‘We’re still talking about art, yeah?’ Danskin asked.

Ravi laughed and nodded his head.

‘Have you seen those anatomical sketches Da Vinci drew of the human body? Sort of half a face with the other half just underlying tissue and muscle and stuff?’

Most of the audience said they had.

‘Well, here’s an example of Serrano’s own work.’

Ravi pulled up a tab revealing a screen of her paintings. Some depicted half-human, part animal creatures. Others showed deformed bodies and disfigured faces. Another was a series of photographs, seemingly portraying the mummification process on a live individual.

Gavin O’Hara was the only one to provide a comment. ‘Yuk.’ The others stared expressionlessly at the images.

Finally, Ryan confirmed ‘pretty weird’ was indeed an apt description of the work.

‘There’s more,’ Ravi continued. ‘Serrano is a devotee and admirer of the work of Gunther Von Hagens. Mean anything to you?’

They all shook their heads.

‘Me being an insomniac and all that, the name rang a bell. Years ago, he fronted a Channel Four series where he performed real autopsies on camera.’

‘You’re having a laugh, aren’t you?’

‘I wish I was, sir. I watched a couple and found ‘em pretty boring if I’m honest but there was something disturbing aboot them.’

‘I bet there was.’

‘Did you find out more about this Van Halen bloke?’ Ryan asked.

Ravi laughed. ‘Von Hagens. Aye, I did. He ran a series of exhibitions around the world called ‘Body Worlds.’ His fingers went to the keyboard. Over his shoulder, he warned, ‘Mind, prepare yourselves…’

He called up another screen.

His audience recoiled.

‘Fuck me sideways,’ Danskin exclaimed.

Even Sam Maynard muttered a ‘Good God.’

The screen showed partly decomposed bodies posed in a series of bizarre positions. One, all decaying flesh and exposed bones, stretched to kick a football. Another showed a glistening and part-skinned corpse hanging by frail arms from gymnastics rings.

Ravi introduced the next screen. ‘This one’s a real shocker, I should warn you.’

‘Doubt it can be more disturbing than what you’ve already shown us,’ the DCI said.

Ravi enlarged a minimised tab to expose it full-screen.

‘Fuck off,’ Danskin gasped.

The body of a skeletonised male lay on his back on a table. Another cadaver, clearly female because her breasts remained preserved, straddled him in reverse cowboy, her head tilted upwards in mock ecstasy.

‘I think we’ve seen enough, Ravi,’ Maynard said, quietly.

Ryan sucked in air. ‘I barely dare ask - they aren’t real, are they?’

Ravi nodded. ‘Fraid so. Google ‘Body worlds exhibition by Gunther von Hagens’ if you want confirmation.’

‘What? Even the last one’s real? Howay man, that can’t be legal, surely?’

Ravi shrugged. ‘Must be, I suppose.’

They sat in stunned silence.

Danskin swigged mouthwash as if it were Pepsi. O’Hara massaged his temples. Sam Maynard had retreated into a world of her own.

Only Ryan had the presence of mind to ask, ‘You didn’t find any posed like our lasses, did you?’

‘Thankfully not. And there’s no reason to think Oates’s work is owt like this…’

‘…But we don’t know,’ Ryan finished. ‘We don’t bloody know.’

Danskin stood. ‘We soon will. Ma’am, I think this isn’t so much an alibi, more a reason to haul the bastard in for questioning. Do you agree?’

‘Yes, I do. If this is what his mentor represents, ye Gods yes.’

Realisation hit Ryan and Danskin at the same moment.

‘Hannah,’ they said together.

**

Longbenton Metro station, a beehive of activity between seven and nine in the morning and three and five p.m. thanks to hosts of staff arriving for, and departing from, the nearby HMRC complex, has an otherwise quiet yet strangely menacing presence.

Despite a regular passenger, Les Nash felt its brooding nature for the first time as he waited for the train to arrive. He shivered convulsively, and not because of the cold.

Today was his first day back at the Metro depot since he reported finding the corpse of Jay Whitehouse in the abandoned carriage. If truth be told, he could have returned days ago but thought it prudent to stay away. He’d expected further visits from the cops and was pleasantly surprised they’d left him alone. As a result, he felt it right to report back for work.

Dressed in the same outfit he wore that fateful night, he saw the lights of the approaching train glimmer like cat’s eyes as it rounded a curve at the same time as the overhead destination board flashed up the word, ‘Due.’

The one-stop journey to South Gosforth station took less than two minutes. Nash didn’t bother taking a seat, choosing instead to stand by the doors. As the train pulled to a halt, Nash alighted.

He stood on the platform, thinking.

‘What the hell; another day won’t do any harm.’

Rather than cross the footbridge and head for the depot, he perched on a stainless steel half-seat and waited for the next train. He checked the departure board. The next train ran the Green Route, from Airport and onto Sunderland and beyond, to the furthest extent of the Metro line: South Hylton.

The train pulled in and Nash boarded it with no fixed destination in mind.

He was certain of only one thing: he’d keep his head down and remain out of sight at the third station.

Jesmond.

**

While the Metro of Les Nash departed Jesmond station, John Redding was checking his toolbox. Although he hadn’t seen his cute neighbour for a few days, there was no reason why he couldn’t be seen to play the good Samaritan.

Hannah Graves’s mustard-coloured Renault remained where it had been when Redding gave it the initial inspection in the presence of the delightful Miss Graves. As dusk descended, the streetlights flickered to life and he realised he should have started earlier. He’d already discovered it was nigh impossible repairing the fault under cover of darkness.

He waited until another resident whom he knew by sight approached before he placed the trolley board on the street and readied himself to scuttle beneath the car.

‘Aal reet?’ he asked the middle-aged woman.

‘I am, thank you. How are you?’

‘I’m good, man.’

The woman frowned. ‘I didn’t think this was your car.’

‘It’s not,’ John admitted. ‘You might have seen us the other day, me and Hannah, trying to fix it. It’s her car. I’m just seeing if I can sort it for her.’

The woman looked skywards. ‘It’s a bit dark for it, isn’t it?’

‘I was just thinking that. Anyway, if you see her before I do, tell her at least I had a go.’

‘I will.’

‘Ta, love.’

Redding wheeled himself beneath the car to hide his smile. His phone chirruped in his trouser pocket hidden beneath his overalls. He struggled to extract it, then had equal difficulty deciphering what the news alert told him in the gloom below the car.

When he did, the smile disappeared, to be replaced by a scowl.

‘The bastard.’

He propelled himself from beneath the car. A more urgent priority had arisen.

He needed a change of clothes. He had a visit to make.

**

Daniel was mid-feed when Hannah’s phone rang. She’d left it plugged in and charging on the seat opposite. Hannah let it ring, knowing the caller would message if urgent.

The caller didn’t message. The mobile device rang again.

In Forth Street, an anxious Ryan told Danskin that Hannah wasn’t picking up.

‘Try again.’

Ryan tried again.

‘Still nowt.’

‘Message her, then.’

Ryan began typing at the same time as Hannah called back.

‘Where’s the fire? I was feeding Daniel.’

‘Never mind that, is everything okay?’

‘Aye, same as.’ Something in his voice made her add, ‘Why, like?’

‘We might have got it wrong. Seems like Graham Oates could be our man. I’m taking no chances so I’ll be back as quick as I can.’

Hannah’s voice relaxed. ‘Don’t worry. It’s in the paper – it’s not him. He’s a proper artist, so I doubt…’

‘I know all that. It’s the type of art he – or, at least, his agent – is into that’s worrying. I’ll get me Dad to come around until I get back.’

‘Don’t be stupid, man. I can look after mesel’, remember? Besides, I don’t want to give your dad a coronary after last time.’

Ryan took a deep breath. He knew Lyall Parker was on his way to Oates’s residence in the company of several uniform units. She’d be alright, soon, once he was in custody. But, until then: ‘Just be on your guard,’ he told her.

Ryan hurried back to assure the DCI he’d warned Hannah. Danskin was in the process of bringing a horrified Lucy Dexter and a murderous-looking Todd Robson up to speed. Trebilcock was with them, a concentrated stare on his face. Danskin’s brief had triggered something deep within Nigel’s brain.

Just as Stephen was wrapping things up, Trebilcock clicked his fingers.

‘That be it,’ he exclaimed, a look of concern etched on his features.

‘That be, what?’ Danskin queried.

‘Remember I says the first body reminded me of something? I knows what it is. I knew I’d seen it before.’

The concerned look changed to one of reluctant triumph.

‘Our killer is mimicking art.’


TWENTY-THREE

Nigel Trebilcock stood facing the window, staring across the Tyne which proudly presented a perfect reflection of the illuminated Glasshouse building.

‘It be close to a year ago, I reckons.’

His gaze drifted downriver. Took in the old flour mill building with its distinctive concrete fins which was converted into a centre for contemporary art in 1992.

‘I’d finished a shift early so I had a looks around the quayside. Decided I’d wander over the Millenium Bridge. There’s I saw the exhibition centre. It was free so I thought, ‘Why not pop in?’.’

‘The Baltic we’re talking about, aye?’ Ryan sought clarification.

‘I didn’t know it by name at the time but that’s what it be. I couldn’t puzzle it out. It were queer to a country boy like me. The ground floor had two vast chambers with barely ought in ‘em. A couple of statues made from wire coathangers, some splashes of paint a three-year-old coulds ‘ave done on the walls. I felt I was wasting my time but thought I’d give the floor above a look, likes.’

Trebilcock turned from the gloomy old flour mill and looked at the crime boards.

‘There were a warning on the wall near the gallery entrance. ‘May not be suitable for children’ it said, or something of that nature. Anyways, I went in and, although what was on display made no sense to me, I knows enough about children to realise this weren’t something they’d want to see. Now, I like a good Canaletto, but this wasn’t art I was a’seein’. I took a stroll around and, just before the exit, an outline of a boat had been sketched on the wall. Nothing flash, yous understand, more like somethin’ out of Peppa Pig. Sticking out from the wall amidships was this round, glass display case. It kind of made it looks like a porthole. Inside was this weird creation. I thought it looked like the skull of a gorilla or an orangutan. It seemed to be smilin’ and it clutched a banana in its paws, so it did. But it weren’t eating the banana. It were smellin’ it.’

‘Ryan,’ Todd said, ‘That’s what wor lass in the Metro was doing.’

‘Who was the artist?’ Danskin asked. ‘Please tell me it was Serrano.’

Trebilcock shook his head. ‘I don’t remember.’

‘When was it?’ Ravi asked.

‘I’d guess around last Christmas time, New Year perhaps?’

Ravi spun his chair so he faced a keyboard. He quickly pulled up a list of the Baltic’s exhibitions and exhibitors between November and March. He scrolled through the list. ‘Nah. There’s no mention of Serrano putting owt on.’

‘So, what does all this tell us?’ Danskin mused.

‘I’d say it tells us the killer either saw the same display as Nigel, or he has a connection to it in some other way,’ Ryan mused. ‘Or, he just knows his art.’

‘Where the hell is Lyall with Oates? When they get here, find out if wor man saw this exhibition. If so, it’s another step towards locking Oates away for good.’

**

He didn’t know what made him do it, but Graham Oates stood at the bay window of his bedroom and looked out. The moon was full and provided sufficient illumination without the need for artificial lighting.

He couldn’t believe how inept they were. Two police patrol cars stood at either end of Albemarle Avenue. A dozen or more officers huddled around a diminutive silver-haired man in a long black overcoat who gesticulated and seemed to dish out orders.

Their next move was obvious and he didn’t intend being around to witness it, not with the promise of fame and fortune clinging to his fingertips.

Oates’s car, complete with obligatory resident parking permit, stood outside his front door. He couldn’t get to it, unseen, but no-one would find it unusual. The Bentley often stayed stationary, such was his risk-aversion to damage, and he regularly took public transport.

Today, he decided, would be one of those days.

Dressed in his usual black T-shirt and dark jeans, he pulled a black skullcap down to his eyes, grabbed a navy-blue puffer jacket from a hook, and scurried out the back door, looking for all the world like a Special Ops recruit.

He bounded the fence into the neighbouring garden, waited until he was sure he hadn’t been heard, and clambered another fence into Kingswood Avenue.

Slowing to a walk, Oates thrust his hands in his pockets looking as nonchalant as possible. He took the quietest, rather than the most direct, route to Ilford Road Metro station and boarded the first train to arrive.

He whipped off his hat and ruffled his hair, knowing his journey had only just begun.

‘Easy-peasy lemon squeezy.’

**

Danskin paced the floor like an expectant father. He checked his watch.

‘Calm down, Stephen,’ Sam Maynard said. ‘That’s the third time you’ve checked your watch in the last five minutes.’

‘I just want Oates in here. The sooner the better.’

‘We all do,’ Ryan reminded him.

‘So what’s the bloody hold up?’

‘These things take as long as they take,’ Maynard said. ‘You should know that better than anyone.’

Danskin began to hitch up his shirtsleeve when he realised looking at his watch again wouldn’t go unnoticed. ‘Why’s Lyall not reported in?’

‘Listen, get yourself a coffee or a shot of mouthwash or something.’ Maynard looked at him with eyes the colour of the Caribbean Sea, a smile of reassurance creasing their edges. ‘We’ll hear soon enough. Once the op’s complete, Lyall will report in. You know that’s the way it works.’

‘Aye, aye. You’re reet.’ He took Maynard’s advice and plumped for a flat white from the vending suite. When he returned, the Super faced the crime board, chewing a knuckle.

‘Penny for them?’ Danskin asked.

‘I’m just thinking ahead. We’ve pretty much got all our eggs in the Oates basket, here. We’re ruling the other POI’s out one-by-one. It’s not the lollipop warden, Ashleigh Roper was screwing her dentist, her son’s not capable of it, we’ve talked to all the teachers in the school. If it’s NOT Oates, we’ve left ourselves with nowhere to go.’

‘It’s Oates, all right,’ Danskin said, raising his eyebrows as he sipped hot coffee.

‘If it’s not, though, who else have we got?’

Danskin pondered for a moment. ‘We go back to those connected to, but not teaching at, the school. We look again at Aubrey Stimpson, …’

‘He doesn’t drive, sir,’ Ryan reminded him.

‘Wrong. He doesn’t own a car and he hasn’t a license. Doesn’t mean he can’t jump in a car and kangaroo-hop doon the road, does it? I doubt it’s him; in fact, I’m sure it’s not, but we’ll look at him again if we have to.’

Maynard shrugged. ‘Let’s hope it is Oates because, if it’s not, the only name we’re left with is Les Nash, the man who found the first girl. And he’s got sod all connection with Saint Raphel’s.’

Danskin shook his head. ‘Correction. We don’t KNOW of any connection. Not the same as saying there isn’t one.’

‘I think we start digging a bit more into Mr Nash, don’t you? Just in case.’

The DCI began to reply when Maynard’s phone rang.

She took the call and listened in silence while Stephen Danskin tried to read the conversation in her eyes. Those damn, hypnotic eyes.

He forced himself to look away from them.

‘That solves our conundrum,’ Maynard said.

‘Aye?’

‘DI Parker’s just reported in. It seems Graham Oates has ‘Done a runner’, as you’d say.’

‘We’re sure?’

‘Just about,’ the Super confirmed. ‘He’s not at home, the back door’s unlocked, fresh footprints lead to the rear fence, and lukewarm water still in the kettle. Graham Oates is our man, Stephen. I told you we’d find our killer,’ Sam Maynard grinned.

Ryan Jarrod wasn’t smiling.

‘That’s the trouble, ma’am. We haven’t found him. Not if he’s done a runner, we haven’t.’

**

Samantha Maynard reminded her crew that locating Graham Oates was not their prime responsibility. She needed her team focused on gathering evidence and preparing for interview.

Maynard dismissed the team at the end of their regular shifts, content in the knowledge that every force in the region were on the lookout for Oates. It was only a matter of time.

Time was a precious commodity for Ryan Jarrod. Since his grandmother passed away, he was acutely aware every second should be milked dry. He also recognised the same applied to the victims of the crimes he investigated. Finding time for himself and assisting others was a fine balancing act; one which didn’t come easy.

He pulled into The Drive reassured by the fact every car was one he recognised. Overhead, the deep blue canopy was covered with thousands of pinpricks of cold light, overseen by a silver orb of a moon. Ryan stepped out into a stimulating chill.

The lights were on in his house, all seemed good. He pulled his door key from a pocket. Lay his hand against the smooth uPVC while slipping the key into the lock.

The door opened before he turned the key.

Hannah had left it unlocked.

‘I told you to keep the door locked, man.’

Silence.

‘Hannah?’

He stepped into the lounge. All remained quiet. He looked into the kitchen. Nothing out of place.

Ryan stood on the bottom stair.

‘Hannah? You okay?’ He heard the quaver in his own voice.

He mounted each stair quicker than the one before.

He flung open the bedroom door.

The ceiling revolved with blueish stars from Daniel’s nightlight; his son asleep in the cot, blissfully ignorant of life.

No Hannah, though.

Ryan’s heart thundered in his chest.

A flickering glow emanated from beneath the bathroom door. He knocked, politely.

‘Sod this,’ he said, bursting in.

It was then he saw her, naked and still beneath the bathwater, the flames from several candles dancing across the surface.

‘Oh Jesus, no.’

He raced towards the tub, reached for the motionless woman under the water.

Hannah exploded from the bath, covering her face with her hands and tossing back her hair until the spray rained on Ryan.

‘Jesus,’ Ryan gasped. ‘I thought you were dead.’

Hannah’s fingers rubbed soap from her eyes. ‘What the hell?’

‘I thought somebody had drowned you.’

‘It’s a bath, Ry. You know: the thing you fill with water when you want a good soak.’

‘Jesus’, he said again. ‘I told you to keep the doors locked. I could’ve been anybody.’

She sat upright, her body sleek and glowing. ‘I should be so lucky,’ she smiled, the dimple in her cheek winking at Ryan.

‘Don’t joke. I warned you aboot Oates.’

‘You’re paranoid.’

‘No, Hannah: I’m careful.’

‘Okay, okay. I disregarded an order. Sorry, sir.’

Ryan breathed for what felt like the first time. ‘As long as your aal reet.’

She nodded. Her hand splashed the surface. ‘Plenty room for two,’ she said.

He pulled his shirt over his head.

Hannah grinned. ‘Don’t you think you’d better lock the door first?’


TWENTY-FOUR

A rejuvenated team convened in the third-floor incident room, eagerly awaiting news of Oates’s overnight arrest.

There was an air of anticipation as Danskin and Jarrod rehearsed their interview preparations. Initially, Danskin insisted he would lead with Lyall Parker assisting but the DCI reluctantly bent to Ryan’s request to assist, providing ‘assist’ was all he did.

‘We can’t have any conflict of interests jeopardising the case, mind. Given our suspect’s run-in with Hannah, you must take a back seat. We’ve no choice.’

‘That’s fair enough, sir, but don’t you think the same applies to you? She is your stepdaughter, after all.’

Stephen Danskin puffed out his cheeks. ‘Fair point. Okay, for the initial interview, we’ll leave it to Lyall and O’Hara. We’ll observe from next door.’

As it turned out, the discussion was in vain.

‘Oates hasn’t been found,’ Superintendent Maynard informed them. ‘He’s gone to ground. He’s still the priority for every local officer in our City and County jurisdiction, and Prince Bishops, Border South, and Cumbria Lakes forces are also fully invested in locating him.’

Danskin groaned. ‘When’s this Serrano woman due back from Austria? She’s bound to know where he is. O’Hara still can’t contact her.’

‘Ravi’s discovered she’s booked on a return flight tomorrow morning. Assuming she boards it, we’ll meet her as soon as she lands.’

‘And until then?’ Ryan asked the Super.

‘Until then, we keep compiling evidence, physical and circumstantial, until he’s apprehended.’

‘I’m not having that…’ Danskin complained.

‘Yes you are, Stephen. And if you have any objections, voice them in my office.’

‘Right. Howay then – your office it is.’

Maynard adopted a pursed-lip face and led the way to her office, leaving a frustrated Ryan to pummel his desk with a fist.

