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Prologue

The first thing he notices is cold concrete under his bare feet, gritty dust between his toes. It’s dark. So dark.

He moves his head; everything spins. He blinks. Lines, corners, the edge of a table come into view: dim shapes in the gloom.

He’s confused. He feels light-headed; he tries to take a long breath in but there’s something over his mouth. Sticky, suffocating. He reaches up to touch it, body tensing as his hands don’t move. Can’t move. He tugs at them, breath quickening.

Legs the same. Secured tightly. He’s sitting up, must be a chair. But his feet are freezing, his shoes and socks are off. The air is damp, cold fog edging under his shirt, settling on his skin, making him shiver.

There’s a throb from his forehead, a thud thud in time with his frantic heartbeat. But nothing else. No other pain.

What happened? How did he get here? Think. Think. But nothing comes. Just darkness, just panic. He’s feeling woozy now; not enough oxygen getting through. He forces himself to stop, focus on his breathing. How he was taught. In for six seconds. Out for six. Shuddering jerks, through his nose. Too fast. Not working. He tries again, closes his eyes, counts slowly.

His heart rate subsides, his breathing settles. If he does this, if he stays calm, he’ll be okay. He will.

But then he feels it. His hand is uncomfortable, something’s there. Something is in there. Cold, hard metal. He wriggles his fingers, trying not to think about what he’s experiencing. There it is again. One in his hand, one in both hands. Oh, God. No. No.

And his feet. There too. There’s no forgetting that feeling. The foreign body puncturing his skin, resting in his vein. He feels the familiar panic grow. The shaking. The sweats.

Don’t pass out, he tells himself. Not now. Not here. Don’t. Because if you do, who knows what will happen.

But his head feels light, blood draining south. What little he can see in the room blurs.

And in the moment before he loses consciousness, he hears footsteps. A handle being turned. And a door opening.
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By the pricking of my thumbs,

Something wicked this way comes.

William Shakespeare, Macbeth, 1606




DAY 1

SATURDAY

Chapter 1

It’s late, the bar already full when he arrives. He works his way through the throng, taking a position at the back of the room, pressed against the wall. It’s loud, crowded. Just as he likes it. He can be anonymous; nobody pays him any attention – he blends into the background of similarly dressed men.

He watches, bottle of beer against his lips: preening men at the bar, shouting drunks hurling abuse, a hen party wasted and raucous. The worst society has to offer, his own shortcomings rendered unimportant in the face of such debauchery.

A blonde staggers her way to the toilets. Short skirt, wedding ring – the man leering behind unlikely to be her husband. On the other side of the room, a tweaker shifts and fidgets. He’s approached, a glance around, then a quick transaction – a flick of the fingers and cash is pocketed in exchange for a good night. Someone else looking to forget.

He notices the small details; this is how he makes his way through life. He takes a swig from his beer. He resists the urge to intervene, that’s not why he’s there tonight.

His eyes scan the room. Something else catches, makes him stop. A black and white uniform, creating a void as he steps forward. The copper catches his eye, then lowers his mouth to talk into the radio on his shoulder.

He waits; finishes his beer. Another man comes into the bar. A big guy, dressed in plain clothes, shirt straining over his belly. The uniform points. He sighs, resigned to his fate. It was too good to be true. Another night ruined.

The man negotiates his way towards him through the crowd. He stops by his side.

‘How many have you had?’ he asks, pointing to the bottle.

‘Not enough. Thought you were on your honeymoon?’

‘Flight back was this morning.’ The man frowns. ‘I should’ve kept my phone off. Marsh told me to get you.’

‘Couldn’t you have called, Jamie?’

‘No reception in here. You know that, boss.’

He nods slowly. Of course, he knows that. Saturday night, he didn’t want to be disturbed. Off the clock, other detectives on call. Why do they need him?

But a churning in his gut tells him why. Something serious. Something out of the ordinary. He puts the empty bottle on a table and follows his detective sergeant out of the bar.

‘DCI Adam Bishop,’ he says, presenting his warrant card to the scene guard. He points to his colleague. ‘DS Jamie Hoxton.’

Jamie shows his ID, and they’re both waved through the cordon. The night is freezing; Adam pulls his coat tighter around him.

The two men pause, reviewing the scene. Wind blows aggressively across the wasteland; a bridge dominates the distant view and they stand below it, the blackened river flowing in front of them. It’s a construction site, half-heartedly sealed off with chain metal and wooden boards, a sign at an angle showing a toothy Alsatian. But there’s no security here. Nothing that works.

Adam knows the area well. Identified as a site for redevelopment, until the money ran out and the council discovered that gentrification only works if the rich actually invest. Nobody wants to live here. The view over the water is depressing; the only boats sailing past are container ships spewing diesel. So, the site lies empty, fly-tippers realising the opportunity, the homeless taking shelter in the rubbish.

They’re handed PPE and suit up in the white overalls and gloves and masks. They walk across, towards floodlights and bustle, foot plates sinking into the mud. He doesn’t need to ask; he knows what they’re there to find. Everything points towards a body.

