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Epigraph

… and we never saw eye to eye,

To see past those lies,

When did I die?

Because I’m not alive…

An excerpt from the suicide note of Manon Marchand
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THEN








The boy was in his usual spot, cowering in the claustrophobic space between the sideboard and the wall. The well-worn carpet in the living room was even more threadbare here, such was his reliance on this tiny haven. The peeling wallpaper licked at the small of his naked back. During happier days, when he had used this secluded corner for games of hide-and-seek, the feeling had elicited a little giggle that had given him away. Today, however, the paper felt more like a witch’s finger clawing at his back.

He could hear his mother and father in the kitchen. The door was closed, so he struggled to make out their words but, from their tone, it sounded like they were having another argument. The boy peeked out over the top of the furniture that currently concealed him, and stared at the front door. He considered making a run for it. If he could just get outside, he would be safe, at least for a while, at least until his father’s anger had abated somewhat.

Just as he summoned the required level of courage to make his escape, the kitchen door flew open with such force that it almost separated from its hinges, crashing into the living room wall. His father lurched in, glugging from a bottle of whiskey. He lifted the bottle to and from his mouth with such gusto that more of the amber liquid drenched his beard and dropped to the carpet than actually entered his mouth.

His grubby white vest, stretched over a muscular body, was stained with dirt and what the boy supposed must be blood. The boy didn’t know what job his father did, but he knew it was dangerous, as his mother would often sob when he was gone and, more than once, unsavoury characters had turned up on the doorstep. This was often followed by raised voices and violence which spilled out onto the street.

The boy’s father set his bottle down on a table and stood with his hands on his hips, facing his son. His unfocused eyes rested on the boy and a look of disgust formed on his face.

‘Get the fuck out of there,’ he slurred, and a small amount of urine escaped the boy, soaking the front of his shorts. When the boy didn’t move, his father repeated his order, louder this time.

The boy crept from his hiding position and stood facing his father, who was already undoing his belt. The squeak of the leather filled the otherwise silent room. He could feel his hands trembling, so he intertwined his fingers behind his back. His father didn’t like it when he showed weakness.

‘Heard a story about you today, boy,’ his father sneered. The boy knew better than to reply so, instead, he let the remark linger. His father made a point of removing the belt slowly, the leather hissing as it was dragged through each loop.

‘Heard you were stealing,’ he eventually elaborated. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter. He set the unopened cigarettes on the same table as the bottle of whiskey. The lighter clicked, and a small flame sputtered to life. His father simply held it in front of him for a while, his eyes fixed, seemingly lost in the hypnotising flickers of light. The boy knew better than to let his guard down.

‘Do we steal?’ his father asked, still somewhat subdued.

‘Daddy, I…’ the boy started. His father simply held up a hand, stopping the boy mid-explanation. With the other hand, he brought the lighter down onto the boy’s exposed chest. The red-hot metal melted into his pale skin. The sharp, agonising burn tore through his nerves. As the boy’s screams filled the house, his father’s smile widened.

After what felt like an eternity, his father relented, pulling the lighter away. The boy stared in horror at the bubbling skin and the vicious welt that was rising near his nipple. Sobbing, he prayed silently to a God that he did not believe in that this would be the end of his punishment.

Sadly, the silent prayer fell on unlistening ears.

His father reached out and pinched the nerve in the nape of the boy’s neck. Pain surged through him, and his legs buckled involuntarily, driving him to his knees. A noise akin to a cat’s hiss filled the room as his father slowly unzipped his jeans and slid his underpants to the floor. In that moment, the boy’s hatred flared like a wildfire.

He hated his father, the man who should be his rock and sworn protector. He hated his mother, sitting paralysed at the kitchen table just a few feet away, choosing cowardice over her child’s safety, turning a blind eye to this torture. Most of all, he hated himself. He despised his own powerlessness – the trembling weakness that kept him chained to this life. He was too afraid to fight back, too scared to speak out, and too broken to imagine an escape.

As his father advanced towards him, he vowed, there and then, that when he grew up he would have his revenge.

The things he would go on to do would make his father’s actions seem almost reasonable.








NOW








Chapter 1

As the jangly opening notes of Mr. Brightside rang out through the marquee, Erika knew that the three-course meal nestled uncomfortably in her stomach would not be classed as a good enough reason to resist the dancefloor she’d so far done a good job avoiding.

‘Erika,’ Tom said to her, ‘it’s time to dance.’