His next thought after massaging a sore hand was to warn Hannah, until her words – ‘You’re paranoid’ – sprung to mind. Instead, he got on with compiling evidence as ordered.

Twenty unproductive minutes later, Todd Robson called out to him. ‘Bloke on the phone here for you, Ry.’

Ryan tisked. ‘Any bloke in particular?’

‘Whoever it is wanted the Super then the DCI. I think Lyall’s having a crap so that leaves you in charge.’

Ryan tutted again.

‘Jarrod,’ he said, taking the call.

‘It’s Superintendent Schooler here.’

Ryan didn’t recognise recognised the name but he did the accent. The way the man pronounced his surname as ‘Skewel-er’ was a dead giveaway of his Sunderland roots.

‘From Prince Bishop force, yeah?’

‘Aye. Are you running the Metro murder enquiry?’

‘No, but I’m the closest you’ll get to it for now. I’m DS Jarrod. How can I help?’

‘Other way round, I think. My boys have found something you may be interested in.’

Ryan sat up, alert. ‘You’ve got Graham Oates?’

Schooler gave a mirthless laugh. ‘I wish. No, nothing as good as that.’

‘Balls. Okay, what is it?’

‘Rubble sacks. Two of ‘em. Stuffed with body parts.’

Ryan’s stomach tumbled with a mix of horror and anticipation. ‘Arms? Legs? Both?’

‘Why not come and see for yourself? They’re in the sidings just past South Hylton Metro station. I’ll meet you there. Oh, and bring a sick bag or three. You’ll need ‘em.’

**

Todd Robson drove Danskin and Ryan. They took the A184 through Felling and Wardley and left Newcastle Road for the A19 at the old Testos Roundabout junction.

The A19 was rammed with traffic as they approached Sunderland so Todd veered off at Hastings Hill and diverted via Pennywell.

South Hylton Metro station sat at the foot of a bank. From the top, the hi-vis vests of uniform cops and traffic officers blinked like fairy lights in the glare of the emergency vehicles’ flashers.

The small car park to the east of the station was cordoned off and a temporary entrance was improvised by Prince Bishops uniform squad which enabled Todd’s vehicle to enter.

‘There’s got to be CCTV coverage here, surely?’ Danskin mused, taking in the scene.

‘I wouldn’t know, like. Remember what Les Nash said about the South Gosforth hub?’

‘Aye, but there’s a station here. All stations are covered, aren’t they?’

‘Probably be some blind spots,’ Todd offered.

Danskin twisted his face. ‘Let’s find oot.’

They walked onto the station platform and were greeted by Superintendent Schooler.

‘Any CCTV?’ Danskin jumped straight in.

‘On the station itself, yes. The find isn’t here, though. You’ll need to mak yer way down the sidings for that. You can’t miss it. Forensics are already there. So are the rats.’

The party made their way along the side of the track, following a fence hung with bags of dog waste and littered with fragments of tattered plastic shopping bags tangled in the mesh.

A pop-up tent had been erected. A uniform opened the flap as the detectives instinctively searched their pockets for VapoRub to mask the stench.

‘Sherlock,’ Aaron Elliot greeted him without enthusiasm. ‘Detective Chief Inspector, DC Robson,’ he finished.

‘Should we be suited and booted?’ Danskin asked.

‘No, I’m afraid I’ve just completed a visual preliminary. You can’t approach regardless of protection.’

Ryan pinched his nose in a vain attempt quell the deathly stench. ‘Do they belong to ours?’ Ryan asked, dipping his head towards the heavy rubble sacks.

‘Strictly speaking,’ Superintendent Schooler said, ‘They are our body parts, not yours. This is Prince Bishop territory unless and until there’s a definite link to the Metro murder. Mind,’ he said, wrinkling his nose, ‘I bloody hope they do belong to you.’

‘What do you think, Dr. Elliot? Are these the remains of either girl? I’m guessing it’s too early to call,’ Danskin surmised.

Under his mask, Elliot smirked. ‘No, it’s not too early.’

‘Well, man?’

Elliot reached into the nearest sack. ‘What do you think?’

‘Fuck!’ Todd whispered. Danskin and Ryan both swore, too.

Between gloved fingers, Elliot held aloft a severed penis.

‘I’d say it’s definitely not your girl, Detective Chief Inspector, wouldn’t you?’

**

The three detectives had a lot to mull over on the return journey, not least the fact that a third dismembered body had turned up.

Danskin prayed Aaron Elliot would rule out a connection to the City and County cases leaving Superintendent Schooler and the Prince Bishops to pick up the pieces of the latest find – quite literally. Deep down, he already knew it was a forlorn hope.

‘So,’ he said, ‘What do we make of things now?’

‘We’ve three cases, simple as,’ Ryan believed. ‘Too much of a coincidence for this to be a separate incident.’

‘Aye, that’s what I thought,’ Danskin grudgingly agreed.

‘Aaron said he’d be able to tell us more when he got the remains back to the lab. Do you want Todd to drop me off there? The doc was taking the sacks away with him, wasn’t he?’

‘Yes. Might be a while yet though.’

Todd drummed the steering wheel as traffic ground to a halt at the turnoff for the Nissan factory. ‘We’re still missing summat,’ he declared. ‘We’ve got one lass with no legs, another with no arms, and a bloke missing a dick and God knows what else. It still means we’ve got limbs being stored somewhere for some reason.’

‘..And the perpetrator at large to come and go as he likes,’ Ryan reminded them. ‘Where are we with finding Oates?’

Danskin radioed in for an update from Lyall Parker. There was still no trace of Oates. Lucy Dexter had followed up on Aubrey Stimpson, who she’d found conducting a private tuition session with a twenty-year-old cellist. Lucy reported Stimpson as looking extraordinarily sheepish but his student was a trainee buyer with for a fashion giant with no connection to Saint Raphael’s.

‘Time to look elsewhere,’ Danskin decided, ‘At least it is until Graham Oates or Felicity Vasquez Serrano turn up.’

They were on the Tyne Tunnel approach when Parker called back. ‘Elliot wants tae know if we want a closer look at the offal, as he described it.’

‘He’s back already?’

‘Nae, but he’ll be at the lab within the hour, he says. He’s done all he can in the field, apparently.’

‘Tell him Jarrod will meet him at the lab. Robson and me will be back at Forth Street once we’ve dropped Jarrod off. I want to hear more about Stimpson’s ‘private lessons’ from Dexter.’

Todd barely stopped the car before Danskin bundled Ryan out of it. Jarrod strolled into the hospital with little urgency, knowing Dr. Elliot would be a while. He wandered to the Costa franchise where he and Aaron had met and ordered a toastie and Americano.

He rang Hannah while he waited, but a screaming Daniel put an end to their brief conversation. Ryan ordered a second coffee when Elliot messaged to say he was ready for him.

Ryan transferred the coffee into a Styrofoam carry-out and followed the grey line through the hospital and down into its bowels.

‘Behind the glass for this one, Sherlock,’ Elliot ordered, pointing to the drink in Ryan’s hands.

‘Thank heaven for that. I’m not looking forward to this, I’ve got to say.’

‘It might surprise you to know, I never look forward to any of them.’

Already kitted out in his protective gear, Aaron left Ryan in the glass-fronted observation area and slipped through two sets of sliding doors.

‘Can you hear me okay?’ He spoke into a mic hooked around his ear. When Ryan gave him the thumbs-up, Elliot delved into the first sack like Santa fishing for a toy.

‘We already know this isn’t one of your girls,’ Elliot said, laying the limp penis at one end of the table. ‘I do believe it’s the same killer, though. The cut has been achieved by means of a mechanical tool, almost certainly a chainsaw.’

He pulled an arm from the sack next, followed by a leg. Ryan coped with the sight by imagining Elliot was a butcher preparing cuts of meat.

‘If it wasn’t already clear, the hair-growth and musculature of the limbs show these are the limbs of a male. At this stage, I’m assuming they belong to the same person.’

Ryan made a note. The possibility of this find being the remains of more than one person hadn’t occurred to him.

‘The victim is white and appears to be of athletic build. I’d guess he was in his early thirties.’ Elliot turned the arm over. ‘Tattoo on the right tricep.’

‘What’s the tattoo? Might help us identify who it is,’ Ryan asked.

Elliot turned down the volume of his earpiece. ‘The tattoo is of a spider. Body around three centimetres in circumference, all eight legs appropriately sized for the arachnid’s body; all of which indicates it’s the work of a professional tattoo artist and not a DIY effort.’

‘Could it be a trademark of some kind? A Superhero? Band logo?’

‘I’m not here to provide speculation,’ Elliot replied, focused on his task. ‘The limbs were severed by a chainsaw, judging by the nature of the cut. At this stage, I’m unable to confirm whether the limb was removed ante-mortem.’

Ryan dug his tongue into his cheek, struggling to comprehend who could do such things to fellow human beings. He took a sip of cold coffee and wished he’d bought water.

Elliot dipped into the second sack. He lay another arm alongside the first. ‘Arms are of same length.’ He brought out the second leg and set it side-by-side with the other. ‘So, too, the legs.’ He measured all four limbs. ‘I’d suggest the victim is around six foot tall, perhaps an inch taller.’ He looked at Ryan. ‘All four limbs do belong to the same individual.’

Ryan made detailed notes. As he did so, Elliot moved to the victim’s feet. ‘The man worse size ten shoes,’ he said, pointedly.

‘Whoa there. The same as the footprints outside the Metro where we found Jay? Is it possible this bloke’s our original killer and we’re looking at vigilante vengeance?’

Aaron held up a gloved hand. ‘That’s a big leap of faith, young man. It’s not beyond the realms of possibility, though.’ Elliot adjusted the magnification on a bright-field pathology microscope and peered at a portion of tissue. ‘The degree of necrosis and relative lack of microbial activity indicate death took place within the last twenty-four hours, probably much less.’ The pathologist pointed out a series of bite marks where chewed and gnawed flesh had been ripped from a leg. ‘Long enough, however, to attract the attention of Rattus norvegicus.’

Ryan scribbled furiously. ‘Owt else in your bag of delights for us?’

‘A few shreds of intestine, some muscle and sinew which appear to emanate from the cervical spine region. Fragments of bone. I’ve a scrotum here if you’d care to inspect it.’

‘Bugger off, man.’ Ryan took in a lungful of chemical-infused air. ‘No head or torso, then?’

‘No.’

‘So where the hell are all these missing body parts?’

‘Frozen somewhere, perhaps? Kept as a trophy? Or maybe your killer is a cannibal.’ Aaron Elliot shrugged. ‘Like I say, I’m not into speculation.’

Ryan stared at the blood-slicked metallic surfaces, the hunks of meat littering the chrome tabletop, and tried to assemble them in his mind until they formed something akin to a human being.

After a few minutes taking in the scene, he turned away from the glass. ‘Let us know if you find anything else, aye? Especially if it links this bloke to wor two lasses.’

‘Of course I will.’

Ryan shuffled out the lab, wishing like hell he’d left the mouldering limbs to Schooler and the Prince Bishops.

TWENTY-FIVE

Lucy Dexter redialled the number. At the second time of asking, Kirsten Parfitt picked up.

‘Hi Kirsten. It’s DC Dexter here. We met earlier at Mr Aubrey Stimpson’s. I’m just ringing to find out a few more background details, if I may?’

The young girl had no objection.

‘How long have you been receiving cello lessons?’

‘Oh, I dunno – about seven or eight years probably, although I only started with Aubrey last year.’

‘What do you make of him?’

There was a long pause. ‘In what way?’

‘Any way you care to think of.’

‘Well, he’s eccentric, for sure. Old-school gentlemanly, if that makes sense.’

‘It does. Have you ever seen him act in any way inappropriately around you, or any of his other students?’

‘Around me, certainly not. Like I say, he’s a perfect gentleman.’

‘I see. What about with others?’

Lucy heard the smack of Kirsten Parfitt’s lips down the line. ‘I wouldn’t know. As far as I’m aware, his lessons are always one-to-one.’

‘This might sound odd, but how did you hear about Mr Stimpson’s tutoring?’

‘It was while I was at college last year. Someone said her sister had taken piano lessons from him and he was amazing.’

Lucy typed up notes as she spoke. ‘And there was nothing she mentioned which you’d say was, I dunno, unusual? Nothing to make you suspicious?’

‘Look,’ Kirsten objected, ‘I’m not sure what you’re expecting from me. I’ve told you all I know.’

Lucy ignored her and pressed on. ‘There’s nothing you ever saw at Aubrey Stimpson’s which caused you any concern? Please, think carefully.’

There was a hush as Kirsten Parfitt considered the question. Finally, she spoke.

‘I think he drank a lot but that’s not a crime, is it? I assumed it was why he always wore overpowering aftershave, to disguise the alcohol, y’know? He once told me he didn’t drive and I wondered if he’d been caught drink driving at some point.’

Lucy made a note, confirming Stimpson didn’t drive. ‘And there’s nothing else?’

‘No. Unless…’

‘Unless what, Kirsten?’

‘Well, it was all very classical but he did have a collection of oil paintings. Typical nudes but not in a raunchy way. More Rubens than Razzle, you know?’

‘I’m not really an art lover, I’m afraid.’

‘Okay. Well, Rubens models tended to be on the plump side. These were the types of paintings Aubrey displayed. Women who aren’t traditional beauties. On the large side. Or disabled.’

Lucy thanked Kirsten Parfitt and made a beeline towards Stephen Danskin.

**

‘Why the hell didn’t I know this?’ In the absence of Ryan, Gavin O’Hara took the brunt of Danskin’s wrath. ‘I thought you’d talked to this bloke umpteen times.’

‘I did, sir. Several, not umpteen.’

‘Don’t play the semantics game with me, O’Hara. Why didn’t we know he had dirty pictures hanging on his wall?’

‘I’m not sure our Ms Serrano will appreciate you describing the work of Rubens as ‘Dirty pictures’, when we speak to her tomorrow.’

Danskin pinched the bridge of his nose. ‘How much more have we missed?’

‘Sir, I don’t think Stimpson’s taste for classical art bears much significance to our case.’

The DCI clenched his jaw. ‘Think is the key word. That’s all we do: ‘think.’ We know very little, so everything’s relevant to our case. And if Stimpson is gawping at nude paintings of disabled women in public, what might he be doing with them in private?’

‘Sir, with respect…’

‘Can I have a word?’ Ryan broke into the incident room gasping breathlessly. ‘I need to update you on Elliot’s verdict on the third victim.’

Danskin looked from O’Hara to Jarrod and back again.

‘Fine.’ Then, ‘This isn’t over with, O’Hara: we need to talk.’

Danskin led Ryan into his office. Pointed to a seat and took one himself on the other side of his desk. ‘Right – what is it, Jarrod?’

‘Elliot’s confirmed the body parts belong to the same person. The corpse is a male in his thirties, around six-foot tall, and had a professional ink of a spider on the back of his arm. There was no head or torso in either sack so we can add those to our list of missing parts. The doc reckons the amputations were made by a chainsaw and that the man was killed within the last twenty-four hours.’

Stephen Danskin considered the new information. ‘Nothing to connect the victim to Saint Raphael’s?’

Ryan shook his head. ‘Elliot says it’s impossible to be certain the victim didn’t have a disability until we recover the head, but the limbs all seemed to be functional. Well, they were until they were sawn off.’

‘Careful, Jarrod. You’re beginning to sound a lot like Robson.’

Ryan grimaced. ‘So, although the man doesn’t seem to be linked to the school, there is the Metro link to consider. Is it possible we’ve been centring on the wrong link?’

‘I bloody hope not. We’ve devoted too much time and energy for us to be wrong. Dexter’s been following up on Aubrey Stimpson, talking to one of his private students; a lass called Parfitt. She’s nowt but good things to say aboot him, confirmed he doesn’t drive, suspects he might like a snifter or two, and he has a fondness for classical nude artwork.’

‘I’m not sure that adds a great deal to what we already knew, sir.’

‘Agreed.’ Danskin stopped talking and fixed his gaze on a spot on the ceiling. ‘You know what you were saying about the Metro possibly being more key to this than the school? You could have a point. I mean, how does our killer avoid being seen unless he has detailed knowledge of the entire Metro system?’

Ryan plucked at an eyebrow with his fingers. ‘Time for a change of tack?’

Danskin checked his watch. ‘Until we find Oates or this artist woman gets back to Blighty, aye; I reckon we focus on reviewing anything we’ve got which connects the Metro to the murders, apart from the obvious fact the bodies were discovered nearby.’

‘How about starting at the beginning of all this – with Les Nash?’

‘Exactly what I was thinking.’

Ryan and the DCI moved to the next office, seeking Superintendent Maynard’s consent. She was mid-call but beckoned them inside, consigning the remnants of a half-eaten sandwich to the bin.

‘…and we’re sure there’s no match?’ Maynard was saying.

She gave a few ums and ahas as she listened to the response.

‘I’ve got my DCI and DS with me so I’m putting you on loudspeaker.’

Ryan immediately recognised the Wearside tones of Superintendent Schooler. ‘Correct,’ Schooler said. ‘Different blood group entirely.’

‘Send the details over and I’ll have my pathologist run a match with our girls. Thanks for calling, Michael.’

‘I just hope it helps.’

The call disconnected.

‘Superintendent Schooner’s run a data match on unsolved crimes in his patch. There was one case of decapitation but it dates back some twelve years. There’s no DNA match with our man in the sack but I’ll ask Dr Elliot to check against both Jay and Rachel’s genetic data. I think it’s clutching at straws but you never know.’

Danskin breathed in. ‘Speaking of which, I’m suggesting we spend the rest of the day following up Metro leads. Once we either find Graham Oates or Felicity Serr…’

The door opened with neither a preliminary knock nor apology for the intervention. An ashen Lyall Parker stood in the doorway.

‘Ma’am, this is gettin’ oot o’ hand now. We’re getting reports of another murder.’

‘By murder, do you mean the same as the others?’

‘Aye, I do.’

‘Is it a girl?’ Danskin asked, Stimpson’s student, Kirsten Parfitt, at the forefront of his thoughts.

‘No. It’s a man.’

‘Two girls, now two men,’ Ryan said. ‘Our killer’s changed target.’

Maynard stood. ‘You’d better get to the scene right away, gentlemen.’

Ryan and Danskin believed they’d found another piece of the puzzle when Parker next spoke.

‘The find’s near Jarrow. The remains are ootside Bede Metro station.’

TWENTY-SIX

The Saint Raphael board of Governors were not a happy bunch. Under pressure from concerned, angry, and disaffected parents who threatened to withdraw their children from the school, the Governors demanded the Head produce a contingency and recovery plan which ensured school funds were not affected.

Katherine Tempest walked out from the hastily convened meeting in a state of shock, her much-loved job under severe threat and, even worse, the precious establishment at risk of closure.

She knew her staff were under suspicion, two of her most valued associates in particular. Graham Oates hadn’t helped himself by disappearing from public view after self-promoting his extra-curricular artwork, and she found it hard to believe Aubrey Stimpson had been foolish enough to draw attention to himself by tutoring young girls, unsupervised.

Both the school and Katherine Temple herself faced dark days.

Temple was fortunate she didn’t realise just how dark those days would become.

**

Felicity Vasquez Serrano took a seat in the lobby bar of the Wien NH Hotel, barely a splash of paint from Wien-Schwechat Airport.  

An empty bottle of Moric Hausemark sat on the white tablecloth surrounded by a circle of stains like a blood red Rorschach test. She looked at it with a tilted head and snapped the stains with her camera phone. Inspiration, she realised, was everywhere.

Serrano held her wineglass up to the lights and toyed with its stem as she watched its contents swirl. This would be her last of the day. She had an early morning flight to catch, not to mention an elusive new client who no longer responded to her calls.

Serrano hoped he wasn’t playing games with her. If Oates intended using her name simply for publicity before launching as a freelance, he’d picked the wrong woman to mess with. She hadn’t reached the top of the pile in her field by being an easy touch.

Nobody messed with Felicity Vasquez Serrano.

Not if they knew what was good for them.  

**

John Redding worried about his neighbour. He hadn’t seen Hannah Graves for days, almost a week, and hoped she’d soon turn up, safe and sound.

He looked outside the Victorian building, home to both their apartments, and saw rain begin to fall; slowly at first, increasing in ferocity by the second until the drops left comet trails in the subdued glow of the Jesmond streetlights.

His eyes settled on Hannah’s Renault. Redding sighed. If he had a spare set of keys, he was sure he’d be able to fix it for her and win himself Brownie points in the process. As it was, the pervasive cold dankness would likely serve to seize the engine still further.

If his pal called around tomorrow, and if the weather improved, perhaps between them they could sort it for her.

Ifs, buts, and maybes.

Redding wrenched the curtains together and returned to the room he’d dedicated as a workspace.

**

Les Nash sat in the security hut, listening to the rain hammer nails into the corrugated roof. He tipped some Bailey’s from a hipflask into his mug of steaming coffee and took a sip. It felt good to be back. He should have done it days ago but the fear of a police grilling had kept him away.

Nothing much had changed in his absence. The CCTV remained inactive, trials of the new fleet continued, and overnight works remained omnipresent.

Nash checked his watch. Time for an inspection round.

‘Bollocks,’ he said, burning his tongue on his overly hot drink as he gulped it down.

Three Metro trains stood in the sidings, their carriages glistening sleekly in the rain under the glare of a single spotlight which spontaneously flickered and died and came back to life again, under the deluge.

Nash steeled himself for the task ahead, although he knew with certainty there were no nasty surprises awaiting him.

Not this time. Not here.

**

Safely tucked away from the wrath of the storm, the man listened to the gale testing every rooftop for weakness as it tore along each street in turn.

He steepled his fingers and pulled them until each knuckle cracked. He savoured the moment: the anticipation of following the detective’s movements, the fact she remained in blissful ignorance of his presence, and the excitement of knowing the fate he had in store for her. He wanted to extract every last second of pleasure until it stretched to eternity.

Slowly, he typed in the password to open the tracking app. He closed his eyes. Tried to second-guess where he might find her. The man took a deep breath through his nostrils. Held it. Snapped his eyes open where they settled on the flashing red arrow.

‘Shit.’

She was way outside his comfort zone.

Hannah Graves was still in that fucking Whickham place. The man tossed the device aside, unsure of his next move.

He no longer felt in control, and the thing he hated above all else was a lack of control.

It made him angry.

Very, very angry.

**

Bede Metro station, sandwiched between the towns of Jarrow and South Shields, is something of an anomaly. Unlike many of its sister stations which are converted mainline stations, Bede was purpose built for the rapid transit system.

Situated in the centre of an industrial area populated with factory units, outlet stores, and engineering firms, its surroundings are less than salubrious. The only patch of greenery came courtesy of the nearby South Shields FC playing surface.

On a wet and windy evening like today, the station’s setting provided perfect symmetry.

Danskin and Jarrod pulled up outside the station where a fleet of police and emergency service vehicles sat abandoned in reverential silence. Ryan fastened his coat. A steady patter of water soaked through its surface almost immediately; it was one of those evenings where the air itself was as wet as the torrential rain.

Danskin wiped a hand over the top of his sodden head and flipped away droplets. ‘You wouldn’t guess it was a full moon tonight,’ he said, staring up at a sky so low they seemed part of it.

A piercing blast of wind bowed the overgrown bushes beside the station and sent a spume of water into Ryan’s face. ‘I can put up with the rain,’ Jarrod said. ‘It’s the bloody wind that gets me.’ He wiped his face with a wet sleeve. ‘It makes it feel so much colder. I reckon we’ll see penguins in parkas in a minute.’

Danskin sniffed up a dewdrop hanging from his nose. ‘Let’s go see those penguins, then, shall we?’ He marched up the ramp to Platform One.

‘Wrong side, sir.’ A uniformed officer yelled against the wind from across the tracks. ‘You need to be ower here.’

Ryan pointed the way to a small footbridge crossing Monksway, with stairs down to Platform Two. Danskin trooped towards it, hunched against the driving rain as it morphed to icy sleet. He shivered as it lanced down the back of his collar.

‘I’m PC Hudson,’ the uniform informed them once they reached Platform Two.

Danskin introduced himself by way of his warrant card. ‘On your own?’ he asked, surprised. ‘Thought you’d have company judging by the traffic parked on other side, like.’

‘I have. They’re all doon there,’ Hudson waved an arm in the direction of an exit sign. ‘Last time I looked, they were keeping well away from it, though.’

‘What exactly is ‘it’?’ Ryan asked.  

‘Be my guest,’ Hudson said, ‘Go ahead and see for yersel. I’m staying where I am, though.’

DCI Danskin led Ryan to the head of a concrete staircase. Fourteen stairs down to a flooded rest area, then another twenty-odd down to street level. The steps were slicked with sodden, long-dead leaves whipped up from a trap of roots, making the descent as treacherous as crossing a minefield.

At the mid-point, they paused. ‘I still cannot see owt,’ Ryan said.

‘Hello?’ Danskin called out. ‘Detectives Danskin and Jarrod here to inspect the find. Can one of you lot show us the way?’

A disembodied voice called back. ‘At the bottom of the steps, turn to your left. You’ll find it, aal reet. If you really need us, give another shout and I suppose one of us will come up to you, but only if we have to.’

Ryan shared eye contact with Danskin. ‘Must be another messy one,’ Ryan said.

‘You weren’t expecting owt else, were you?’

‘Nah, not really.’

They finished the descent, still oblivious of the horror awaiting them.

At the foot of the stairs, they followed their instructions and turned left, following a rutted cement footpath bordered by a shoulder-high spiked fence.

That’s when they saw it.

‘Shitballsandpiss,’ Danskin whispered.

The three railings bang centre of the fence each displayed an object. Left and right, a coconut had been impaled on the fence’s spike. That’s not what grabbed their attention. Between them, a third object completed the coconut shy imagery.

A human head had been driven onto the fence. It was the head of a man: a man with long locks of blonde hair drenched by hours of rain; and a peculiar, wispy goatee-affair of a beard.

The spike dug deep above a spot where an Adam’s apple recently bobbed in fear. His mouth hung open in a frozen, lop-sided scream, its terrified eyes stared unseeing towards a charcoal sky.

‘Braid my shit,’ Ryan cursed.


TWENTY-SEVEN

Flight LS1953 made its delayed approach to Newcastle International Airport in the midst of a named storm which treated the aircraft as if it were laundry in a tumble dryer.

The pilot eventually brought the Jet2 plane to ground forty minutes late to a mix of applause and sighs of relief from its passengers.

‘Could all passengers please remain seated until the seat belt sign is extinguished,’ a member of the cabin crew announced over the speakers.

The lady in Seat 6E ignored her plea. Felicity Vasquez Serrano was already on her feet, retrieving her bag from the overhead locker. Her heavy coat followed the bag, and she caught it in her free hand as it threatened to smother the gentleman sitting beneath it.

The aircraft taxied towards the terminal building, to be met by a fleet of motorised luggage trolleys. Almost unnoticed, as the aircraft steps were being manoeuvred into place, a security vehicle pulled up; its occupants sheltering inside.

Once the stairs were in place, two security officials and a groundcrew member climbed them. As soon as the aircraft doors opened, the security officers made a theatrical entrance, blown in by the wind. They passed a note to the chief flight attendant who pointed them in the direction of seat 6E.

‘Ms Serrano? We’re airport security. Please don’t be alarmed but we have been asked to escort you to one of our interview rooms.’

Serrano gave a look of genuine perplexion.

‘It’s nothing serious, I assure you,’ the official said. ‘A Detective Inspector Lyall Parker from City and Northern County police would like to ask you some questions.‘

Serrano had a lightbulb moment. Her fears were about to be confirmed. ‘It’s Graham Oates, isn’t it? The fucker’s a fraudster.’

The official tried not to be taken aback by the elegant passenger’s profane language. ‘I’m not at liberty to say. If you’d care to accompany us, we’ll take you straight through Passport Control and to DI Parker.’ He listened to the wind howl through the maw of the aircraft door. ‘At least you’ll be warm and dry.’

The other passengers milled about, hand baggage at the ready, eager to disembark. Heads turned to look at the attractive woman being spoken to by uniformed officials and wondered what she’d done. Drugs, was the common consensus.

Serrano didn’t dissuade them of their opinion as she directed a ‘What the pissing fuck are you all looking at?’ towards her fellow passengers as she was escorted off the aircraft.

**

‘Please, take a seat.’ Lyall Parker stood and offered Felicity Serrano his hand. She looked at it for a moment before lightly brushing it with her fingers. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Lyall Parker, and this is DC Gavin O’Hara.’

Serrano sniffed and took a seat.

‘Thank you for agreeing to speak to us,’ Lyall added.

‘I hadn’t realised it was optional.’

‘Would you like a tea? Or a coffee?’

‘I’d rather know what the hell all this is about.’

‘Okay. Here we go, then. I understand you recently agreed tae represent a Graham Oates.’

Felicity sneered. ‘So, it is about him. I thought so.’

‘When did you last see him?’

‘The day before I went to Vienna. I’d seen some of his artwork and was impressed by it. I was keen to represent him so asked if I could take samples of his work with me.’

‘You met him at Saint Raphael’s, aye?’

‘That’s correct.’

‘And that’s when he gave you some of his material.’

Serrano nodded.

‘What sort of work did he show you?’

‘His work is very dark. That’s the kind of art I like. Unusual, non-traditional, and edgy to the point of disturbing. It’s a growing market, and a space occupied by very few. I saw an opportunity and took it.’ She glanced from Parker to O’Hara. ‘There’s no crime in it, I assure you.’

Lyall sat back and studied the woman opposite. She was poised. Assured. Confident. There was a grace about her but, like her art preferences, he sensed something dark and edgy beneath the surface.

He poured himself a tea. ‘Are you sure you won’t join me?’

‘Quite sure. I’m a busy woman and I have a lot to catch up on after being away so can we please get this over with quickly?’

Lyall popped a sugar lump into his cup and stirred it at length.

‘Did you speak tae Mr Oates while you were away?’

Felicity Vasquez Serrano sniffed once more. ‘No.’

‘I see.’ He slurped the tea noisily. ‘I also see he made the press while you were away.’

‘Did he? I hadn’t realised. I sent out a press release but wasn’t aware it had been picked up by any outlets.’

Lyall switched subjects again, anxious to keep Serrano on her toes. ‘Do you have any examples of the work you showed in Vienna?’

‘You mean Oates’s work? Yes.’ She reached into her handbag for her phone. Opened her photographs and scrolled through them. She passed the phone across the table. ‘There’s six or seven here. See for yourself.’

Parker took the phone from her. Gavin O’Hara leant in for a closer look before speaking for the first time. ‘Is there such a thing as plagiarism in the art world?’ O’Hara asked.

Felicity Serrano narrowed her eyes. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, I’ve seen at least two of these works before.’

The woman’s head jerked between Parker and O’Hara like a nervous robin watching a cat from a bird table.

‘Seriously?’

‘Very. You see, I don’t think this work is by Graham Oates at all.’

Serrano’s jaw dropped.

‘In fact,’ Gavin continued, ‘I’m sure of it. This is the work of a fourteen-year-old girl by the name of Rachel Lawrie.’

‘Are you fucking joking?’

‘No, Ms Serrano; I’m not.’

The detectives jumped as Felicity thumped the table with her fist so hard Parker’s cup emptied itself of tea.

Her mouth tightened. ‘I knew it. He’s a fucking fraudster.’

‘Have you heard o’ Rachel Lawrie?‘ Lyall asked.

‘No.’ She took her phone back from the detectives and looked at the images. ‘But if any of these works are by a fourteen-year-old, I’m highly impressed.’ She set her phone face down on the table. ‘When we’re done here, I’d like her contact details if you’re able to share.’

‘I’m sorry, Ms Serrano. That’s no’ possible. You see, Rachel Lawrie is dead. She was murdered. Dismembered, and posed.’

Serrano’s eyes glazed over before Parker finished speaking.

‘And she’s not the first. I’d call that pretty dark and edgy, would nae you?’

**

Lyall arranged for some sweet pastries to be brought into the room during a break to allow Felicity Vasquez Serrano to gather herself. She also asked for an espresso and downed it in one before requesting another.

Lyall and Gavin left her alone with it and stepped into the corridor. They took a seat and spoke quietly to one another.

‘What do you make of her?’ Gavin asked.

‘She’s an odd one. Hard tae second guess her. I reckon her shock was genuine though.’

‘Aye, me an’ aal. Where do we go from here?’

‘Who was that bloke who posed the dead bodies, you ken – the autopsy gadge?’

‘Von Hagens.’

‘Aye. I think we ask her about him. She’s a fan o’ his, is she nae? Just like our killer seems to be.’

Gavin rested his chin on his palm. ‘You do realise we’ll never live it down if Ravi’s right about the von Hagens connection, don’t you?’

‘Listen, laddie: if it helps us find the wee sod who’s doing this, I’d happily let Ravi dine oot on it for the rest o’ his natural.’

Gavin nodded his agreement. ‘Are we ready, then?’

‘Och, we’re ready alright.’

Felicity gave a start as they re-entered the room, a clear sign the espressos had hit the spot.

‘We won’t keep you much longer,’ Lyall smiled.

‘Thank you. I’ll do all I can to help you find whoever did this, but I’m not sure where I come into any of it, or how I can assist you.’

‘Gunther von Hagens.’

Serrano’s espresso-widened pupils grew even larger. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘I understand you’re a big fan of his?’

‘Yes,’ she said, hesitatingly.

‘Dark and edgy, I’d say. Kind o’ stuff you admire, no?’

Felicity sat back, arms folded. ‘I think he’s a genius. A pioneer, if you like. He takes something which is basically vile and repulsive and turns it into the most wonderful creations.’

‘I’m not sure that’s how I’d describe it,’ Gavin muttered.

‘Oh, but it is. It’s the human form laid bare. Pure and stripped of all earthly trappings. Gunther is so misunderstood.’ Her face took on a look of wonderment. ‘But what’s this got to do with Graham Oates and Rachel Lawrie?’

‘Ms Serrano, our victims – three, to date – have all been stripped of body parts, posed in surreal ways, and left on public display. I’m beginning to think our killer may be mimicking von Hagens, but I cannae for the life o’ me work out why someone would do such a thing.’

Felicity remained silent while she mulled a theory over in her mind. Slowly, she nodded her head.

‘Detective Inspector, what’s at the root of most crimes? I’m no expert but I’d hazard a guess that money, jealousy, or madness are up near the top.’

Parker and O’Hara both silently agreed with her supposition. ‘So which of the three fits our suspect?’

‘Possibly, all of them. Perhaps he’s jealous of von Hagens’s success. Perhaps he thinks he’s better than the master himself. I’d say he’s almost certainly mad, to do what he’s doing to the victims…’

‘Wait,’ Parker interrupted. ‘What makes you say our killer is a madman and von Hagens is a genius?’

She gave the DI a look of contempt. ‘It’s a fine line between them both, isn’t that what they say? But, more importantly, the people Gunther works on are already deceased and have given permission for their bodies to be used after death. I’m guessing here, but I’d like to bet none of your victims fit either of those criteria.’

‘You’d win your bet,’ Gavin said.

‘Aye, what aboot the money, though?’

This time, Serrano’s look was more withering than her previous one. ‘There’s a very lucrative market for the darkest of works. That’s why I am keen to be at the forefront of it, as I’ve already explained.’

‘How lucrative, Ms Serrano?’

‘Well, the Body World’s tour has attracted over fifty million visitors worldwide...’

Parker gasped. Found it hard to comprehend so many would gawp at cadavers for entertainment.

‘…and, at upwards of twenty-five pound per ticket, I’d call it lucrative. And that’s not including the exhibits he sells.’

‘He SELLS them?’ Gavin couldn’t contain himself. ‘…the fuck?’ he mouthed.

Parker, too, was astonished. ‘So is it possible our killer is setting himself up as a von Hagens disciple?’

‘I’d go further, Detective Inspector. I’d say he thinks he’s better than Gunther. you’re dealing with a narcissist of epic proportions.’

It was the turn of the detectives to rock back in their seats.

‘Ha’e you nae thought of becoming a profiler?’ Parker said in admiration.

Serrano chuckled. ‘Not enough money in it.’

‘How does our killer make his money? I mean, he’s not likely to go on tour, is he?’

‘He’ll find his market.’

‘Where? You can’t take an advert oot in The Mercury, can you?’

Felicity sucked in air. ‘I bet he’s already taken photographs of his victims. He’s possibly sold some of ‘em already. Next, he’ll paint from the photographs. Who knows what else, but he’ll find a way once he’s established.’

Gavin shook his head. ‘Still doesn’t explain how he sells stuff.’

‘In that case, I suggest you trying looking on the web. Not the internet, of course. The dark web’s where you’ll find it, but it’s not something you’ll stumble across easily.’

Gavin looked at Parker. ‘Ravi?’

Lyall shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’ He turned back to Felicity. ‘Ms Serrano, you’ve been most helpful. Thank you for your time, and I’m sorry we’ve kept you so long.’

She smiled. ‘I’ve quite enjoyed it, actually. And please let me know when you’ve caught Graham Oates. He meets all the criteria. He is your man, isn’t he?’

Lyall gave a taught smile in return.

‘We believe so. Or, at least, we did until last night when his decapitated head turned up on a spike ootside a Metro train station.’


TWENTY-EIGHT

‘There’s summat different about you, isn’t there?’

‘Hallelujah! You’ve noticed,’ Hannah mocked.

Ryan looked her up and down. ‘You’ve had your hair done. It’s nice.’

‘Nice? Really? Is that a compliment?’

He sat next to her on the cream sofa. Reached up to touch her curls. ‘Yeah, it is a compliment. Your curls are softer.’

‘Not like a Brillo pad, you mean?’

‘Nah, man. You know what I mean.’

She took his hand in hers. ‘I do.’

‘It wasn’t a proposal.’

She slapped his thigh. ‘You’re on better form today?’

Ryan thought for a moment. ‘You know, I think I am. It’s horrible but now I know Graham Oates isn’t going to come looking for you, I do feel more relaxed.’

‘Doesn’t make your job any easier, though. You’ve still got a killer oot there, and now you have to find summat that connects three murders.’

‘That’s the easy bit, that is. All three have Saint Raphael’s in common. That’s the link. We can forget about the Metro involvement and focus on the school again.’

‘Providing Stephen and the Super agree. You’re not DI yet, you know.’

Ryan wheezed. ‘True enough.’ He glanced at the time on the muted TV screen. ‘I should be getting off. The powers that be will be chasing tails.’

Hannah released his arm. ‘I was thinking I might go back home today.’

Ryan’s face dropped. ‘Must you?’

‘At the very least, I need a change of clothes. I’ve gone through everything I’d stored here.’

‘Ever heard of a washing machine?’

‘I know, but Daniel hasn’t a change of owt. I need some for him, and I’m sick of wearing this same jacket all the time.’

‘You’re coming back, then?’

Hannah considered the question. ‘Yeah, I think so. For a few more days, anyway. It wasn’t just Oates keeping me here, you know.’

‘Good. Okay love, get what you need, and I’ll see you later. See if you can get your car fixed, an’ aal.’

‘That’s a point. It’ll save all this poxy public transport malarkey. I’ll see if someone will take it in for me.’

‘Someone?’

‘Yeah. A garage. Oh, you’re not still thinking of John Redding, are you?’

‘No, of course not,’ Ryan said.

Although they both were thinking about Redding, for different reasons.

**

Danskin was approaching the case from a different angle to Ryan.

‘We’ve another potential suspect ruled out,’ he said, striking through the name of Graham Oates on the crime board with one hand and attaching a photograph of the makeshift coconut shy to it with the other, ‘Because we’ve also another victim.’

Nigel Trebilcock contemplated the scenario. ‘Saint Raphael’s, again. Yet, I sees the Metro connection as well. I think we need a connection between both the school and the Metro, so I do. Two things link the crimes, not one. Where does that leave us?’

Ryan insisted the focus should rest on the school. Danskin was unsure.

‘We’ve done that one to death, Jarrod. The only common denominator at the school was Oates, and now he’s deed.’