He tipped his head back and finished the rest of his pint. Then, ignoring her protestations, grabbed her hand and led her into the middle of the crowd. The horde of acquaintances and strangers blurred into a single, jubilant mass, all dancing and singing in unison to the anthemic rock song. Middle-aged women waved imaginary cigarettes in the air, while a group of Liam’s rugby teammates playfully ran their hands over each other’s chests. Tom pulled her close as the song reached its climax and kissed her on the lips, the taste of beer lingering on her tongue.

As a more modern song she was unfamiliar with began, she ignored his pleas to stay on the dancefloor and made her way back to her seat where her handbag had remained unattended. She pulled out her phone and, thankfully, there were no notifications. Relieved, she crammed it back into her bag and looked around at the merriment.

The marquee had been elegantly decorated. Fairy lights hung from the ceiling – miniature stars against an ethereal backdrop. Once full, though now slightly deflated, pastel-coloured balloons bobbed around in the middle of circular tables, displaying the table numbers for the guests. The tables filled one half of the marquee, while the other half was dedicated to the black-and-white tiled dancefloor.

A small stage at the front was currently playing host to the function band, led by a singer who looked a little like Ryan Gosling and appeared to be appreciating the attention from the many women present.

At the centre of the crowded dancefloor was Erika’s partner, Detective Sergeant Liam Sutton, gazing into the eyes of the man who had become his husband just a few hours earlier, apparently oblivious to anyone else in the room.

The song ended amid a cacophony of cheering and, as the band announced that they were taking a short break, Tom returned to the table, plonking himself rather heavily on the chair beside Erika. He threw his arm around her neck and nuzzled his sweaty forehead into the side of her face.

‘Erika, I reckon you could have a drink now,’ he slurred. ‘It’s nearly the end of the night and he hasn’t called. I imagine you’re off the hook.’

Erika pulled her phone out and checked again, the screen still clear of any attempted communication. As most of her team were at Liam’s wedding, DCI Bob Lovatt, her boss, had asked her to be on call. He had promised to try and get through the day without her, but wanted her to be contactable in case of an emergency. She deliberated on Tom’s offer but decided to decline, not wanting to risk Bob’s fury if she was needed.

As Tom made his way to the bar, almost stumbling into the red post-box being used as a Polaroid picture depository, Erika grabbed the foil packaging from her handbag and slipped it into the pocket of her dress before pushing herself out of her seat and leaving the marquee. The tight feeling that had been in her chest for the past few months felt especially restrictive tonight. She made her way up the steps and into the luxurious hotel, the grounds of which were currently playing host to the erected marquee.

Erika reached the toilets and found that all five cubicles were occupied, so she leaned against the wall and watched two women squinting into the mirror, giggling about the good-looking lead singer and attempting to drunkenly reapply their make-up. The taller of the two glanced towards her, and a flicker of recognition spread across her face.

‘I told you she’d be here,’ she screeched suddenly, shocking the woman beside her, causing her to smear red lipstick up her cheek. The other woman swore at her friend for surprising her, though the first woman didn’t seem to notice. The one who recognized Erika set her make-up brush on the sink and staggered over to her, enveloping her in a sweaty hug.

‘Liam said you’d be here. I’m Eileen,’ she said in Erika’s ear. ‘You caught that bastard who killed that actress… Emma…’

‘Anna,’ Erika corrected her, as she wiggled out of the hug and took a step back, re-establishing her personal space.

Just before Christmas last year, Erika had enjoyed fifteen minutes of fame, having been part of the team that apprehended a murderer who had made worldwide news for killing three people, including the famous actor, Anna Symons. The attention, thankfully, had subsided reasonably quickly but, every so often, she still noticed members of the public raking her over with a knowing stare.

She’d even been interviewed about the case by a petty criminal from the back seat of a police car on the way to the station. He had told her his mates wouldn’t believe him that he had been arrested by THE Erika Piper and had asked if he could have a picture to prove it.

She had impolitely declined.

‘Anna, that’s it,’ Eileen replied, holding herself up against the wall and pointing at Erika. ‘You’re the one that caught him. Good on you, love. I loved her films so much.’

With that, she lost her balance and slid down the wall to her knees on the tiled floor. The alcohol and the occasion seemed to have gotten the better of her, and it looked like she was about to have a little drunk-cry. Her friend, who had been angry a few seconds ago, set her lipstick down.

‘Come on, Eileen,’ she cooed, as she lifted her friend to a standing position.