‘What about the music teacher, Stimpson? Lucy reckons he’s into nude artwork, and he’s a Metro user. Do we drag him in for questioning?’ Ryan suggested.

‘We need to be careful we’re not seen as harassing the bloke. Are there new grounds to question him? I think not.’

‘So, what ARE you suggesting?’ Ryan pressed.

Ravi Sangar provided the answer.

‘How about we look more closely at something we considered earlier? I’m thinking of regular suppliers to the school. We never really pursued that line of thought. Why not look at every connection the school has with third parties?’

Danskin sucked on a marker pen top. ‘There could be loads of ‘em but it’s worth it.’

‘There WILL be loads, but perhaps not many that have had contracts with the school continuously since the days of Jay Whitehouse right through to Rachel Lawrie. I could filter out a lot that way, I reckon.’

‘How long will it take you, Sangar?’

Ravi shrugged. ‘I won’t know until I’ve started,’ he replied, not very helpfully.

‘You’d better get started then, hadn’t you?’

While the rest of the team received detailed briefings on the discovery of Graham Oates’s remains and the outcome of Felicity Vasquez Serrano’s interview, Ravi Sangar and a secondee from DCI Kinnear’s team began the onerous task of scrutinising Saint Raphael’s outsourced supplier contracts.

Two hours later, a triumphant Sangar strode back into the incident room waving a sheet of paper above his head.

‘Here we go,’ Danskin announced. ‘What have we got?’

‘What we’ve got,’ Ravi pronounced, ‘Is a possible answer. Only three companies have worked in partnership with Saint Raphael’s throughout its lifetime.’

Danskin popped a mint. ‘And they are?’

‘Number one: JR Holland, the school meal provider. Number two: Collabro Contractor Services for maintenance and remedial work. Number three: Secur-IT, who have provided support to, and ensured the security of, the school’s IT services.’

‘Well done, Sangar. Owt else?’

‘Yes. I’ve been through the personnel records and there’s surprisingly few who have been employed throughout the period.’

‘Excellent. That’s the field narrowed reet down.’

‘There’s summat else, sir. Although this person hasn’t been with the company continuously, a search of Collabro Contractor Services brought up an interesting name.’

The squad stood in rapt attention as Ravi grabbed a marker pen and walked to the board.

‘When the school opened, and throughout Jay Whitehouse’s short time at the school, Collabro used an agency to supply them with staff. Guess who they hired?’

Ravi stepped in front of the board and circled a name.

‘None other than our Metro security specialist, the man who just happened to discover the body of Jay Whitehouse. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you the one and only Mr. Les Nash.’

**

It was early afternoon by the time Hannah and Daniel arrived in Jesmond. The worst of the storm had abated but pushing her son through the narrow streets of the suburb against a headwind took it out of her.

‘Your Mammy must get herself fit again, my lovely. I’m fair whacked out,’ she said, tucking a blanket tightly into the pushchair as it threatened to fly away like a kite.

She took a moment to shelter in a doorway and reached into her jacket pocket for a tissue. Her fingers brushed against something in the lining of the pocket. It felt like a button or a coin, but she couldn’t manage to extricate it from the narrow gap.

It wasn’t important in the great scheme of things. What was important was reaching her apartment and stocking up on clothing. She turned the corner into her lane and her heart sank.

John Redding stood on the steps outside the building.

‘For Christ’s sake. It’s as if he knew,’ she said to herself.

Redding saw her moving towards her. He waved. ‘Well hello stranger,’ he shouted.

‘Hi John,’ she managed, unenthusiastically.

‘I thought you’d left the country.’

‘Hadaway. I’ve only been gone a couple of days, man.’  

‘Anywhere nice?’

‘We were just staying with Ryan,’ she said, reminding him that she was with someone.

‘Okay.’ He hunkered down and ruffled Daniel’s hair. ‘And how are you liking my little gift to you? Helping your mum get some sleep, I hope?’ He stood. ‘Does it help Dan get over?’

‘I wouldn’t know. I didn’t take it with me to Ryan’s. And his name is Daniel, by the way, not Dan.’ A blast of wind frightened the infant. Daniel wailed. ‘I’d best get him inside out of this weather.’

Redding beat her to the apartment building entrance. He leant against one side of the doorway with his arm stretched reaching out to the opposite doorpost, blocking the way in.

‘I’ve had another look at your car,’ he said. ‘I thought me and me mate might fix it.’

‘Can I get inside, please?’

‘I reckon it might need a proper garage to look at it, though.’

Hannah rocked Daniel’s pushchair to appease her son. ‘I was thinking the same. Listen, I need to get him inside. He needs changing.’

Redding ignored her. ‘So I’ve arranged for a van to tow it to North Jesmond Garage. It’s not ower far. Just on Lodore Road, like.’

Hannah put her arms on her hips. ‘You’ve what?’

‘Aye, it’s a bit of  liberty, but I’m only trying to help. I’ll need a set of keys, of course.’

‘Like fuck you do. Get out the way!’

Redding frowned. ‘Sorry, love. I’m only trying to be neighbourly.’

‘Well, you’re not; you’re REALLY not.’

Redding smiled. ‘Your hair’s nice, by the way. Bit windswept and interesting, but nice.’

He reached out to stroke it.

Hannah snatched his wrist and twisted his arm behind his back. ‘Do NOT touch me,’ she hissed. ‘I’ll do you for assault, do you understand?’

She pushed Redding so his nose pressed against the stone wall.

‘Bloody hell, man. Are you nuts, woman? All I’m doing is being helpful and kind.’

Hannah pushed him harder. His face ground into the wall.

‘Maybe I am nuts, maybe I’m not. One thing I am, though, is deadly serious. I don’t welcome attention from strangers. Despite what your ego might tell you, not many women do. Now, are you going to let me in?’

She released the restraint hold on him and Redding stepped aside.

Hannah hurried into her flat with Daniel, locked the door behind her, and sat down.

Then, she cried. She didn’t know why, but she cried.

‘I wish your Daddy was here, Daniel. I really do.’

**

Daniel’s Daddy wasn’t there. Daniel’s Daddy was in a conference suite with Superintendent Maynard, DCI Danskin, and DI Parker. They were preparing a swoop for Les Nash with military precision.

‘I say we get him now. We know where he lives. Why wait a moment longer?’ Parker suggested.

‘Lyall, we all know what happened last time we orchestrated a raid on a suspect’s home, don’t we?’

Lyall slumped in his seat. ‘Aye, Ma’am.’

‘But it is an option, nonetheless. Stephen – your thoughts.’

‘I agree with Lyall to the extent sooner is better. We don’t want to put anyone else at risk. But, we know Nash will be at work in,’ he glanced at his watch, ‘An hour and a half at most. Why not meet him there? If you can organise a simultaneous warrant, we can send a crew into his flat and search it at the same time we nab Nash.’

Maynard allowed the railway announcements from the nearby Central Station to fill the silence in the room as she gave the matter thought.

‘I like it. If we tackle Nash while he’s at home, there’s a risk he could destroy evidence before we get our hands on it. If he’s not there, it negates the risk.’

‘Ma’am, wi’ respect, he’s nae gonna be able to flush a load of limbs down the cudgie, is he?’

Maynard’s iceberg eyes settled on Parker. ‘You’ve made your point, Lyall. It’s not something I’m prepared to compromise on. No, Stephen’s right. A simultaneous raid is the way to go.’

Ryan agreed. ‘It’ll be good to see his reaction if we pick him up at the scene of one of his crimes, an’ aal. See how he reacts, like.’

‘Good. That’s agreed, then. I’ll sort the logistics out while you go brief the squad.’

One of the squad entered the room as she spoke.

‘Sorry to interrupt,’ Todd Robson said, ‘But there’s a couple of updates for you.’

‘Helpful ones, I hope?’

‘One is, one’s just weird.’

‘Let’s start with the helpful one,’ Maynard encouraged.

‘Ravi’s been trawling security footage from the Metro. He’s found summat that’ll help the case.’

Maynard rubbed her palms together. ‘Brilliant! About time we found something on surveillance.’

Ryan wanted to hear the other news Todd had to impart.

‘Aye, the weird bit,’ Todd sighed. ‘Doc Elliot’s done some analysis on Oates’s heed.’ He caught the eye of Danskin and Ryan. ‘The long hair that was on his head when you found him? It was Rachel Lawrie’s hair that had been shaven before he Rugratted her.’

Ryan stood. ‘Great! The evidence is all coming together. The case is building second by second.’

‘I haven’t finished. That’s not the weird bit.’

Ryan hesitated to ask, so he didn’t. He let Todd finish.

‘And the strange false goatee thing? It wasn’t a beard. It was made from the remnants of Rachel Lawrie’s pubes.’


TWENTY-NINE

While a uniform crew massed near the flat of Les Nash’s Longbenton flat under Parker’s charge, Stephen Danskin, Ryan and Todd oversaw activity at the Nexus South Gosforth hub.

They hid amongst bushes lining the sidings, confident the CCTV remained inactive. From their positions, they could see the security hut. They waited until a light sparked on inside the hut.

Les Nash stood next to a bench, pouring water from a kettle. His cheeks billowed as if he was whistling a tune. They watched Nash pick his nose and wipe the index finger beneath the tabletop.

‘Charming,’ Danskin commented. He reached for the radio. ‘Nash is in position. He appears relaxed and not on his guard. I’m hoping this will be an easy one. On my word, approach the hut from the rear. Do NOT enter. He might look a bit of a nerd but remember what he’s capable of,’ he instructed the support team.

He adopted a crouched posture and led Ryan and Todd along the fencing until they were out of viewing range. ‘Keep wor heads down and get as close as we can. I want us in there as soon as support have him secured.’

Ryan and Todd gave him a thumbs-up.

‘Are we in position?’ he asked into the radio.

‘Roger,’ came the reply.

‘On my word.’

He waited until the moon fell under cloud cover.

‘Go. Go. GO!’

As the three detectives rushed towards the hut, the radio remained on. They heard the raid team bellow orders for Nash to remain still, to get down, not to move. The commands were harsh. Brutal. Just like Nash.

When Danskin, Ryan, and Todd entered, Nash was pinned to the ground. A pool of coffee from a broken mug lay alongside Nash and mingled with blood from a headwound.

‘That looks nasty,’ Ryan said. ‘Did you trip?’

Nash raised his head. ‘Fuck you,’ he said.

Todd trod on the man’s fingers, prompting a howl of agony.

‘Oops. How clumsy of me. I’m so sorry.’

Danskin looked around the cramped space. A laptop stood open on the desk, a porn site proudly on display.

‘Good programme?’ Danskin asked.

‘I’m just passing me time, man. It’s nowt illegal.’

‘I didn’t say it was. However, the murder and dismemberment of human beings is illegal in most countries, including this one.’

Nash managed a ‘What’re you on aboot?’ before Danskin instructed one of the uniform team to read Les Nash his rights.

**

‘Ah bugger. This isn’t as straightforward as I thought it’d be,’ Stephen Danskin said.

He was sat in Sam Maynard’s office with Ryan and Lyall Parker.

‘Nobody said it would be easy,’ Maynard said, calm and composed.

‘Aye, I know. I thought we’d find summat incriminating at his hoose, though. You’re sure there’s nothing you missed?’

Lyall Parker shook his head. ‘Of course, I can’t be sure until all the forensics are done but there’s nae scummy artwork, no chainsaws, no limbs. There’s nae blood spatter on the walls and there’s not enough room to skin a cat never mind a person in that place.’

‘What aboot Rohypnol? Or other drugs to subdue his victims?’

Lyall shrugged. ‘Unless forensics find any traces, there’s nothing. Sod all. Certainly nae empty bottles or needles lying about.’

Danskin sighed and sucked on his teeth. ‘So, all we’ve got is circumstantial.’

‘That’s about the size of it, sir,’ Lyall agreed.

Ryan stood. ‘Right. Let’s have a word with him. We’ll just have to present everything we’ve got to him and press for a confession, or at least retain him until forensics come up with something strong enough to convince CPS there’s a case.’

Maynard dipped her head. ‘I agree. I’d like you to lead with Stephen on the interview. Make sure the duty solicitor has arrived. I want everything done by the book on this one. Lyall, you chase forensics tail.’

She stood to indicate the meeting was done.

‘Let’s get this one right, gentlemen.’

**

The interview rooms in the bowels of the Forth Street station weren’t as stark as some but they still retained a sanitised feel. Low lighting, little heating, and bland furniture.

Ryan and Stephen sat one side of a desk, Nash and his solicitor, Simon Freeman, the other. A male PC stood by the door. They introduced themselves to each other and to the recording, which confirmed its understanding by a series of spikes on the display.

Nash surprised them by speaking first. ‘Looker, I don’t know why you needed set the heavy mob on me. You could’ve just asked politely. I’ve talked to you before, you know. I didn’t need go through a MMA routine then, did I?’

‘Indeed you have spoken to us before. Remind me when that was, again?’ Ryan asked.

‘It was the neet I found that lass on the Metro. Just doing my job, I was.’

‘Ah, but you didn’t tell us everything, did you?’

‘Howay, man. I was in shock. Not summat you see every day in this job, y’knaa. Anyhoo, if you had owt else to ask me, you’ve had plenty time to do it before now.

Ryan leant towards him. ‘Mr Nash, that’s what we’re doing here, now.’

Stephen Danskin spoke next. ‘You live in Longbenton, yeah? Near the Metro station?’

‘Aye. What’s that got to do with the price of fish? It’s handy for work. Just one stop doon the tracks.’

‘Very true. To South Gosforth Metro station. That’s where you say you found the body of a girl.’

‘I didn’t ‘say’ it, I did discover it.’

Ryan rubbed his jaw. ‘Why say you discovered ‘it’. Why not say her?’

The solicitor interrupted. ‘We’ll be here all night if you’re going to question the semantics of my client’s answer. Is it relevant?’

Ryan shuffled papers. ‘It may be. I’ll come back to the point later if necessary.’

Danskin picked up the questions again.

‘Mr Nash, could you tell us some of the places you’ve worked over the last, say, ten years?’

Nash reached for a plastic glass of water. ‘I’ll dee me best, like, but there’s been a few. Didn’t last as long as Dan Ashworth at Man United at most of ‘em.’

‘Name a few.’

Nash puffed out his cheeks. ‘I’ve done some bar work…’

‘Where?’

‘The Innisfree, mainly.’

‘Carry on.’

‘Well, there was a box factory, and a car wash place. Didn’t fit in there. They were mainly Turks and…’

‘Where were these jobs located?’

‘Near Felling, the first. The second was Shiremoor.’

Danskin nodded for Ryan to take over.

‘Do you see any connection between the locations?’

The man stared blankly. Furrowed his brow. ‘Na.’

‘Okay. Longbenton, Felling, Shiremoor, South Gosforth: they all have Metro stations, don’t they?’

‘Along with plenty others, aye.’

‘What about any agency you might have registered with?’

Nash raised his eyebrows. ‘Aye. I did some decorating work but the pay was piss poor. Jacked it in after a few months.’

Jarrod hoped his thumping heart wasn’t audible. ‘Where did you work?’

‘Some school. It had just opened and they needed some snagging work done. Looker, can we have some heating on here? I’m sneezing icicles.’

Ryan ignored the request.

‘Does the name Jay Whitehouse mean anything to you?’

Nash pulled at his hair. Glanced to the ceiling. Slowly shook his head. ‘Never heard of her.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Pretty much, aye. Why, like?’

‘She attended the school you worked at. Saint Raphael’s.’

Nash’s eyes widened in disbelief. ‘You seriously think I’d remember a kid from a school I worked at for a few months ower a dozen or more years ago? Hadaway, man.’

Ryan opened a file. Slid a glossy photograph from between its pages. Kept the image face down.

‘How about I show you a photograph of her? Do you think it’ll help your memory?’

He didn’t give him a chance to reply before whipping the photo face-up.’

‘Sweet Jesus,’ Nash whispered, glancing between his solicitor and the crime scene photograph of the young woman Nash had encountered on the Metro carriage that frosty night.

**

Hannah fed and bathed Daniel and set him down for a short nap. Not too long, or he wouldn’t sleep tonight – and she was damned if she’d play that infernal pacifier toy John Redding had bought.

She packed a couple of bags for Ryan’s, opened her mail, and paid a few bills online while Daniel napped.

Outside her apartment, she was aware of John Redding’s door squeak open. There was music in the background, and Redding began singing along to it.

‘I never really cared until I met you’ he wailed. ‘And now it chills me to the bone - how do I get you alone? Oh, how do I get you alone.’

The door closed. Opened again. The song wasn’t familiar to her this time, but the lyrics he sang caused her to shudder.

‘He showed me the roses and we kissed, and the last thing I heard was a muttered word as he knelt smiling above me with a rock in his fist.’

Her pulse throbbed against her temples. This was some seriously bizarre shit going on here.

The door closed and opened again. Out poured the ultimate stalker love song of all time: ‘Every breath you take.’

Hannah rushed to the door. Checked it was locked. Fastened the safety chain; the first time she’d ever felt the need to do so.

She unplugged her phone from its charger and began dialling Ryan. She stopped.

‘Don’t be such a bloody wuss, woman,’ she chastised herself.

Instead, she typed out a message.

‘Something’s come up. I’ll be at yours tomorrow but I could really, really do with you staying here tonight. Pretty please xxx.’

**

‘Detectives,’ the duty solicitor was saying, ‘I really don’t think you’ve anything to link my client to this girl. The connections you have come up with are tenuous at best. Ludicrous is a more apt description. So, if you’ve nothing else, I’d like my client released, immediately, and all charges dropped.’

Danskin held up his hand. ‘Not just yet. DS Jarrod, I believe you do have something else.’

‘Yes, sir. Like I say, we have three murders on our hands. I’ll get to the others in a moment…’

‘Whoa. Had on just a minute. What are you on aboot, three murders? You can’t have anything that makes me look like a mass murderer, cos there isn’t anything. Unless you’ve stitched me up…’

Simon Freeman touched Nash’s hand, a solicitor’s way of saying ‘Shut the fuck up,’ before speaking to the detectives. ‘I suggest you provide some evidence and provide it quickly.’

Ryan bowed his head before looking straight up into the eyes of Les Nash.

‘Would you say you know the Metro system well?’

‘Aye. I use it regular, like. It’s fascinating. I’ve studied it in me spare time, and I work there. Well, security, y’knaa.’

Ryan smiled. ‘Thank you, Mr Nash. That’s very helpful. It’s helpful because the other two murders were committed on the system you’ve just admitted you’ve studied.’

‘Now come on, that’s nowt to pin on me.’

Ryan ignored him. ‘One body was found on Tynemouth station. Remember the first girl – the one you claim you ‘found’ – she wasn’t posed naturally, was she? Neither was our second victim.’

‘Nowt to do with me,’ he said, casting a pleading look towards his brief.

Ryan opened the folder again. ‘Really? I’m now reading from a statement you gave when we were called to the murder scene of the first victim. I asked you to remain calm because it wasn’t your fault. You replied, and I quote, ‘Isn’t it? What if that’s exactly what it is, though?’

Simon Freeman attempted to hide the look of resignation on his face, but didn’t quite manage it.

‘No comment,’ was all Nash managed to say.

‘Alright. Let’s move onto the third victim, the most recent one. Now that is an interesting case. You see, the victim also worked at Saint Raphael’s when you were there. An art teacher by the name of Graham Oates. Do you like art, Mr Nash? Apart from the ‘art’ we saw on your laptop when we arrested you?’

‘Do I fuck. It’s all bollocks to me.’ There was a quaver in Nash’s voice as he spoke. His eyes were glassy; tears about to flow.

‘I’m going to show you a photograph of Mr Oates. Please, tell me if you recognise him.’

Ryan pulled out another crime scene photo, the one of Oates’s head on a spike.

Nash jerked away from it so hard his chair toppled over. He scrambled backwards away from it until he bumped into the feet of the PC on guard duty. Les Nash used the man’s legs as support while he staggered to his feet.

His solicitor touched his arm, encouragingly, as Nash retook his seat.

‘Recognise him?’

Nash couldn’t speak but shook his head so vigorously Ryan feared it would join Oates’s on the desk.

‘For the recording, Mr Nash is shaking his head. If you don’t recognise the victim, how about the location?’

Nash stared blindly at the photograph, seeing nothing but a still from a slasher movie.

‘Okay. I’ll tell you. It’s Bede Metro station.’

Nash closed his eyes as Ryan continued.

‘And do you know where we found most of the rest of him?’ He knew it was rhetorical. Nash was never going to answer. ‘South Hylton,’ Ryan said for him.

Ryan rifled through the file once more. He slipped another photograph from inside. It was a grainy image cut from a CCTV reel.

Nash didn’t look at it. He had no need. He knew what it would show.

It would show him standing on a Metro platform about to board a train bound for South Hylton.

The room became a vacuum, devoid of air. Nash desperately gasped for an intake of oxygen. He found none. His lungs were on fire.

Les Nash toppled from his seat and landed face down on the interview room floor.


THIRTY

Sam Maynard had observed proceedings from behind the mirrored glass of the adjoining room. She now sat at a desk with her DCI and DS to analyse the turn of events.

‘That, gentlemen, was an exemplary interview.’

‘Until he keeled ower, you mean?’ Danskin queried.

‘No, Stephen. I mean throughout. It was relevant, purposeful, the right intensity and pushed Nash in all the right ways.’

‘Like I said, until he passed oot.’

In the relative warmth of the room, Ryan yawned and stretched his arms above his head. He sensed his shirt cling to the damp sweat of his armpits. ‘I’m shattered,’ he yawned again.

‘You’ve time to recover,’ Maynard told him.

‘What do we do now?’ Stephen Danskin wondered aloud.

‘We play it by the book. Nash has been seen by medics, and we follow their advice. It was a panic attack, nothing more, which I think shows we’re on the right track. We’ll let him rest overnight so his brief can’t claim we’ve put him under undue duress.’

‘Ma’am, the clock’s ticking on the time we can retain him,’ Ryan reminded Maynard.

‘That’s true, but the pair of you have lined up a trail of evidence which makes a confession more likely. I can’t see him wriggling out of it.’

‘And if he doesn’t confess? Have we enough to send to CPS?’ Ryan asked.

The Super pursed her lips. ‘Possibly not, but we’re not far away from it. I doubt we’ll find a smoking gun so we’ll have to flush out what we can first thing in the morning. Freeman has agreed to represent Nash again tomorrow and he’ll be here at nine. We start on the dot.’

A silence settled over them. Ryan took the opportunity to check his phone. He saw Hannah’s message and chewed on the inside of his cheek.

‘Sorry, hun. Doubt I’ll make it tonight. On the brink of clinching the case but need to push for breakthrough tomorrow. Long night ahead. Hope you and little legs sleep well. See you at mine tomorrow.’

His finger hesitated over the ‘Send’ key as he checked the time. Would he be able to prep the interrogation and still find time to support Hannah overnight?

He thought it over. Puffed out his cheeks. And sent the message before storing his phone away in his pocket.

‘I think we’re done for the night, here,’ Maynard wrapped up. ‘Good work today, both of you. Another session like that tomorrow and we’ll have him.’

The Super hurried to a meeting with the Commissioner leaving Ryan and Danskin alone.

‘I really thought he’d croaked it for a minute, there,’ Danskin said.

‘Aye, me too.’ Ryan paused for a second or two. ‘Do you think he’ll crack? Honestly?’

Danskin vibrated his lips. ‘Not sure. The overnight break might give him time to recover his thoughts – or the shock of taking his wobbly could be enough for him to give up. Fifty-fifty, I’d say.’

Ryan nodded.

‘Either way,’ Danskin said, ‘Maynard’s wrong aboot us being done for the night. You and me have some prepping to do, not to mention reviewing the tapes of the last hour or two.’

‘Aye, and a load of red-tape paperwork to cover our arses after his mini-coronary. Super’s right – we need this done by the book.’

Danskin groaned. ‘More sodding paperwork. Where the bloody hell’s Lyall Parker when you need him?’

**

Lyall Parker was in the third-floor incident room, that’s where he was. And he wasn’t a happy Lyall Parker.

In front of him was the preliminary findings from the forensic work done on Les Nash’s flat. He repeatedly told himself it was only the preliminary report but, deep down, he knew anything discovered would be itemised in the document.

And there was nothing: nothing at Les Nash’s flat to belonging to any of the victims, nothing connecting him with the killer’s methods, nor anything to link him to the victims beyond the tentative connections they’d already established.

He kicked the vending machine as it dispensed him an Irn Bru can. The tab opened with a swish and orange liquid frothed from the opening. Lyall shook droplets from his fingers and took a long gulp from the can.

He smacked his lips and wandered to the crime board.

If Stephen and Ryan hadn’t broken Nash, what did they have left? Lyall looked at crime scene photographs, maps, names, and ages. Most of the persons of interest had been written off during the course of the investigation.

He knew what that meant. If they didn’t have enough to pin on Nash, they were down the snake and back to square one.

They’d have to start again. From scratch.

He gulped down the last of his drink, crushed the can in his fist, and volleyed it against the wall of a near-deserted incident room.

**

‘Howay, let’s leave all this prep lark, for now. We don’t want to over-rehearse, do we?’

Ryan eyed Danskin suspiciously. ‘You sure?’

‘Aye, I’m sure. Let the bugger sweat overnight. He’ll come to his senses. And, if he doesn’t, we’ll simply go over and over what we’ve already asked him until he puts his size tens into his mush.’

‘What about the wellbeing paperwork, in case Nash uses ill-treatment as a defence?’

Danskin’s mouth curled. ‘It’ll wait. It’s just ticking a template, isn’t it?’

‘Well, there’s a bit more to it than that, like.’

The DCI shrugged. ‘It’ll wait. Better we take time to breathe before tomorrow’s session. How about we hit The Telegraph? You have a pint or two, I’ll get high on Pepsi Max.’

They wandered out into a clear night where the wind had dropped and stars winked at them through the movement of wispy clouds.

The Telegraph, local haunt of the City and Northern County police, lay a few hundred yards from the police HQ. Danskin ordered the drinks while Ryan shuffled into a booth. They were the only customers, and the sole barman finally broke away from his Facebook feed to dispense their drink of choice.

Ryan sipped an IPA and made a comforting ‘Aah’ sound as the beer hit. He flicked a beermat from the back of his hand and caught it as it spun. Repeated the trick.

‘How’s things with my little grandson?’ Danskin asked, out of the blue. ‘I don’t see him as much as I should.’

Ryan snickered. ‘Neither do I, to be honest. He’s fine. A bit of a sod for Hannah at times but good as gold for me.’

Hannah’s stepfather nodded. ‘Aye, it’s not easy, bringing a kid up alone. Especially in wor job.’

Ryan stared into his glass. ‘You never really say much about you and Hannah, do you? When she was a kid, I mean.’

Stephen screwed his eyes tight shut. ‘Probably because I was pretty shit at it. I was either working or drunk most of the time. God knows how Social Services didn’t get involved.’

‘They didn’t get involved because you did a cracking job. Better than her mother, that’s for sure.’

Danskin chuckled. ‘That’s like saying Stalin was better than Hitler.’

Ryan set his glass down. ‘I’m being serious. You took her in when her mother buggered off to Spain or Ibiza or wherever. You provided for her, cared for her, LOVED her. That’s all a kid wants.’

‘Are you softening me up for promotion, lad?’

‘No. Listen, Hannah was what, ten or eleven, when her mother bogged off? You’re the one who turned her into the beautiful, caring, loving, and bloody annoying lass she is. Plus, you made sure she had a rewarding career.’

Danskin belched against the fizz of Pepsi. ‘Not sure rewarding is the word.’ He paused. ‘Anyway, what I’m trying to say in me cack-handed way is, don’t let Hannah be alone. You and her need to be together permanently. For Daniel’s sake.’

‘It was her call,’ Ryan said, suddenly taciturn.

‘Then get her to change the call. You, me, your faatha and brother, we’re all Daniel’s family. We all need to play our parts.’

Ryan drained his glass. ‘You’ve gone soft in the heed, you have.’

Danskin’s words had made Ryan think. He checked his phone. Saw the two blue ticks signifying Hannah had seen his message. He thought about changing his mind and going to stay with them both. Then, he thought again.

Tomorrow. That’s when he’d work on getting Hannah and his son into his life, permanently.

‘Howay, then. I’m not any less knackered than a couple of hours ago so it’s time to get mesel’ home.’

Danskin nodded sagely. Stared up at the optics clinging to the wall of the bar.

‘Aye. Me an’ aal. Back in early, lad.’

He slapped Ryan on the back and walked out of the historic watering hole and left the barman to his social media platforms.

**

Hannah swore softly as she placed her mobile face-down alongside her. Perhaps she should have told Ryan of her fears but, there again, was there any substance to them? Probably not, she decided.

John Redding had remained in his apartment since his bizarre medley of songs and, she realised, he’d be out at work all night. The door was locked, the security chain fastened, and her phone at her side. She wouldn’t need Ryan next to her. Besides, she had no intention of sleeping. Just in case.

Hannah sat on the floor, legs crossed, alongside Daniel’s cot and watched him breathe peacefully.

‘Just you and me tonight, babe,’ she whispered. ‘We’ll go to Daddy’s tomorrow.’

Hannah stood and bent over the cot. She gently soothed Daniel’s cheek with a comforter adorned with blue bunnies, before kissing his forehead.

‘Night, night, darling. Sleep tight.’


THIRTY-ONE

Simon Freeman knocked politely and poked his head around the door. ‘Good morning, gentlemen. I wonder if I could have a word before we start?’

Ryan glanced at his watch. Eight-fifty. ‘If you’re quick, yes. You’ve ten minutes before we start.’

‘May I?’ He gestured towards a seat and took it before either Ryan or Stephen Danskin could object.

Danskin quickly closed a series of folders on the desk in front of him and locked his fingers. ‘We’re waiting.’

The solicitor took a breath. ‘I’ve consulted with my client and we have a proposition to put to you.’

‘Oh, you have, have you? That’s very kind of you but I don’t think it works like that,’ Danskin scoffed.

‘Unless you’re putting a confession to us,’ Ryan added.

‘On the contrary. My client is innocent of everything you’ve put to him. What he may have, though, is information which leads you to identify the real perpetrator.’

Ryan rubbed bleary eyes. ‘Okay, but let Nash tell us. We don’t need any ‘proposition’ bollocks.’

Freeman sat straight-backed. ‘You’re dealing with an inhumane killer. If my client has information which may bring him to justice, Mr Nash demands complete anonymity.’ He looked between Jarrod and Danskin. ‘He doesn’t trust you not to cock this up and doesn’t want to wake up with his nuts on a barbed wire fence if the perpetrator traces anything back to my client.’

Danskin weighed up the man’s words. ‘This wouldn’t be a delaying tactic so we run out of time to question him, would it?’

‘No. Definitely not. There is a further condition.’

‘Looker, we say what…’

‘…and that condition is no charges are brought against my client. When you hear what he says, you may be inclined to contemplate withholding information or harbouring a criminal. I want your word on this before Mr Nash agrees to speak.’

Danskin’s face flushed. He opened his mouth to speak before deciding to moderate his choice of words.

‘I agree we will do what we can. You know I can’t guarantee immunity – this isn’t a plea-bargain – but I’ll listen to what Mr Nash has to say and, depending on its value, I’ll take it from there.’

Simon Freeman stood. ‘Thank you. I’ll put that to my client now and get back to you with his response.’

Freeman walked from the room. Once the door had closed behind him, Danskin spoke to Ryan.

‘Cocky little bugger. There’s nee way I’m agreeing to help Nash oot of the hole he’s dug for himsel’.’

**

The inside of Hannah’s apartment was ice-cold. She’d switched off the heating when she and Daniel went to stay with Ryan in Whickham and hadn’t put it back on when she packed their bags. There hadn’t been any point: she hadn’t anticipated staying in Jesmond overnight.

The cold had, at least, helped her stay awake; the cold and Daniel’s coughing. She hoped he wasn’t coming down with something.

She pulled a curtain aside and peeked out, inspecting the weather. A sheen of frost lightened the footpath and street outside. An old woman pulled a battered shopping trolley behind her. Her lips were the colour of a bruise as cold licked at her face.

A tall man cycled by, his features hidden by black scarf and woolly hat. Another hunched himself against the frigid cold until he took on the air of a deformed hamster.

‘Not many out today,’ she said. ‘Still, we’ll wrap ourselves up toasty-warm and get to Daddy’s, should we?’

Daniel replied with a giggle, cough, and a wet fart.

‘Okay, okay. I know you need changed my love. Let’s get it over with and then we’ll creep out on a big adventure.’

She listened intently for any sound outside her apartment.

‘The bogeyman won’t find us there.’

**

Les Nash appeared more self-assured this morning. The grey tinge had left his face, the worry lines less pronounced. A sliver of gauze covered the nick caused by the table in the South Gosforth security hut and the hint of a burgeoning bruise shadowed a cheekbone but, otherwise, he seemed more poised than either detective had seen him.

DCI Danskin and Ryan’s eyes met. Both sensed the change of demeanour, and both knew it didn’t bode well.

‘Sleep well?’ Ryan asked.

‘Nope. Your bunks are as welcoming as a Syrian jail.’

‘Don’t forget to leave a review on Tripadvisor. So, I gather you’ve summat to tell us.’

Nash looked towards Simon Freeman. ‘This is off the record without any recording being made?’ asked the solicitor.

Ryan pointed to a camera set against the back wall. ‘Video only. That remains on for security but there’s no sound, plus you have your backs to the camera so nowt can be lip-read, if you’re thinking about that.’

Freeman nodded approval to Nash, who shifted in his seat.

‘Does it still have to be so cad in here?’ he pleaded. ‘I mean, this isn’t formal anymore.’

‘As DS Jarrod mentioned, you’re welcome to leave a one-star review if you like.’

Nash coughed chestily, more for dramatic effect than anything else. ‘Aye. I think I might have remembered summat which might help you catch whoever killed Jay Whitehouse.’

‘And the others?’

He shrugged. ‘Aye, mebbe. I’m only interested in the first one. She’s the one who haunts me. I didn’t see the others.’

‘Mr Nash,’ Danskin said, ‘Before you tell us what you think you know, I have one further question for you.’

Nash glanced towards Freeman. ‘We’re not here to answer questions, Detective Chief Inspector.’

Danskin folded his arms across his chest. Cocked his head to one side. ‘One question. Singular.’

‘Just the one,’ Freeman warned.

‘Right. So, you’ve told us you don’t remember meeting Jay Whitehouse in your time at Saint Raphael’s. You’ve never set eyes on Rachel Lawrie, and you claim to have no recollection of Graham Oates, yeah?’

‘That’s correct.’

‘On the day Mr Oates was killed, he boarded a Metro bound for South Hylton. You, too, were seen getting on a train headed for the same destination around the approximate time Mr Oates was killed.’ He stared at Les Nash. ‘What were you doing on that train?’

‘Do I have to answer?’ Nash asked his solicitor.

Ryan answered. ‘If you want us to stop asking you any more questions, yeah; you do.’

Nash sighed. Supported his head with his hands. ‘I caught the Metro to avoid aal this, I suppose.’

‘All what?’

‘Questions. I mean, I’d expected you to ask me more aboot finding the lass, but you never came after that first session in the patrol car. I was on my way into work for the first time since I found it, ’ he looked purposefully at Ryan, ‘found ‘her’. I reckoned I was ready to gan back. Get on the horse again, y’knaa? Yet, when I got off at Sooth Gosforth, the memories and flashbacks hit us hard. I thought if you knew I was back at work, you might come ask more questions, and it would spark off even more nightmares. I couldn’t be doing with that.’

Ryan was about to ask something but Danskin prevented him. Nash was in full flow and the DCI didn’t want to interrupt him.

‘When I got off that Metro, I knew I couldn’t face work. Wasn’t ready for it. So, I waited for the next train and hopped on it. I wasn’t fussed where it was going. I just wanted to get away from Gosforth. It just happened to be gannin’ to South Hylton.’

‘Where did you get off the Metro, Mr Nash? Hylton itself? Or did you change trains and get the connection to Bede?’ Danskin asked.

‘Neither. I got off at Felling, crossed platforms, and got the next Metro back to Longbenton.’

Ryan believed him. They’d got everything wrong. He was required to ask, though. ‘We’ve no CCTV footage of you at Felling station. How do we know that’s what you did?’

Nash laughed through his nose. ‘Do you have any film of me getting off at Bede or South Hylton?’

The detectives’ face told Simon Freeman all he needed to know. ‘I think that’s the defence case proven, don’t you? Now, do you want my client to help you, or not? You’ve still got a maniac out there, remember.’

Ryan and Danskin remembered only too well.

**

Hannah silently disengaged the security chain. She turned the key and opened the door just enough for a sliver of light to slip inside the room, and enough to see the hallway outside.

She turned her head to one side, listening for any sound in the neighbouring room.

Silence.

With the door unlocked, she slid the chain back in place. Hannah lifted one bag into the saddle beneath Daniel’s pushchair and hooked the other over the handles. The third bag she slung over a shoulder.

Daniel stirred when she fastened the seat restraints but her soothing coos kept him quiet.

Hannah unfastened the chain once more, opened the door, and wheeled her son to the building’s entrance way before quickly returning to lock her apartment.

She held her breath and put an ear to John Redding’s door. Nothing stirred. Before it could, she dashed back to Daniel and pushed him out into the morning air.

The chill crept through her jacket and spread across her skin like a cobweb tide on a winter beach. Hannah shivered, before setting off at pace towards Jesmond Metro station.

Inside the adjacent flat, John Redding tied his shoes, lazily and unhurried. He downed the last dregs of cold tea from a mug and slipped his arms into a warm coat. He wrapped a scarf the length of Tom Baker’s in his Doctor Who role around his neck and mouth, pulled on a beanie hat, and donned his gloves.

Finally, he popped a pencil-case sized container into a pocket and leisurely exited the building.

There was no hurry. He guessed where DS Graves was heading, and he knew she’d leave the Metro at either Haymarket or Monument. Probably the latter, he reckoned, because that’s where she’d catch the bus to the place called Whickham.

He knew he’d find her there, if not before. If he did find her on route, he imagined how beautiful it would be.

All his dreams would come true.  


THIRTY-TWO

‘We’re all ears, Mr Nash. Tell me all you know,’ DCI Danskin began.

‘I’d like a cup of tea, strong, and two sugars. A biscuit or two would be nice, as well.’

Danskin leant forward. ‘Listen. Don’t get cocky with me. You’re not out the woods yet. In fact, you’ll be in more shit than the Babes in the Wood if you don’t start talking.’

Les Nash nodded. ‘Aye. Fair enough. Look, I can’t promise what I’m about to say will amount to anything, but I hope it does.’

‘So do I, bonny lad.’

Simon Freeman suggested the PC on sentry duty leave the room ‘For the security and peace of mind of my client,’ and get some refreshments while he was at it.

Ryan dipped his head in the direction of the uniform officer and the man left them to it. ‘Can we get on with this now? Time’s ticking.’

Nash took a deep breath and wondered where to start. ‘Okay. Here’s what I’m thinking. If you honestly believe the culprit has a connection to both Saint Raphael’s and Collabro Contractors, you need to start looking at more of their employees than me or any other agency staff.’

‘Anyone in particular?’

‘I don’t know his name…’

‘Oh per-lease. Don’t give me that.’

‘Let my client finish,’ the solicitor pleaded.

Nash lowered his gaze to the table. ‘Remember when I said it might be all my fault, you know – when I found the lass in the Metro? It’s because I have a hunch this bloke might be involved.’

‘Which bloke?’ Ryan insisted.

‘I told you; I don’t know what he’s called. I only know him as Dallas. I’m pretty sure that’s not his real name.’

Danskin rubbed his jaw with the back of his hand. ‘How does that help us?’

‘He worked for Collabro. As an agency worker, I was just a hired hand working to this bloke’s instructions. At first, he seemed canny enough. Pleasant, like. He’d share his sarnies with me, chat aboot nonsense, really, but friendly enough. He was leading on the repainting of shoddy decorations when the building was completed. This Dallas taught me well. He was good at his work, knew how to handle a brush and when to use a roller. He told me he fancied himsel’ as a bit of an artist.’