One of the cubicle doors swung open, and Erika made her excuses, nodding at Eileen as she made Erika promise to find her downstairs so she could buy her a drink to say thank you. Erika closed the toilet seat and sat down, slipping the foil packet out of her pocket. She twirled it around in her hands and ran a finger over the name of the tablets – paroxetine – trying to decide if what she was about to do was the best course of action.

Tom would be annoyed if he found out she was taking more than the recommended dosage. So would Bob, Liam, and her dad. But they didn’t know how it felt. They didn’t know the struggle that had been raging within her for the past six months. They didn’t know how much energy it took to force herself out of bed and put on a brave face.

Erika could talk about it, of course. A number of people close to her had offered. DCI Bob had even floated the idea of more therapy, paid for by the police, though had quickly relented after gauging her reaction. Erika had undergone one round of counselling and had definitely felt its benefits, but she was worried about the stigma attached – the hushed voices of her colleagues who didn’t need to spill their guts to a trained professional in order to do the job they were paid to do.

She ran her finger over the glossy scar on her cheek, an everlasting reminder left by The Blood Ice Killer, the serial killer they had managed to bring to justice at the end of the previous year. Her mind flashed back to the shard of glass being dragged slowly across her skin. Goose bumps sprang up over her body, and a cold film of sweat formed on her forehead.

Mind made up, Erika pushed one of the tablets out of its little bubble and popped it into her mouth. It was small enough to take without a drink, though she felt it sticking slightly as it made its way down her throat. She sat for a few more minutes with her head in her hands, gathering her thoughts, before unlocking the door and making her way back to the party.

She stopped at the top of the steps leading back to the garden and gazed out at the scene below. Stars twinkled in the inky night sky, and a full moon acted as a beacon, illuminating the immaculate hotel grounds. The gravel paths, lit by Victorian-style lampposts, framed the lush green lawns upon which the marquee currently resided. Carefully maintained ivy climbed the façade of the impressive seventeenth-century building.

It was perfect, yet Erika felt a disconnect from it all.

She started her descent towards the marquee, taking care not to totter over in the unfamiliar high heels. The noise spilling out of the open flap told her that the band had reconvened and were enjoying the adulation of the drunken crowd once more.

She painted a smile on and re-entered, the heat of the room hitting her like a slap in the face. She joined Tom – who now had his cravat tied around his head – on the dancefloor for the remainder of Livin’ On A Prayer, before remembering that she hadn’t taken her phone to the toilet with her. Slipping off the dancefloor towards the table, she unzipped her bag and grabbed her phone.

Her heart sank as the illuminated screen showed two missed calls from DCI Bob.

Cursing the criminals of Manchester and hoping he was simply calling to tell her to stand down, she sneaked out of the marquee again and returned his call. He answered on the first ring.

‘Caught you on the dancefloor, have I?’ he said. There was no hint of joviality in his voice. In fact, he sounded sad.

‘Do you need me?’ Erika asked.

‘I do,’ he confirmed. ‘I would’ve tried to get by without you, but it’s bad.’

Before hanging up, Erika asked him to text her the address of where she was needed and assured him that she would leave right away. The gravel crunched underfoot as she made her way back into the marquee. Tom was now slumped in his seat and stared at her with faraway eyes, barely registering that she was saying goodbye. He hugged her like a child and, as she gathered her belongings, assured her that he would behave himself. Erika kissed the top of his head and made her way through the crowd towards Liam.

Unlike Tom, Liam had resisted using his garments to make himself look like a ninja. Ever the fashionista, his paisley tie and fitted shirt remained as crisp as they were at the start of the ceremony nearly ten hours ago. With his shaved head and angular jawline, he could have been just as much of a hit on the catwalks of New York as on the streets of Manchester. Still, fashion’s loss was Greater Manchester Police’s gain.

As she approached, he registered her expression, and his wide smile became a disappointed frown. He threw his arms around her and mumbled something in her ear, though she couldn’t make it out over the din of the music. His stubble rubbing against her skin was ticklish, so she pulled away and gave him a kiss on the cheek before bidding him and his husband, Dylan, farewell.

Then, she left the party for good, her mind already focusing on what she was about to encounter just a short drive away.






Chapter 2

Happy to be free of the uncomfortable heels and back into her trusty work shoes, Erika pushed the pedal to the floor and accelerated down the mostly empty main road towards the east of the city. Headlights from the car behind shone brightly, though it indicated and turned into a side street seconds after Erika had tilted her rear-view mirror.