Ryan glanced at Danskin. The DCI was staring at Nash, focussing on the nuance of his every word. ‘You said he seemed okay at first, which implies he changed in some way.’

Nash screwed his mouth. ‘I don’t think he changed, as such. More let his guard slip. Showed his true self. Does that make sense?’

It did. It made perfect sense. ‘What was it about him?’ Ryan asked.

Nash plucked an eyebrow. ‘He started being a bit too friendly with the lasses for my liking. They were young, vulnerable, and I kinda thought he was taking advantage of them. I’m not sure you’d call it grooming, but summat along those lines.’

Ryan and Danskin became alert. They believed what Nash had to say. He just hadn’t said enough; not yet.

‘Can you say a bit more about his behaviour?’

‘He bragged a lot. Said he should have gone to art college if his family hadn’t insisted he had a proper job. The lasses sniggered at him, but they changed their tune when he did a Rolf Harris-type sketch on the protective curtain which he worked behind. They were well impressed.’

An artist. An interest in young and vulnerable girls. A connection to Saint Raphael’s. The school had recently been redecorated by the same contractors. Every box was being ticked, one-by-one.

‘And then,’ Nash continued, ‘He asked this one lass if she’d like to model for him.’

Bingo!

‘Did she?’ Danskin asked.

Nash shrugged. ‘I told him he was out of order. He reported me to the agency and I wasn’t sent their again.’

Ryan flicked through the notes he’d been taking. ‘How does any of this make you feel responsible?’

‘I bumped into Dallas again for the first time since then probably aboot, I dunno, a year or more ago. I’d met this woman on-line,’ Nash looked sheepish, ‘And she was a bit arty-farty for my liking but I thought I’d see her a couple of times. The last time, she insisted on going to see some expedition at the Baltic. I was bored oot of me tits but she seemed to like it. And that’s when I met Dallas again. He recognised me, but seemed to have forgotten all the bad blood he caused.’

‘Did he speak?’

‘Aye. The usual how are you, what you been up to it, sort of thing. Then the sod started chatting to me lass. Trying to impress her with all this art bollocks. He led her away to see this exhibit, and that’s why I reckon it could be him that killed the lass on the Metro.’

Ryan creased his brow. ‘I’m not sure I follow your logic.’

‘The thing he was looking at was just like the way I found the girl on the train.’

‘In what way?’

‘The exhibit was displayed behind a window or a porthole type thing.’

Les Nash’s eyes clouded over.

‘It was a monkey’s skull and it was sniffing a banana. Just like the lass smelling the rose.’

**

Hannah wheeled the pushchair towards the lift beyond the ticket barrier. A gust of glacial wind whipped through the station as she waited for the lift door to open, and she watched her breath fog in front of her eyes.

When the lift arrived, the cold metallic interior reminded her of a freezer. She shivered. The platform below was little warmer, despite being underground. Her fellow passengers already on the station huddled together like penguins on an icefloe.  

The train was four minutes away. She listened to Daniel cough and sneeze and prayed it would arrive early. It didn’t.

When it pulled to a halt, the inside provided no respite from the cold. Her car contained only a handful of passengers, although the other carriage was busier, and there was no heating. Even worse, some numpty had opened the carriage window.

Hannah pushed it shut. She jumped at the sound of the door buzzer as they prepared to close. They didn’t close because someone had blocked them while he hopped aboard the carriage behind, last minute. The buzzer sounded again, the doors slid shut, and the latecomer found a seat.

He wore a beanie hat and gloves, and kept his eyes focused on the carriage in front. The man’s broad smile lay hidden behind a long scarf wrapped around his neck and face.

**

Stephen Danskin dashed to the third-floor incident room.

He ordered Ravi Sangar to print out a list of all Collabro employees who prepared Saint Raphael’s for opening, dealt with snagging issues, and who were also involved in recent improvements. Only those involved in all three activities were required.

He waited while Sangar searched Collabro’s records, entrusting Ryan to continue discussions with Les Nash.

‘Why didn’t you mention any of this before now, Mr Nash?’

‘I didn’t want an innocent bloke getting into any bother. Besides, if it was him, like I said earlier I didn’t fancy him coming at me with a chainsaw.’

Ryan conceded he had a point.

‘Why change your mind?’

Nash sighed. ‘Because I’ve seen him since. He uses the Metro a lot and wor paths have crossed a few times.’

‘Did you speak?’

‘He spoke to me, aye. He asked what I was doing and when I told him aboot the Metro, he asked a lot of questions. I met up with him for a pint in The Brandling, and he seemed okay. I thought I’d misjudged him. We met once more at The Benton Ale House. Again, nowt dodgy about it, or so I thought.’

‘Explain what you mean by that.’

‘He asked me to his hoose. Asked me to bring some Metro maps and such like cos he was fascinated by it. I thought he was genuinely interested and, without sounding too Roy Cropper, it was good to be able to share me interest with him.’

Les Nash stared into space. ‘That’s when he started to creep me out again.’ Ryan stayed silent, waiting for Nash to continue. ‘I thought, ‘Nah, you’re still a weirdo’.’  

‘In what way?’

‘He was on aboot this lass he’d met. I’d say he was infatuated to the point of stalker-ish. He’d been taking pictures of her on the quiet, y’knaa? That kind of thing.’

Ryan smiled and nodded his head simultaneously. This was their man. They just needed Ravi to come up with some names…

The door opened. Danskin asked Ryan to step outside. He thanked Nash and Freeman and followed his DCI into the corridor.

‘There’s only eight employees who fit all three criteria. Assuming we’ve targeted the right group, I’m hoping it’ll be a piece of piss from now on.’

‘We’re not lucky enough for him to really be called Dallas, are we?’

‘Nah. Nee Dallas’s on the list.’ He handed Ryan the print-out. ‘Have a quick neb at ‘em then we’ll call all eight in for a grilling.’

The paper shook in Ryan’s hand. He started to speak but the words stuck in his throat. He coughed to clear it.

‘It’s him.’ A trembling finger pointed to a line on the sheet.

Danskin took it from him. ‘Of course! His initials – that gives it away.’

‘We don’t need the other seven. We need to go. Like, now.’

‘Have you come across him before?’

‘Hell aye. This is John Redding. He’s Hannah’s neighbour – and he’s been stalking her.’


THIRTY-THREE

In Hannah’s carriage, a young mother struggled to keep her two toddlers in order. The woman opposite them, so large she took up two seats, eyed them with contempt.

Further down, an old man gripped his walking stick as if it were Gandalf’s staff while a couple of young men in identical suits and matching backpacks screamed the Church of Latter-Day Saints.

Hannah checked on Daniel, who was unusually quiet, before watching the reflection of a hefty Afro-Caribbean man as he tried to get a signal on his phone.

‘Nee chance, mate,’ she thought, well aware the deep tunnels under Newcastle City Centre blocked out everything bar a nuclear alert.

The Metro left Haymarket and headed towards Monument station. Hannah wheeled Daniel’s chair into position by the door and waited for the train to lurch to a halt.

She pushed her way through a gaggle of shoppers keen to be on their way before she stood still in the comparative warmth of the platform as the train slid into the tunnel like a bullet.

Whilst those who alighted with her headed for the escalator, she walked in the opposite direction, towards the lift.

‘Oww!’ Her hand shot to the back of her neck as the insect stung her. ‘Jesus, that hurt.’

She pressed the button on the lift door. It illuminated as quickly as the thought hit her. ‘An insect? Down here? In the middle of winter?’

The doors slid open and Hannah tottered in as if the lift was already on the move. Her head felt heavy. Hannah’s eyes slid shut and it needed a huge effort to open them again. She stood facing the lift door, Daniel in his chair in front of her.

She realised they weren’t alone. There was someone in the lift with her, but it didn’t register as unusual. Hannah rubbed her neck again. Looked at her hand. A drop of blood smeared her glove.

The lift door opened into a strange world of musty dankness, cobwebs, and dripping water. She stood motionless, confused. This wasn’t the concourse, or the platform to St. James. This was somewhere else. Somewhere which resembled the interior of the Alien spaceship, Nostromo; all pipes and circular passageways, and irregular lighting.

If she’d been able, she’d have called out. But she wasn’t able. She could barely move. Until a hand grabbed her arm and pulled her along.

‘We’re nearly there.’

Hannah jumped at the voice in her ear. She turned. Through heavy eyelids, all she saw were the eyes of a man. His face was almost completely obscured by a shroud of some kind, but she recognised the eyes.

Her world went black and John Redding hoisted Hannah over his shoulder like a carcass of beef.

**

Panic-stricken but in control of his thought processes, Stephen Danskin mobilised the City and Northern County squad.

‘Listen up. We have a State Zero. We know who the Metro killer is. His name is John Redding. He lives in an apartment in Jesmond. It’s the same building as DS Graves, and we have reason to believe he’s targeting Graves as his next victim.’

The squad gasped and cussed.

‘Redding’s a contractor who has worked at Saint Raphael’s. He have intelligence which tells us he’s a predator. We understand he’s been stalking Hannah for some time.’

‘Aw fucking hell, man,’ Todd swore. ‘You okay Ry?’

Jarrod shook his head, ‘But I will be when we’ve caught the bastard.’

‘Where is he now?’ Gavin asked.

‘We don’t know.’

‘Shit.’ Robson again.

‘What about Hannah?’ O’Hara probed.

‘We don’t know that, either.’

Ryan spoke up. ‘Last we know, she was heading to Jesmond Metro.’

Danskin stared at him, open-mouthed. ‘How do you know?’

‘I’ve a tracking app on our phones.’ He didn’t explain he’d installed it in a pique of jealousy to keep tabs on any dubious liaison with Redding.

‘When was she at Jesmond?’ Danskin pressed.

‘Last signal was twenty minutes ago.’

‘So that means she hasn’t resurfaced on the streets.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Ryan didn’t add ‘Unless someone’s switched her phone off.’

Ravi Sangar quickly brought up a Metro map. ‘She’s either at Jesmond, Haymarket, Monument, or Central. One of the underground stations.’

‘Could be St James’ if she’s changed trains,’ Todd added. ‘The only thing we know for sure is she hasn’t come up for air. She’s doon there, somewhere.’

Danskin paced the floor. ‘Shit, shit, shit. Which one is it?’

Sam Maynard dashed out her office. ‘Stephen, I’ve got two firearms teams at our disposal. I need to know where to send them.’

He rubbed his scalp ferociously. ‘I don’t frigging know.’

‘Ma’am, can you get sniffer dogs in there, as well? One team at each underground location?’

‘Yes, Ryan. Good thinking. I’ll do it.’

Danskin cursed at not coming up with the idea. ‘Needless to say, we need all services suspended.’

‘They’re going to love us,’ Todd said, ‘But I don’t give a flying fuck if it helps Hannah.’

Danskin stared at the Metro map Ravi had projected onto the incident room wall. ‘Where are you, Hannah?’

A thought hit Ryan.

‘I know somebody who might be able to help.’

‘Who?’

‘We’ve just been talking to him. He’s downstairs with his solicitor right now. Our Metro geek, Les Nash.’

**

Drip. Drip. Drip.

The irregular, disconcerting sound of water hitting the ground below brought Hannah out of her sleep.

Her head hung low against her chest and felt heavy as a cannonball as she slowly raised it until the pain in her neck stopped its movement in its tracks.

She settled on opening her eyes which stared into an inky blackness. She blinked rapidly, making sure her eyes were actually open and it wasn’t a dream.

They were open, and it wasn’t a dream. It was a nightmare which had only just begun.

‘Okay,’ she thought, ‘I’m alive. That’s good.’

She sat perfectly still. ‘Daniel?’ She meant it as a shout but it emerged as a whisper. ‘Come on Daniel – cry for Mammy. Or cough. Sneeze. Fart. Just, please, let Mammy know you’re alright, okay?’

She tried another shout. ‘I’m here! Hello? Can anybody hear? I need help!’ It was little more than a strangulated croak.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

‘Where the hell am I?’

She was aware enough to realise the acoustics sounded off, like nothing she’d experienced before. Then, the building, or room, or wherever she was, began to breathe.

The hairs on every part of her body stood on end at the eerie, raspy sound. Another sound followed. A wheezy exhale.

The bloody place really WAS breathing.

Alone in the dark, with no-one to hear and no sign of her baby, she began to weep. She went to wipe away tears. That was when she realised she couldn’t, because she was bound to a chair.

‘Shit!’

That’s when she remembered John Redding and the injection in the back of her neck.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

Was she underground? Did that account for the pressure in her ears? Her head ached with the effort of thinking.

The building breathed again.

This time, she felt its breath wash over her. Was she imagining it? No, a lock of curls blew in front of her eyes. It really was breathing on her.

She thought of Daniel and began to convulse with tears. She had to focus her mind. At some point, her chance to get away would arrive. She had to be ready for it. She focused on her surroundings.

The space she was in was no longer totally black. She could see the roof above her head curve over her. A tunnel, perhaps? Some future preparation for a Metro expansion?

Metro: she remembered Ryan telling her of the Metro murders. Of Jay Whitehouse, Rachel Lawrie, and the man she’d believed was the killer – Graham Oates. Yet, she wasn’t dead. Not yet. Which meant Redding wanted her alive, at least for now.

‘Come on, Ry. I need you. Daniel needs you.’ She hoped, somehow, Ryan would hear her or read her thoughts.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

And another sound.

Daniel? No. A rat? Probably.

She cocked her head to one side. It was the sound of breathing. Not the building, but the breath of a human being.

‘Who’s there?’ She waited. ‘Please, I need help.’

Silence.

Until a man’s voice filled the void.

‘You’re not alone. I’m with you.’

She cringed as John Redding’s fingers brushed the errant lock of hair from her eyes.

Hannah yelled more insults at him than she ever realised she knew.

‘Where’s Daniel?’

‘He’s okay. I’m looking after him.’

‘If you dare lay a finger on him…’

‘Never fear. I wouldn’t dream of it. Your boy will be the star of the show, even overshadowing his mother.’

‘Fucking bastard.’ Hannah spat in his direction.

‘That isn’t very nice, is it? Very unprofessional of you.’

Hannah tried to calm herself. Ryan was the hostage and crisis negotiator, but she’d learnt enough from him to realise it was best to keep Redding talking.

‘Where am I?’ she said, hoping her tone came across as neutral.

‘Nowhere anyone will find you until I’m ready.’

‘You don’t want to take that risk, though, do you?’

‘No-one’s found my studio yet and I suspect they never will.’

The building breathed.

‘What is that noise?’ Hannah asked.

She heard Redding snigger. ‘Spooky, isn’t it?’

‘Can I see my baby, please?’

Hannah heard footsteps move a few paces. There was a click, and Hannah’s eyes screamed in pain as her surroundings were exposed in a haze of holy white light.

**

‘If you’re asking me where your colleague is, I really don’t know.’

‘Hazard a bloody guess for me, Nash. I haven’t got time for arse-farting around.’

Les Nash stared at Danskin before shrugging his shoulders to relax them.

‘Okay. Starting where you know your colleague began her journey, the most obvious point would be the track that branches off the southbound line from South Gosforth. Just before the Jesmond station, the line loops behind the old surface station and heads down to Manors. There’s an old tunnel there which is very dilapidated. It was left as a possible connection for the eastbound line towards Wallsend but the plans never got off the ground.’

Maynard was immediately onto the phone dispatching a dog team to the area Nash had identified.

‘My next guess would be St James.’

‘That would require a change, yeah?’

‘True enough. That would be at Monument, but St James is a possibility because there’s also a noticeable alignment at St James where they were planning for a third platform on the left as you arrive into the station. I think it was gannin’ to be used for football specials on match days but it never got off the ground. There is a bit of a tunnel behind the wall panels which can be used as an emergency exit. It’s not very big, mind you.’

Ryan looked towards Danskin. ‘What do you reckon?’

‘Doubt they’d change trains to go to the plate ends of the Metro system.’

‘Redding used South Hylton, though. That’s the same, isn’t it?’ Ryan came back with.

‘I’ll get another dog team over,’ Maynard confirmed.

Nash sat back and closed his eyes, almost in as if he was in a trance.

He jerked upright. ‘I don’t think you’ll find her there.’

Robson rolled his eyes. ‘Fucking medium now, are we?’

Nash ignored him. He turned to Ryan.

‘I don’t think you’ll find your colleague in a station or a tunnel at all.’


THIRTY-FOUR

Once her eyes adjusted to the iridescent light, Hannah began to make sense of her surroundings.

The brick arch above her head was indeed indicative of a tunnel or a shaft, but she was at its opening, facing out into a cavernous space. The walls were completely black apart from where elaborate frames adorned them.  She saw the warehouse, or wherever she was, had windows to her left, barred on the inside with blacked out glass. No daylight filtered in, while none from the room was visible from the exterior.

Two of the walls contained doorways, two on the wall she faced, two more on the wall to her right. They were more hatches than doors, low, metallic, and black as the walls, but it least it gave her hope of an escape.

She became aware of a low humming sound, a vibration rather than an actual noise, behind one of the hatches. It grated on her the more she sensed it. Together with the glare of the lights and the reaction to whatever drug Redding had injected into her with, her head hurt like hell.

She screwed her eyes tight to ease the pressure building inside her skull.

When she opened them again, John Redding stood in the centre of the space, watching her.

‘Welcome to my gallery,’ he announced. ‘Impressive, is it not?’

Hannah allowed her gaze to drift to the walls. Inside the frames were portraits or photographs, many mimicking the style of grand masters throughout the centuries.

Except for the content.

They showed body parts surrounded by celestial beings, corpses surrounded by courtiers and servants feeding grapes to the dead, a copy of the Haywain showed the cart slice through a stricken a body in half with its spiked wheels, the ford glistening red with blood.

Hannah contained her disgust. Remembered to portray herself as neutral. ‘You have a talent,’ she said.

‘I do, don’t I? I should have gone to art college, you know. I should have been one of the greats of our time. But it wasn’t to be.’

The building released another of its breaths. It was a sound Hannah would never get used to.

Redding wandered to a frame far from Hannah. It contained an image reminiscent of Magritte’s The Lovers. The couple, a man in a suit and tie and a woman in a sleeveless rustic brown outfit, were locked in an embrace, kissing.

At first, Hannah struggled to find anything malevolent in it. ‘It’s not in keeping with the rest of your work.’ She hoped she sounded calm.

‘Take a closer look, my love.’

Hannah frowned. Looked hard at the painting. She gasped.

Rather than their faces shrouded in silk, they wore over their heads a hessian sack. And, around each of their necks, a thick rope tied in a hangman’s noose.

‘I see it now,’ Hannah mumbled.

‘I don’t think you do.’

Redding walked to another frame, much smaller than the painting. He unhooked it and walked towards Hannah.

‘I didn’t paint this from life. I took it from a photograph. This photograph. Painted more from death than life, don’t you think?’

He quickly turned the smaller frame so it faced Hannah.

Hannah tried to move away from the image, forgetting she was bound to a chair. She couldn’t drag her eyes away from the photograph.

The necks of the couple were both marked by ugly, weeping furrows where the ligature constricted their necks.

The man’s eyes bulged, his tongue, enormously long, thick, and serpentine protruded from his twisted maw.

The woman was an even more horrific sight. One of her eyes had popped from its socket and lay against her cheek, the optic nerve and fibres twisted like the noose itself. She had scratch marks on her throat where she’d tried to claw the ligature from her throat, and a deep gash where the rope had tightened against her thrashing. Her face was the colour of a blueberry, her lips swollen and dry.

Death had not come quickly.

Hannah’s head shook violently.

‘Please don’t shake your head. I thought you’d approve. Don’t waste your sympathy on these two. They aren’t worthy.’

‘You know who they are?’

‘Of course. They are the reason I’m not famous. They are the reason I didn’t attend art school. They are Mr and Mrs Redding. They are my parents.’

The building seemed to gasp for breath, much as Redding’s parents would have just before he’d photographed their moment of death.

**

Les Nash asked Ravi to call up a satellite view of Newcastle city centre and project it onto the wall.