After a couple of minutes, she turned left at a brooding, gothic church. The uplights bathed the dark stone walls in an eerie glow. A cross with Jesus attached to it above the tall wooden doors threw out an ominous greeting.

She turned onto a long residential street filled with terraced houses that stretched into the darkness and out of sight. The red brick two-up, two-down-style houses were identical, except for one which currently stuck out like a sore thumb, thanks to the police presence outside. The blue flashing lights of the stationed police cars were a far cry from the pulsating lights that were probably still illuminating the dancefloor of the marquee she had just left. The wedding party may have been only a few miles down the road but, as Erika brought her car to a stop a little further up the street, it felt like a world away.

She stepped out of the car and started towards the house currently being guarded by a harried-looking police officer. Erika had to push through a boisterous group of youths, some with clothing pulled over their faces. This may have been to combat the rapidly dropping temperature or, more likely, to conceal their appearance from her.

This was gang territory, after all.

‘Nice arse!’ one of them shouted, as she ducked under the police tape. She looked back and caught the eye of a young man with red hair, who had the good grace to look a little embarrassed.

Erika gave the young officer who was standing by the door’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze, noticing he looked even more stressed up close. She signed the logbook, checked her watch, and realised it had just passed midnight, before slipping a protective suit over her clothes and stepping into the house.

The small area between the door and the hallway was home to several pairs of trainers, neatly stacked in a wooden shoe rack, and a few brightly coloured coats and hoodies, hung up on a row of hooks. A security chain dangling from the door jangled in the wind, and Erika noticed a number of locks acting as further security measures on the back of the door.

Martin, head technician of the Scene of Crime Officers, was in the living room, barking orders at his team. He was a squat, studious man with ever-roving eyes that never missed a beat. The bulldog breed. When Erika walked into the room, he greeted her with an almost imperceptible raise of his hand.

‘Anything doing?’ she asked him, gazing around the orderly-looking living room. A cheap leather sofa rested against one wall, grooves from a recent occupant still present in the sagging material. Controllers for a games console had been set tidily on a bookshelf, and a huge wall-mounted flat-screen television filled the space above the fireplace.

Garish wallpaper with purple and silver flowers stretching towards the ceiling covered one of the walls. The other three walls were painted a dull mauve, lending the room a rather dark, oppressive feel. The air was musty; an ashtray with cigarette butts propelled the scent of marijuana around the enclosed space. The temptation to open a window was overwhelming, though Erika knew she mustn’t, for fear of losing a modicum of evidence. Martin would kill her if she did.

‘Aside from a small amount of cocaine and weed, not much,’ he answered, pointing to a little cabinet at the side of the sofa. Erika imagined that, since there was a keyhole and no key, one of the SOCOs must have worked their lockpicking magic on it. ‘It could be for personal use, but we think he might have been a dealer. Though, if he was, he was small time. At least, he wasn’t known to the police.’

Martin raised his hand and pointed to the ceiling.

‘All the action is up there.’

Erika told him to let her know if he came across anything of note, before leaving the room and ascending the narrow staircase. The steps were steep and, with no banister to hold on to, the climb felt precarious. There was a scrum of SOCOs at the top of the stairs, so Erika waited until they had finished their conversation and had begun to make their way down, before edging around them.

The small hallway had three doors leading off it. One of the doors was slightly ajar, and Erika could just make out a grotty toilet in the darkness.

From inside the room straight in front of her, Erika could hear her boss’ low, rumbling voice. When she entered, he had his back to her and was deep in conversation with another man. The room was sparsely decorated. A double bed had just about been squeezed in, and a narrow pine wardrobe had been shoved into the corner of the room. One of its doors was missing, and the sleeves of a number of checked shirts protruded through the gap. The maroon walls were bare – no art or framed photographs, nothing to offer a clue as to who the room belonged to. The only tell-tale sign of any foul play was the spray of blood on the wall opposite the end of the bed.

‘This had better be good. You know how much I love to dance,’ Erika said.

As Bob turned to face her, she noticed that his eyes were bloodshot and his face was ruddy; tear tracks glistened on his cheeks. Her laugh caught in her throat, and her smile rapidly disappeared.

‘He was my best friend,’ he muttered. ‘I should’ve done more.’

The man standing next to Bob put his hand tentatively on his shoulder.

‘There’s nothing anyone could’ve done. You know that, Bob. Go home. Erika will deal with this one.’