‘Can’t you just tell us?’ Danskin urged.

‘Nah, mate. You need to see the logic of what I’m thinking. It’s up to you to decide if I’m right when you’ve heard me out.’

The wall filled with a projected image of the city streets they’d all trod many times. Ravi zoomed in to the central area, sufficient to show the Metro stations of Haymarket, Monument, and St James.

‘That’s great, thanks’, Nash told him. ‘So, I’m thinking your DS won’t be in any of the stations. They’re too busy, too much gannin’ on, always the chance of maintenance work.’

‘You mean he’s dragged her into a tunnel? Surely there’s no space to hide in there,’ Ryan suggested.

‘Plenty of room. There’s escape spots for engineers to duck into if a train approaches while they’re working.’

‘So Hannah could be anywhere doon there,’ Ryan moaned.

‘No; I don’t think so.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, there’s room for someone to duck into it but not much more. If Dallas, sorry – Redding, was intent on doing stuff to her, I doubt there’s room for it down there.’

Ryan scratched his head. ‘Howay, man: where the hell’s he got my fiancée and kid?’

‘I think he’ll have taken her to a ventilation shaft. There’s several of them in the city centre. There has to be to allow air into the tunnels, extract fumes and shit, release pressure. If it wasn’t for them, chances are you’d get folk getting sucked onto the lines whenever a train pulled in.’

‘Weeyabugger. Are you sure? I mean, I’ve never seen any before,’ Danskin said. ‘What about the rest of you?’

His team agreed: they’d never heard of them.

‘I guarantee you’ll have seen them. You just won’t have recognised them for what they are.’  

Danskin thought it over. ‘I think that makes sense. What about you guys?’

‘Honestly, sir,’ Todd began, ‘I think we’re desperate here. I say go for the shaft theory.’

‘Me, too,’ Lucy Dexter agreed.

‘Ryan?’ Danskin knew his was the most important view.

Ryan hissed. ‘Let’s do it.’

‘Okay. Ma’am, are we good to go?’

Before the Super could consent, Nash stopped her. ‘Had on. We don’t know which shaft he’ll have her in.’

‘What do you mean? There’s more than one?’ Ryan tried to prevent his creeping panic.

‘Oh aye. I told you earlier. There’s at least half a dozen.’

**

Hannah lost her composure. The fact Redding would kill and then display his own parents flatlined any remaining hope she had.

Until she heard, faintly at first, a cry.

Daniel’s cry.

‘Please, my son needs me. Can I see to him?’

‘I don’t know – can you?’

She bit her lip to prevent a torrent of abuse escaping. ‘Will you let me, then?’

‘Let’s give it some thought.’ He looked upwards and placed a finger beneath his chin. ‘That’ll be no.’

Hannah’s head dropped. ‘He needs fed and changed.’

Redding smiled. ‘I’m happy to feed him for you. I’ve done it a few times already. I need to keep him alive. For a while, anyway. As for changing him: sorry, that’s not my bag. He’ll have to wallow in his own shit and piss for a bit longer.’

The building rasped a breath. Hannah wheezed with it. ‘Is Daniel okay? He’s had a cough and…’

‘Aye. The little sod’s still breathing, anyway, so I guess he’s all right.’

Hannah’s brain worked overtime. What would Ryan do in a situation like this? He’d use his negotiation skills. What could she do that Ryan couldn’t?

‘I’ve just noticed how nice your eyes are,’ she settled on. ‘They’re really attractive.’

‘They are, aren’t they?’

‘Do you like mine? Here, come closer so you can see.’ She forced her dimple to make an appearance as she smiled at him.

He raised an eyebrow. ‘I’ll get closer to you soon enough. Much closer than you’d believe possible.’

Shit. That didn’t work, did it?

She tried a different tactic – buying time. ‘Your art is wonderful, I have to say. How did you first get into it?’

His face darkened before adopting a mellow, far-away expression.

‘It comes naturally. I’m just very talented.’

‘Have you always had the same style?’

The room she was in shook as air sucked in and out of the building.

‘No. The work I’ve just shown you was my first of my macabre period.’

‘Pretentious prat,’ she thought. ‘Really? What about the stuff after that?’

‘That’s when I started to blossom.’ He felt a stirring deep within him as his memory took him back to a point of time several years ago.

**

‘What is that?’ the young girl said.

‘That? Oh, it’s where I do my artwork.’

The girl sniffed. Took in the pungent aroma of fresh paint. It made her eyes water. ‘I thought you were working on the wall behind this curtain.’

Redding laughed. ‘I can work and I can play behind here. Would you like to see?’

The girl limped towards him. Her mouth dropped at the sight of a naked man, standing proud in front of a clothed female.

‘Don’t tell me you’ve never seen one of them before?’

She poo-pooed. ‘Course I have. Loads of ‘em,’ she lied.

‘What do you think? The painting I mean, not the cock.’

The girl blushed and giggled. ‘It’s very realistic.’

‘It’s a painting from life, not from a photograph.’

The girl looked away. ‘You got people to…’ she searched for a word, ‘Do stuff for you?’

‘As long as they don’t want paying, aye.’

They both laughed.

‘So, do you like art at school?’

‘No. But I might if we did this sort of stuff instead of trees and horizons and perspective and stuff.’

The girl looked at the wall behind Redding. ‘You’re nearly finished here. Does that mean you won’t be coming back?’

‘Probably. Will you miss me?’

The girl blushed.

‘Would you model for me?’ Redding asked.

‘What? Like THAT, you mean?’

Redding’s eyes took her in, head-to-toe. ‘How old are you?’

‘Sixteen.’

‘No, really. How old?’

She cast her eyes downwards. ‘Nearly fourteen.’

Redding’s eyes lit up. ‘In that case, yeah; I could get you to model like that if that’s what you wanted.’

The girl shifted her weight back onto her good leg. ‘Oh. I don’t know.’

‘For you, I’d pay. A bit extra pocket money. A LOT extra pocket money.’

The girl beamed. ‘In that case, go on. I will. It’ll be exciting.’

Redding leered. ‘Wonderful. See me here tomorrow and we’ll arrange summat.’

The girl giggled. ‘I’m all excited now.’

If she’d been more worldly wise, she’d have seen Redding was, too.

‘What’s your name, by the way?’ Redding asked. ‘People call me Dallas.’

‘People call me Jay. Jay Whitehouse.’  


THIRTY-FIVE

‘This is Parson’s Polygon,’ Les Nash said, zooming in on an odd-looking terracotta obelisk.

‘Bloody hell, I’ve walked past that dozens of times. Just thought it was a sculpture.’

‘It is, Detective Chief Inspector. It’s the only piece of artwork designed to specifically sit outside a Metro station. Its main function, though, is to provide ventilation to the tunnels beneath and between Monument and Haymarket stations.’

Danskin shook his head. ‘Well I never. It’s reet outside the shopping centre.’

‘How big is it?’ Ryan asked.

‘The Polygon itself is about four metres tall. The shaft feeds down into the tunnels. I don’t know how deep underground it runs.’

‘Check it out, Trebilcock. Find out if it’s big enough and accessible enough to keep someone inside.’

Ryan rubbed red eyes. ‘While Nigel’s doing that, show us some of the others.’

Nash zoomed in on another feature. It looked like a corrugated-iron shed. ‘This one’s right outside Haymarket.’

‘Looks like a public bog,’ Todd remarked.

‘It’s also doubles up as a utility and storage building, so there’s definitely space for Redding to do his dirty work. I’d question if it was sufficiently sound-proofed but that’s your call.’

‘I’ll get a dog team out. It seems a possibility to me,’ Maynard announced.

‘There’s another shaft doon Percy Street and onto Prudhoe Place. It’s an octagonal shaft covered by an LED advertising board at the entrance to Eldon Square bus station. It might be too public?’

‘Agreed,’ Danskin said.

‘Moving on, there’s one serving St James Station. Just a concrete box from the outside, it’s on Strawberry Place just before the steps leading up to the Gallowgate End.’

Ryan shook his head. ‘The things you learn. What do you make of this one?’

Les Nash said it would require a change of trains to reach St James and Danskin’s crew had already ruled it out. And a dog team was on its way there, anyway.

‘That leaves us with one.’

He zoomed in on another target.

‘I don’t see it,’ Danskin said.

‘That’s it.’

‘What’s it?’

‘All of it.’

The team looked at each other in awe.

‘You’re not being serious, are you?’ Ryan doubted.

‘Absolutely serious. Clever and impressive, isn’t it?’

Ryan stared at the image; Danskin, too.

‘That’s where Hannah and Daniel are. I feel it in my water,’ Ryan murmured.

**

‘Jay and me, we kept in touch ower the years. She was a free spirit and I like to think she owes me for that.’

Hannah felt bile in her throat. She found the thought of Redding and a young, vulnerable, disabled girl repulsive.

‘Why murder her?’

Redding didn’t reply. His head was somewhere else. ‘She was a wonderful subject. Compliant, keen to please, yet feisty as fuck when she wanted to be. She modelled for me for years, on and off. Probably until she was seventeen, then she disappeared. Cut me off completely. Then, out-of-the blue, she found me. I still don’t know how, but she found me.’

‘Were you lovers?’

Again, it was as if she hadn’t spoken.

‘She asked if she could model for me again. Asked for it to be something special. I’d seen an exhibit at the Baltic which really struck a chord with me. I told her what I had in mind and she was all for it.’ His mouth twisted. ‘Then the bitch spoilt it by demanding money. Lots of it. Said she’d expose me as a predatory paedophile. Me, would you believe?’

The makeshift gallery shuddered as the building exhaled.

‘So you killed her to shut her up,’ Hannah deduced.

He looked at her with something bordering on pity. ‘No. Not at all. I killed her because I was about to embark on a new period. My Bodysculpt period.’

‘Your what?’

‘Bodysculpt. The use of the body as a form of sculpted art. A new venture, a largely untapped market, and one I knew I could exploit.’

Hannah scoffed. ‘You’ve only been exploiting one thing. Young girls, that’s what you’ve exploited.’

Redding smiled like a skull. ‘Not at all. Jay loved it. So, too, Rachel Lawrie. I befriended her, an’ aal. Got to know something about her. Made her feel special, y’know? She adored it, as well. She liked meeting up. All I needed was for her to tell me when she’d be wanting a lift from school, and I’d have her. I met her across the road from her school. I just knew she’d want to be part of my display. She was, and she still will be.’

‘You’re bloody sick, you know that?’

Redding genuinely considered it. ‘You may think so, but I’m also a genius about to make his fortune. You see, I’ve already used Rachel and Jay once. And I’m about to use them again. Recycling, if you like’. His laugh was girlish and piercing.

‘They’re dead, man. You’ve killed them. They’re finished with.’

Redding was in his own world again, talking to Hannah but, mainly, to himself.

‘Jay had the most wonderful leg. So beautiful. Perfect shape, and musculature to die for.’ He giggled again. ‘The fact her other leg was missing added to the attractiveness of her remaining leg.’

Hannah felt tears well in her eyes. After what this madman had done to Jay and Rachel, all hope for her had been extinguished. Daniel, though, would live through it. She’d make sure of it. She’d find a way.

Redding looked directly at Hannah but his eyes were unseeing. ‘You don’t understand, do you? Let me show you.’

‘Show me what?’

‘The beauty of my art. Of Jay’s leg, and of sweet Rachel.’

Hannah gagged.

‘Come on – I’ll show you. I’ve kept them for my piece de resistance. Promise me you won’t do anything stupid, and I’ll untie you.’

This was it. Her opportunity.

‘I promise.’

‘Good. In that case, I’d like you to meet the remains of Jay Whitehouse and Rachel Lawrie. I’m sure they’ll be delighted to meet you. They’re just through here.’

**

Maynard arranged for Blackett Street to be cordoned off. Both firearms teams were despatched to the site, with the remaining dog units.

‘I hope Nash has got this one right,’ Sam Maynard whispered. ‘We’ve got all our eggs in one basket here.’

Ryan looked confident. ‘He’s right. I feel it. We’ve just got to get our approach spot-on. If we don’t…’ He didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t need to. They all knew the consequences of failure were unthinkable.

Danskin co-ordinated a silent approach from either end of Blackett Street. One team edged down the road and beneath the overhang of Eldon Square; the other approached from the head of Grey Street, bisecting the road between The Botanist and Waterstones.

Time stood still as they approached the greenery of Old Eldon Square. Before them, the statue of Saint George proudly rode his steed atop a plinth of Portland stone.

Danskin whispered orders into the radio, and each team took it in turn to creep forward until they bordered the square itself.

‘Are we sure he can’t see us?’ Ryan asked.

‘The windows are completely opaque, according to Nigel’s research,’ Ravi Sangar confirmed.

Ryan wasn’t so convinced. ‘Mr Nash,’ he said into the radio to the man left behind in Forth Street. ‘We are definitely invisible to him, right?’

‘You are,’ Nash replied, hoping he was.

Ryan took a moment to stare at their target in awe. ‘You’d never had thought it, would you? I mean, it’s an incredible structure.’

Maynard agreed. ‘Unbelievable. I’d never have guessed what it was.

Old Eldon Square backs onto the shopping precinct bearing the same name and is bordered on two sides by impressive Regency-built terraces, three or four storeys tall, formerly upmarket housing.

Number 2b, according to Les Nash and backed up by Trebilcock’s research, is a completely fake house. Nothing more than a frontage.

‘I hope to hell this is right,’ Ryan said, now doubting himself.

While the houses either side contained genuine businesses, beauty salons, hairdressers, and dental practices, number 2b, the only building in the row with blacked-out windows, was hollow. Nothing more than an elaborate ventilation shaft for the tunnels below.

‘Ravi, are you sure about this?’

‘I’m looking at the satellite imagery right now, Ry. From above, I can clearly see a slatted roof. Gaps in-between. Nothing showing beneath. It’s a void, Ryan.’

‘Cheers.’

‘Besides, Wiki says it’s a ventilation shaft so it must be true.’

Despite the circumstances, Ryan laughed. ‘Thanks again, Rav. I needed that.’

Danskin was on the radio once more. ‘Lads, we snake around the external walls. I know he can’t see us, but I divvent care. We’re taking no chances.’

Heavy boots clumped along the pavement bordering the terraced rows. The two teams met either side of the fake entrance.

‘In position, sir,’ the firearms lead confirmed.

‘We go in through the dental practice, yeah? We do NOT converge onto the shaft until we are sure. It’ll be on MY word. No-one else’s.’

Maynard confirmed Danskin was in charge.

‘Understood, sir.’

‘Remember, the only way up the shaft is via a metal staircase. I’m sure there’ll be another entrance somewhere but we don’t have that intelligence. I want no boots on metal until we know what we’re dealing with. We don’t go in mob-handed until the time is right.’

Ryan turned to Maynard. ‘Any word from the dogs at the other sites?’

‘None. We’ve got the right location. Don’t worry.’

Ryan worried, although something in Danskin’s earlier words had ignited a spark inside him. What was it, he wondered? Another entrance? Metal staircase? Mob handed? The Dental Practice? Ryan dismissed the thoughts and concentrated on the task in hand.

‘Ma’am, Ravi said the roof comprises of uncovered slats. When the chopper gets here, is there any way we can lower a team inside?’

‘I’ve already got Rick Kinnear on the case. Chopper due in the next ten minutes. We’ll know more by the time it arrives.’

Stephen Danskin was on the radio to the arms team. ‘When I say, we enter the dental surgery only.’

Ryan’s eyes widened. He realised what it was the DCI had said which triggered his thought. An ill-considered plan fomented in his brain.

‘On the count of three,’ Danskin instructed the firearms crew.

The DCI hadn’t got to two before Ryan broke ranks and charged towards the front door of the mock building.

‘Jarrod!’ Danskin barked.

‘Ryan, get back!’ Maynard ordered.

Ravi Sangar and Nigel Trebilcock both yelled, ‘No!’

In the confusion, two jumpy and trigger-happy armed officers shouldered arms.

They aimed at the intruder.

Just as Danskin yelled, ‘Hold your fire,’ one gunman didn’t.

The DCI and Superintendent watched Ryan hit the deck and lie motionless outside the front-door.


THIRTY-SIX

Redding slowly unravelled the gaffer tape.

‘Just remember, if you try anything, only I know where your son is. Believe me, behind the shutters is a labyrinth. You’ll never find him. And, if you do, you won’t get back.’

‘Trust me, I won’t,’ Hannah replied, wondering what Raiders of the Lost Ark traps lay beyond.

Redding ripped the last roll of tape from Hannah’s wrists. ‘You lead the way. My materials are kept through the first door on our left.’

Hannah took a few tentative steps forward.

‘Wait there,’ Redding warned. He stepped in front of her and faced her before walking backwards towards the black metal door without taking his eyes off her. He struggled with a heavy bolt and kicked the door open.

He held out an arm. ‘Ladies first.’

Inside was pitch black. Light from Redding’s ‘gallery’ only illuminated the first few feet of the room.

Hannah’s ears picked out the hum and buzz she’d heard earlier. It was louder in here, and she felt she should recognise it.

Redding flicked a switch and a dim light came on at the back of the room.

Hannah knew what the sound was.

A vast upright freezer stood against a wall, humming noisily. Her legs almost gave way as she guessed what was stored inside. She didn’t need look, but Redding ensured she did. He twisted a handle and heaved open the door.

At first, Hannah saw nothing except a fug of condensed and freezing air billow from inside like dry ice at a rock concert.

John Redding disappeared into the mist and came out clutching a greyish blue object.

‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ He kissed Jay Whitehouse’s leg. ‘I told you it was, didn’t I?’

Hannah reeled away in disgust and horror as Redding licked the stump and dropped it to the floor. He disappeared inside. Came out bearing more objects.

He lowered them to the floor, approximately three feet away from the leg. ‘These are the arms of Rachel Lawrie. Dear, talented little Rachel.’

Hannah puked copiously onto the floor. Nothing could shock her after this, although the sight of John Redding bringing out his phone and snapping close-ups of her steaming stomach contents came close.

‘Why take her arms, for pity’s sake? Don’t you have a sliver of respect inside you?’

Redding stared in genuine disbelief. ‘I thought you understood. You’ve disappointed me, Hannah Graves.’

The building shuddered as it took another breath. Hannah felt it this time; an intake of fresh icy air and a musty warm exhale. 

‘How in the name of God’s mercy do you think you’re showing respect to a poor innocent child?’

‘It’s what she would have wanted. These arms and, especially, the hands created the most wonderful images you could ever imagine a child could produce. And they were MY kind of images: dark and mysterious. I taught her everything she knew about art. I’m proud of her. That’s why I  know she’d love being the centrepiece of my most ambitious work.’

Hannah gently stepped over the pool of vomit. She took a pace towards Redding. He didn’t say anything. Hadn’t noticed. She took another step and waited.

‘You haven’t asked what my masterpiece is going to be. Shall I reveal all?’ Redding disappeared into the freezer.

Hannah heard him grunt as he lifted something heavy.

Another three small paces while he was out of view.

Then three large steps back as she recoiled from the thing Redding dragged from the freezer.

‘I don’t think you’ve had the pleasure, have you? Mr Oates, meet Miss Graves. Hannah, this is Graham Oates. Or what’s left of him.’

Hannah grabbed her hair in both hands. She shook her head. ‘No!’

‘You see, Mr Oates is a thief and a charlatan. He claimed Rachel and my work as his own. He wanted to become famous off the backs of our hard work. He even bragged about it in the newspapers, for fuck’s sake. That’s not right, is it? Surely you can see he had to pay.’

He dragged the gruesome and emasculated remains of Graham Oates’s torso into the centre of the room. Gently, he manoeuvred Jay’s leg and Rachel’s arms into position.

‘Can you see what it is yet?’ he joked. ‘You see, I’m about to create the most perfect of beings. A contrast between the beauty of Jay, the artistry of Rachel, and the evil malevolence of Graham Oates.’

‘You mad fucker,’ Hannah mouthed, the words barely escaping her.

John Redding didn’t hear her. He gave a smirk and took a pace towards her.

‘All that’s missing,’ he hissed, ‘Is a beautiful, perfect, head.’