Bob shook the man’s hand and gave Erika a vacant smile before wordlessly leaving the room.

The man in question was John Kirrane, the best forensic pathologist in Manchester. John had played his part in apprehending Anna’s killer half a year ago, and Erika was pleased to see he was on call tonight. Of course, seeing John was not usually something she hoped for, charming as his company was, as it typically meant there was a dead body in the vicinity.

‘What was all that about?’ she asked him.

In answer, John simply stepped to the side, and it was only then she noticed the two bodies at the foot of the bed, lying in an enormous pool of blood. One man was lying face down on the floor, his arms stretched straight above his head. His legs were obscured from view by how the other body – that of an older man – had fallen.

Erika took a few steps towards the bodies, and only then, when she saw what remained of the older man’s face, did she realise why Bob was so upset.

He was one of them.

DCI Clive Burston was well known throughout the Manchester area. He had been a brave man who had helped solve some of the toughest cases the city had thrown at him during his time as a DI. He and Bob had risen through the ranks together and become DCIs at roughly the same time. Bob had stayed in Manchester, and Clive had moved to Bolton, though he still came back for social occasions with the old guard.

Like Bob, he couldn’t have been far off retiring.

So, how had he ended up here, dead, in the bedroom of a squalid council house in the east of Manchester?

‘Bob was just telling me that Clive had been on gardening leave for the past month. Apparently, he had botched a case at work. Misplaced some evidence. Someone who was going down for a long time walked free because of it.’

Erika exhaled a sympathetic sigh and took a step back to survey the scene in front of her. Clive was dressed in casual clothes: a black shirt, tan chinos, and a pair of leather boating shoes on his feet. His outfit suggested he wasn’t there on official police business. What John had told her about an enforced leave of absence lent further weight to that idea.

So, what other reason could possibly have brought him there?

Whatever it was, it had cost him his life.

Erika bent down to examine his body, noting that the only apparent injuries were to his head, which was resting against the wall, his neck bent at an odd angle to the rest of his body. There was a single hole in the side of his head. His face showed no sign of an exit wound, meaning the bullet that caused the damage must have been lodged in his brain – or what was left of it. This was a positive – a bleak positive, if such a thing existed – as they might be able to match the bullet to a gun, possibly aiding in the search for the murder weapon, which she’d been told was not present in the room.

John called down the stairs for the crime scene photographer, and after making sure that Martin had finished combing the room, they rolled Clive’s body over onto the stained, cream carpet and spent a few minutes taking it in. As suspected, his torso and legs were untouched. Only his face showed signs of violence. A yawning gash just above his right eyebrow was weeping blood, and a deep purple bruise had begun to form under his eyes and around his nose. The photographer snapped the body from many different angles, both up close and from a distance.

‘Do you think the killer did this?’ Erika asked John, indicating the battered face.

He bent down and moved his pocket torch over the facial injuries, causing eerie shadows to be cast on the walls. Then he stood up again and surveyed the room.

‘Yes, but indirectly,’ he answered. ‘I think he was shot in the head from the doorway. As he fell forward’ – John mimicked the act of toppling forward from a spot in the room near the door – ‘I think he hit his face on the bed frame and then came to rest where we found him.’

Erika got up off her knees and examined the wooden bed frame. At the end of the bed, on the sharp corner of the cheap plywood, was a smear of deep crimson liquid. She gave John a small smile.

‘God, you’re good,’ she whispered, which elicited a chuckle. ‘So, the positioning of the entry wound and the way he fell would suggest that either he didn’t get to see his killer due to the speed of the attack, or that they conversed and Clive simply accepted his fate.’

‘It’s a pretty clean shot,’ John noted. ‘Makes me think that he knew what was coming. If you thought you might be about to be shot in the head, you’d duck and dive, wouldn’t you? You’d do anything to get out of the way. The angle of the wound and the fact that the killer only had to fire once suggest that Clive stood like a statue and let it happen.’

Erika mulled over what John had said and, despite not knowing the man personally, decided that he wouldn’t have done that. Every human being in the world has a fight-or-flight reflex and, as a police officer, he would have been trained to recognise threats in every situation. She would have bet her life on the fact that Clive would not have stood still, knowing he was about to die.

There had to be another reason.

With Clive’s cause of death more or less confirmed, they moved on to their second victim. Now that Clive’s body had been moved, it was clear to see the injuries the other man lying face down on the carpet had sustained. His tight, white T-shirt and grey tracksuit bottoms were stained a vibrant red. Four bullet wounds punctuated his back like a fragmented exclamation mark; the broken skin still spilling blood. Red rings snaked around his outstretched wrists, indicating that at some stage of the evening, he had been tied up. Erika noticed he wasn’t wearing any shoes, which suggested he might be the occupant of the house, and had simply been settling in for a quiet night when he’d been disturbed.

Erika’s mind whirred with possibilities, and she wondered if these two very different men had arranged to meet in the dead man’s home for a sexual encounter. The fact that they had been found in the bedroom, with one showing evidence of being bound, lent some weight to the theory. She voiced her thoughts on the matter, and John nodded sagely. He assured her that, if there had been sexual activity between the two men, all would become clear during the post-mortem.

As with Clive, they turned the body over once he’d been photographed and performed a quick assessment, though the hard work would be completed later in the mortuary. Aside from the bullet wounds, no further damage had been inflicted on the young man. No bruising, no cuts or scrapes, no sign of a fight.

Something didn’t feel right.

‘Do we know his name?’ Erika asked.

‘Not yet,’ John replied.

‘Do you know who called it in?’

‘That we do. He’s waiting in the kitchen for you.’

Erika left John to organise the removal of the bodies to the mortuary and made her way down the stairs, through the living room, and into the kitchen. Dirty plates and plastic ready-meal cartons with mouldy sauce at the bottom littered the worktops. The small fridge beside the washing machine gave off a loud buzzing noise, which Erika imagined would become very annoying if she had to stay there for any length of time.

Leaning against the back door, under the supervision of a uniformed police officer, was a young man. At first glance, he appeared to be roughly the same age as the unnamed victim upstairs. His hood was pulled up over his dark, closely cropped hair and, as Erika approached, he attempted to focus on her with bleary eyes. When he spoke, she realized he was drunk.

‘You gorra help me,’ he slurred before she could even introduce herself. Tears began to drip down his face, and he made no effort to wipe them away.

‘What do you need help with?’ she asked.

He suddenly looked frantic. He made an attempt to move towards her, but the uniformed officer took a quick step in his direction, forcing the young man to stop. Looking at Erika with pleading eyes, he whispered, ‘I... I know who did this to Mark... an’ I think... I think he’s comin’ for me next.’






Chapter 3

The clock on the table in the interview room showed that it was just after half past nine in the morning. Usually, the room was a time-free zone; just one of the ploys used to create a psychological advantage over the interviewee. Today, however, there was no need for such psychological warfare.

The young man opposite Erika, Daniel Price, had spent the night in a police cell at his own insistence. Considering what he had seen and the state he was in last night, Erika felt like it was probably the right call.

This morning, he looked younger. The effects of the alcohol had faded, leaving behind the telltale signs of a hangover – droopy eyelids and bloodshot eyes. Despite spending the night in the cells and not having access to a razor, his chubby, boyish face was lacking any hair. As he sat across the table from Erika, she couldn’t help but think that he looked like a lost boy whose mother was late picking him up from school.

He reached out, lifted a plastic cup filled with water, and took a small sip before setting it down again. His eyes had remained focused on the same spot on the table since he sat down a few minutes ago.

When Erika spoke, his eyes drifted up to meet hers. He looked scared. She explained to him that they were going to record their conversation and that he didn’t have to answer anything he didn’t want to. She ended with a reassuring smile, and he gave her a little nod in return. Erika pressed the green button on the console, and a matching light began to glow, letting her know that the recording had begun.

‘Detective Inspector Erika Piper, commencing interview with Daniel Price. Interview conducted at’ – she glanced at the clock in front of her – ‘09:37 on Sunday the second of August 2019. Daniel has declined the offer of legal representation. He is here of his own free will.’

She let him have a minute to take in what was happening before asking her first question.

‘Tell me a little about yourself.’

He snapped his neck up and looked at her with wide eyes.

‘I thought this was about Mark,’ he said.

Erika told him that it was about the whole situation and, whether he liked it or not, he was now part of it. She then repeated the question. He stared at her, defiant for over a minute, before sighing.

‘My name is Dan. Daniel Price. I am twenty years old. I have lived on the same street as Mark all of my life. We’ve been best friends since we were in primary school. We were both in Miss Baxter’s class in reception. I remember being really scared and he came up and asked if I wanted to play in the sandpit with him. We’ve been joined at the hip since.’

Tears started to pool in the corners of his eyes, the realisation setting in
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