**

Once the echo of gunfire rattled around the historic square and morphed into unearthly silence, no-one spoke. No-one moved. Even the ubiquitous pigeons had fled the scene.

The distant movement of traffic seemed muted, light-years away from what those in Old Eldon Square had just witnessed.

‘What the hell was he thinking?’ Danskin cursed, squatting down, head in hands. ‘What the fucking hell have you done, son?’

The normally unflappable Sam Maynard shed tears, unable to comprehend the turn of events. The armed response unit lowered their weapons. Shared anxious glances. There’d be an enquiry, for sure, but that was the last thing on their mind.

Their concern lay with their fallen comrade.

Ravi Sangar was quickest to respond. He radioed for urgent medical attention. He readied himself to request back-up, then realised they still had Hannah to consider.

Ravi grabbed Maynard’s arm and shook it until she came out of a shocked trance. ‘Ma’am,’ he said. ‘Paramedics on way for Ry, but we’ve still got Hannah in there. And the baby.’

It took a moment for the Super to make sense of the words, even to realise who was speaking. She shook her head to banish negative thoughts and was once more the Sam Maynard they all knew.

‘Thank you, Ravi. Yes, I’m damned if I’m losing two of my officers in the same day.’ She looked at Stephen Danskin, now sat on the pavement with head bowed and hands clasped. ‘Make that three,’ she concluded.

‘So, what do we do?’

The whump-whump of an approaching helicopter provided Ravi with the answer. ‘We go in from above.’

Maynard became aware of a figure alongside her. Stephen Danskin had hauled himself to his feet.

‘That mightn’t be necessary. Look!’

They followed his line of sight.

Followed it to the point where they saw Ryan Jarrod crawl up the stairs to the fake front door.

‘He’s alive.’ Maynard sobbed. Ravi, too, shed tears.

‘He’s more than alive,’ Danskin said with pride. ‘He’s going in.’

Ryan was semi-crouched but on his feet. He shoulder-barged the door. It didn’t budge. He raised a foot and kicked, hard, near the door handle. He saw the door warp for an instant before it regained shape.

Encouraged, he tried again.

Nothing.

‘Come on, come on,’ Danskin urged.

Ryan leapt at the door.

And disappeared inside as it gave way.

‘You bloody geet hero,’ Danskin smiled. ‘Hero and knacker at the same time.’

Ryan appeared in the doorway. He pointed to the armed units and made a throat-slit gesture. ‘Keep them away,’ it said. He aimed an arm skywards towards the helicopter and raised a thumb. ‘Go in from above,’ he was saying.

He made an ‘Ok’ sign with his hand.

‘He’s fine, Ma’am,’ Danskin smiled.

Finally, Ryan made a similar gesture accompanied by moving his hand back and forth.

‘He says the armed response unit are a bunch of useless tossers.’

‘He’s not wrong,’ Maynard added. ‘How could they miss a sitting duck?’

Danskin and Maynard roared with laughter.


THIRTY-SEVEN

‘Please, just let my son go. He’s innocent in all this. He’s just a few months old, man. Let him go, then you can do what you want with me.’

Redding scowled. ‘Aww - how heroic of you.’

‘I’m being humane, that’s all. Look, you’re talented. You’ve got your masterpiece all planned out. I’ll be more than happy to be a part of it,’ she said, hoping she sounded convincing. ‘I’d take it as a great compliment to be part of your work.’

John Redding smiled, graciously. ‘Thank you. You’re very kind.’ His face changed. ‘You’re also a shite liar.’

Redding seemed to shimmer like a mirage as she looked at him through tear-filled eyes.

‘Perhaps I am. Perhaps I’m a coward and a fool. Perhaps I’m even a useless mother. What I’m not, though, is a pushover.’

She charged towards him. Rammed her elbow into his solar plexus and aimed a knee at his groin. She missed, but it was enough to send him reeling backwards.

She was on him again, clawed at his eyes like a wildcat. He screamed and took a few more backward steps.

Hannah had him by the shirt collar, now. She pushed against him with all her weight. Back he went.

‘You fucking bitch,’ Redding screamed. ‘You’ll pay.’

‘Oh, do you think so?’ She kicked his shin. He hopped on one leg. ‘Do you REALLY think so?’ She reached up and grabbed him by the throat. Pushed him backwards.

The icy draught from the open freezer door washed over them like an Arctic storm. The shock of it made Hannah gasp. Her grip on Redding slackened.

Enough for him to spin her around and push her into the abattoir-like interior.

He slammed the door shut and twisted the handle until it locked.

**

Ryan crept up the metal staircase. The interior was like nothing he’d encountered before but he couldn’t allow himself to be distracted.

He came to a bend in the staircase. Peered up it carefully. Saw nothing but more stairs spiralling upwards like a strand of DNA. He stopped and listened intently.

He heard nothing at first, then a vague sense of turbulent air, then nothing again.

Ryan moved to the next staging post. The higher he went, the darker it got. He cursed he didn’t have a radio. Swore that his only plan was to go in alone so the clatter of boots of an approaching armed response unit didn’t alert Redding.

He spiralled upwards. Felt the rush of air again. Realised the passing of a Metro train far underground purged air out of the tunnel and up the shaft. Ryan wondered if he could use it to his advantage. Discounted the thought. Or, at least, parked it until he’d found Hannah.

The staircase wound tighter as he pressed on, upwards. Ryan wondered how Redding had got Hannah up the steps. He realised there must be another entrance, but now was too late. He hoped against hope Ravi Sangar knew about it.

Perhaps the helicopter approach wasn’t the best one. Perhaps he should have waited for the rest of the team to do the intelligence before he barged in.

Perhaps Ryan Jarrod had just fouled up for the very last time.

**

John Redding checked his watch.

How long had she been in the freezer? Not long enough for her to freeze to death. More than ever, he wanted Hannah Graves alive for what he had planned for her.

And not just her.

The smell from the brat’s sagging nappy disgusted him. However, it was worth persevering with. He would play the starring role in the most inventive art installation ever created.

Redding dragged the pushchair behind him. It bounced roughly. Daniel screamed.

‘Shut the fuck up, you little sod.’

Daniel screamed louder. Redding kicked the pushchair. Daniel almost fell out. Redding grabbed the child and thrust him back into the seat.

‘Stay still!’ he ordered, pushing his face against the infant’s.

Daniel cried – and was sick on Redding’s face.

‘You little shit,’ he cringed, wiping the thick white liquid from his lips.

He lifted Daniel out of his pushchair and held him at arm’s length. ‘Time for you to meet your mother-whore for one last time.’

**

Stephen Danskin muted the radio. ‘Ma’am, I’m getting reports from the dog handlers at Monument. They might have a scent.’

Maynard spun to face him. ‘You mean we’ve been wrong all along? She’s not in the disguised shaft?’

Danskin spoke into the radio. From the depths of the Metro subway, the signal was weak and Maynard couldn’t hear the response.

‘They’re not sure,’ the DCI said. ‘The dogs have searched the platforms and tunnels nearby, for all lines. They didn’t react. It seems they only showed an interest in the area near the lift.’

Maynard’s eyebrows met in the centre of her forehead. ‘Ravi, what do we know about the lifts?’

‘I’ll get onto it, ma’am.’

‘What do we do aboot the chopper?’ Danskin asked. ‘It can’t stay up there forever.’

‘How many men have we got inside?’

‘Four, excluding the pilot.’

‘Get them lowered into position on the roof slats. Let’s cover all entry and possible exit points, which includes the bloody roof.’

The DCI switched channels and passed on Maynard’s instructions. They cricked their necks and gazed upwards as a winch swing into position beside the helicopter doors.

‘Okay,’ Danskin said, ‘He can’t get out the roof. The ARU are still at the door. Ryan’s inside. We’ve dogs on the station itself in case the bugger abseils doon the shaft. Is that everything covered?’

‘It is,’ Sam Maynard confirmed.

‘It’s not,’ Ravi contradicted. ‘I’ve just heard from the dog team. They’ve found something.’

**

Ryan pressed on, more and more confident his approach had gone unnoticed. His eyes grew accustomed to the dark and he made out shadows in the darkness.

It was the silence which worried him.

He knew he must be near the roof now, but he’d heard nothing which made him think anyone – let alone two adults and his son – were anywhere inside.

‘Focus, man,’ he told himself, dismissing the negative thoughts.

He turned a corner, cautiously peering upwards. He took one step at a time, watching and listening at each one. The rush of air in the staircase had long since ceased, and silence reigned. No street noise, no wailing sirens, no helicopter blades beating against the air.

Ryan hoped like hell the helicopter had reached the scene. If it wasn’t, he was on his own. With the life of his fiancée and his son in his hands.

He turned a corner and bumped into a door of black metal.

**

Hannah hadn’t realised teeth really did chatter in icy conditions. She did now.

Frost crusted her eyebrows. Her curls were frozen in solid folds against her head. She couldn’t see them but she knew her lips were blue – she cast away thoughts of the lips of John Redding’s mother – and she shivered convulsively.

She’d thrust her hands down the front of her panties having once read an article on survival techniques, and jumped up-and-down on the spot to glean what body warmth she could.

She was still doing so as the door swung open and she was met with what seemed like a tropical warmth.

She was also met with the sight of her son. Hannah wept with delight, despite the fact Daniel was in the hands of John Rennie.

Rennie looked at her. Saw her hands stuffed between her legs. ‘Having fun, are we?’ he giggled. ‘Because I’m about to have the most fun I’ve ever had.’

Hannah continued to shiver and make incoherent sounds.

‘Move, bitch,’ Redding spat, holding Daniel inside the freezer door as a warning to her.

Hannah moved. Stiffly and awkwardly, but she moved.

She followed Redding out through the metal door and found herself back in the gallery, far  enough away from the body parts to relax slightly.

‘I’ve had a change of plan while you’ve been chilling ,’ Redding announced, laughing at his own weak joke. ‘A much better idea.’

He walked towards the second of the four doors leading from his gallery. He opened it. ‘I know you’re curious. All will be revealed. Come.’ He beckoned her inside.

Hannah hesitated.

‘What are you waiting for?’

‘Can I hold my baby. Please?’

Redding smiled. ‘Of course you can. How perceptive of you. You’d think you’d read my mind.’

He handed her Daniel and she almost smothered her child, with her arms, her kisses, her love.

‘I’ve done a few sketches of what I have in mind. I’d like your opinion of them once I’ve explained my train of thought.’

Hannah clung to Daniel. The boy gave a slight giggle, the first sign of comfort he’d shown.

‘You see,’ Redding was saying. ‘I’ve come up with this idea. ‘Madonna and Child’, I call it. A retelling of an age-old story, created in my own inimitable style. What do you think?’

Redding picked up a flipchart-sized fold of paper from the floor. Held it against himself before turning it towards Hannah as if unveiling the Portrait Artist of the Year.

Hannah thought she was beyond shocking. She was forced to think again.

Redding had sketched a perfect likeness of the Joos Van Cleve version of the famous portrait of the baby Jesus suckling at the Virgin’s breast.

Except the Virgin was portrayed as Hannah Graves, the baby as Daniel Jarrod. And the baby was suckling on an open wound where a breast had once been, while the baby was a mere head without a body.

Hannah somehow managed to cushion Daniel as she collapsed in horror.


THIRTY-EIGHT

Ravi Sangar spoke with Danskin and Maynard.

‘Seemingly, the K-9 unit went bananas at the foot of the lift shaft. The handlers called the lift and as soon as the doors opened the dogs reacted. They chased their tail, sniffed the air, wagged their tails like windscreen wipers, and yapped for England.’

‘Right,’ Danskin said, trying to make sense of things. ‘So, Hannah took the lift from the platform. Sorry to put a dampener on things but I’d say that was bleeding obvious seeing she had a pushchair with her.’

‘Stephen, we haven’t time for interruptions. Let Ravi finish,’ Maynard advised.

‘Thing is, when the lift reached the concourse and the lads led the dogs oot, they strained the leash to get back in the lift.’

‘Doesn’t make sense.’

‘The lads took the lift back down and watched the dogs. Halfway down, they became excited. The handlers went back up with the sniffers and, at the midpoint, the hounds went berserk again.’

Danskin chewed a fingernail until it split. He ripped it away, drawing blood.

‘Turns out there’s a chamber behind the lifts, Sangar went on, ‘Accessible only by stopping the lift via the emergency stop button. When they did, and tried opening the doors, it opened into a corridor.’

‘Platform Nine and Three Quarters,’ Danskin smiled grimly. ‘We could be getting somewhere at last.’

‘Where does the tunnel go?’ Maynard asked.

‘We don’t know, but the ventilation shaft’s a possibility.’

‘Where are the dogs, now?’

‘In the tunnel, waiting for the release command.’

Maynard reached for the radio, ready to give the order.

‘Had on a minute,’ Danskin said, seriously. ‘Which dogs was it?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, was it the sniffer dogs – or was it the cadaver dogs?’

**

Moments after Redding led Hannah and Daniel into the second room, Ryan eased open the staircase hatch.

Light drowned the staircase. He reeled backwards, almost losing his balance. Gradually, the white stars which had flooded his vision receded. He glanced inside again.

‘Shit.’

The room was empty.

Ryan stepped inside, gingerly. He looked around. Saw three similar doors to the one he’d stepped through. He also saw the maw of a brick tunnel filled with a latticework of metal pipework reminiscent of a storm drain.

Ryan would have inspected it immediately were his eyes not drawn to the frames on the wall. Or, more accurately, to the contents of the frames.

‘Oh my God,’ he whispered, staring at the horrific portraits. ‘Sweet Jesus, Hannah. Where are you, babe?’

Ryan put his ear against one of the doors. He sensed a buzzing noise. Something electrical, perhaps? Or mechanical? No voices, though, and nothing raised his hackles.

He moved to a second door. The same black metal, but a different sound behind. It was the sound of nature; of wind, and of air. Again, Ryan sensed no danger and heard nothing but the eery sound of a whistling wind.

He held his breath and listened for any new sounds. Nothing.

Ryan let his eyes scour the room once more. And there it was. Close to the one hatch he’d yet to inspect lay a fluffy blue comforter covered in bunny rabbit images.

No longer hesitant, he hurried to the door. Reached for the handle. And froze in terror at the sound coming from within.

**

Sam Maynard ordered all K-9 units to the mouth of the hidden Monument tunnel.

The wait seemed interminable. Finally, she was able to breathe.

‘All in position, ma’am.’

She ground her teeth. Took a deep breath. ‘Release the dogs.’

Ravi pulled the radio from his ear as the yelp and bark of snarling hounds threatened to deafen him. They weren’t the barks of sniffer dogs or cadaver dogs.

It was the sound of K-9 attack dogs – and they were moving fast.

**

Ryan burst through the door, the sound of his entry masked by the high-pitched whirr of a chainsaw, its blades a blur.

Redding hadn’t heard him enter but he knew something had happened. He saw it in the eyes of Hannah Graves who was facing the door. Her eyes brightened; the look of resignation in them replaced by something else: hope.

John Redding turned, saw in hand, and held it away from him. Ryan skidded to a halt.

‘Come on, then, lover boy. Think you’re a hero, do you? Come on.’ The saw wagged at Ryan. ‘Fancy a bit of this? Eh – do you?’

This wasn’t a time for negotiation. It was a time for action.

Ryan skirted the room, close to the walls. Redding circled on the spot, following his every move. Ryan glanced towards Hannah. Tried to catch her eye. But Hannah was fixated on watching Daniel, making sure the maniac didn’t go near him with the weapon.

‘Would you like to hear what I’m gonna do to your precious girlfriend, lover boy?’

Ryan continued to hug the wall, never standing still.

‘You don’t need tell me, because I know: you’re not doing anything to her.’

‘Hah. What about your little runt, then?’

Ryan began to backtrack, moving around the room in the opposite direction. ‘I refer the honourable gentleman to the answer I gave a few moments before.’

Redding sneered. ‘I just need to find a place for you in my work, Mr Jarrod. Give me time, and I will.’

‘Time is one thing you don’t have,’ Ryan said. Then, loudly, ‘Hannah – the door! Get out NOW!!’

‘But what about Daniel?’

‘Just go!’

He lunged at Redding. Felt the burr of the blades buzz by his ear. The saw was coming back towards him.

Ryan ducked. The blades sent a chunk of hair fluttering in the air. Reflexively, Ryan’s hand flew to his head. He checked his hand for blood.

Redding saw his chance. He let out a roar and charged Ryan.

Jarrod froze. The chainsaw came ever closer. Ryan closed his eyes and waited for the inevitable.

It never came.

When he opened his eyes, Redding was on the floor, the chainsaw spiralling to a distant corner of the room. The madman had run into Daniel’s pushchair which sent Redding sprawling.

‘Okay, punk,’ Ryan said. ‘Make my day.’

He’d picked up the chainsaw and was walking towards Redding.

Redding walked backwards, away from Ryan and the saw. He kept walking until he was in the gallery, where Hannah watched, frozen to the spot.

Something caught her attention. A sound, a movement, she didn’t know what it was, but it was something. She turned her head. Opened her mouth.

A gasp escaped her lips as three snarling beasts raced into the gallery.

Redding saw them, too. His gaze switched from the saw in Ryan’s hand to the dogs, and back again.

Then, he bolted from both. Bolted towards the only shutter door left unexplored.

The dogs closed in, leapt at him, one ripped a hole in his sleeve. Another snapped at his ankles, spittle flying from its jaws.

Redding screamed. Reached for the door. Flung it open and raced through it.

Into a floorless black cavern of the ventilation shaft.

His scream faded away as he plummeted to his death on the Metro rails below.

**

Samantha Maynard invited Ryan into her office first thing the following day. His widened at the occupants of the office; DCI Stephen Danskin, DI Lyall Parker, and, most surprising of all, DS Hannah Graves and Daniel Jarrod.

‘What is this?’ Ryan said, ‘A One Big Thank You?’

They laughed, although Sam Maynard added, ‘I suppose it is, in a way.’

‘Come again?’

‘Stephen, perhaps you’d like to explain?’

‘Aye, ma’am.’ Silence followed.

‘Well?’ Ryan prompted.

‘Remember the chat we had a few days ago?’

‘Sir, we’ve had a few chats recently, like.’

‘The one in The Telegraph, man.’

‘Oh, that one. Aye – gan on.’

Danskin sighed. ‘Looker, like I said, we all need to play a part in raising Daniel, right?’

Ryan nodded, a suspicious look on his face.

Hannah spoke next. ‘All of this…you know, the last couple of weeks, has made me realise I need to work. Get mesel’ fit if nowt else.’

‘Why don’t I think I’m not going to like whatever it is you have to say?’

‘Oh I hope you do, Ryan,’ Sam said. ‘Carry on, Stephen.’

Danskin quaffed mouthwash. Slowly screwed the cap back on and pocketed it. ‘The last few weeks have affected me, an’ aal. I need some time to recharge me batteries.’

He glanced towards Maynard who nodded encouragement.

‘Thing is,’ Stephen said, ‘I’m taking a career break. Only six months, mind, divvent get your hopes up.’

Ryan’s mouth opened. ‘You? Never in the world. What’ll you do with your time, man?’

Danskin smiled at Hannah. ‘I’m your new childminder,’ he said.

‘My new what?’

‘Childminder. It’s aal agreed. Hannah’s happy with it. She can get back to work and, well, it helps you as well, I suppose.’

Ryan’s face expressed puzzlement. ‘How’s that, like?’

Sam Maynard spoke again. ‘Ryan, when Stephen’s taking his break, you need to know Lyall will become Acting Detective Chief Inspector.’

Ryan smiled. ‘That’s great news, Lyall. Well done, mate.’ He extended his hand and Lyall took it without a word.

‘Does that sound okay, Jarrod?’ Danskin asked.

‘Fine by me.’

‘Good,’ Maynard smiled. She opened a drawer and pulled out a bottle of brandy. ‘I think this calls for a drink, Acting Detective Inspector Ryan Jarrod, don’t you?’

Stephen Danskin pulled the Corsodyl from his pocket and tipped it towards Ryan.

‘I’ll drink to that,’ he said, with a wink.

****
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