It’s surrounded by rubbish. An old fridge lies on its side to the left; a mattress, stained and sodden, to the right. Numerous other crap litters the scene – empty paint pots, plastic waste, an old front door. The body lies on its back, remnants of clothing hanging on. There is no indication of gender, nothing left to identify the person they used to be.

The face is half gone, bloody flesh flapping, stark white bone visible. The darkened holes of the eye sockets stare out. Scabbed, dirty, wet. The eyeballs were probably the first to go, easy pickings. The torso is completely eviscerated – Adam can see intestines, ribs, organs. And it looks like it’s moving, a churn of maggots dining on the rotting meat.

‘The animals got to it before we did,’ Jamie comments. Adam can hear rustling in the rubble. He shines his torch out, and multiple pairs of yellow eyes glare back.

He shudders. Fucking rats. ‘Who called it in?’

‘Homeless guy.’ Jamie points to a motley-looking crowd standing some distance away. ‘Said it was stinking the place up and they wanted it gone.’

‘Glad they have their priorities in order,’ Adam replies dully. ‘Any news on the pathologist?’

‘Still waiting.’

As if on cue, they hear a bustle behind them, and a man arrives. Adam inwardly sighs. Anyone else, please, but not Dr Greg Ross.

Even in his full crime scene suit, Adam can tell Ross feels the same.

‘Have you touched the body, DCI Bishop?’ the doctor asks, disapproval dripping from his every word.

‘Of course not.’ It’s not Adam’s first case, not his first dead body. ‘When will we know more?’

The reply from the pathologist is curt and quick. ‘When I’m ready.’

He bites back a retort, then gestures to Jamie. They edge away, starting their appraisal of the scene.

His DS looks across the rubble. ‘No security, no CCTV.’

‘We’re sure about that?’ Adam points to the camera, a small black box near to where Jamie’s car is parked. ‘Go check it out.’

Jamie nods and heads off; Adam’s attention is caught by someone picking their way towards him. A young woman. Contrary to the rest of the crew here, she walks with a bounce in her step, her enthusiasm in stark contrast to the eerie surroundings. Curious, he walks towards her, ducking under the cordon, then pulling his hood and mask down, removing his gloves.

She smiles eagerly as he approaches, cheeks flushed. He hasn’t seen her before.

‘DC Ellie Quinn,’ she says once she’s next to him. She thrusts her hand out formally in front of her, and Adam shakes it, amused. Her palm is sweaty.

‘What are you doing here, DC Ellie Quinn?’

‘New to Major Crimes. Was due to start on Monday but I heard something was going on. Thought I could help.’

Adam has a vague memory from a few weeks ago: Jamie mentioning a new member of the team. ‘Where are you from?’ he asks.

‘Fraud, boss. But I wanted something a little more … exciting.’

‘Well, you got that.’ He smiles at her. She’s petite, with bobbed strawberry blonde hair, pale skin and a freckled nose. Wide doe eyes that make her look like a character from a Disney movie.

She couldn’t seem more out of place. Here, in the dead of night, the wind whipping through her hair, turning her cheeks baby pink. An innocent fawn unsullied by the haunt of the newly departed.

He hears movement behind him and Adam glances back to the homeless guys. Most have wandered away, but one remains; he doesn’t want to lose his chance of a witness.

‘Report to DS Hoxton,’ he says to Quinn, pointing towards the car park, where Jamie is exploring. ‘He’ll show you the ropes. Now, if you’ll excuse me?’

‘Yes, of course,’ the girl hastily agrees, and Adam turns his attention to their bystanders.

The homeless man hesitates when he sees Adam approaching. Adam walks slowly, eye contact averted. The man’s as skittish as a nervous dog, dressed in a long dirty overcoat, torn boots, a black beanie low over his eyes. Adam pulls out his packet of cigarettes, puts one in his mouth, then offers the box to the man.

The man snatches one with dirty fingers, still half turned away. Adam lights his own, then passes the lighter across, his arm fully outstretched before the man takes it.

‘Was it you who called us?’ Adam asks. He takes a long drag, blowing the smoke out into the cold night air.

‘Yeah.’ The man’s standing at an angle to Adam, glancing over to the homeless encampment of boxes and sagging tents under the bridge. His safety. He hands the lighter back then sucks at the cigarette hungrily.

‘Adam,’ he says, holding his hand out to introduce himself.

The man looks at it suspiciously, then rests the cigarette in his lips and returns the gesture. He quickly takes two steps back again.

‘Harry,’ he replies.

‘When did you notice it?’ Adam asks.

‘Only a few hours ago. Jim mentioned it.’ The man tilts his head to the group sheltering under the bridge. ‘Don’t want to get him into trouble.’

‘Not at all,’ Adam replies, although he mentally notes the names. ‘Did he see anyone? Do you guys ever see anyone hanging around?’

‘Nah.’ He edges further away from Adam.

‘No vans? Trucks dumping rubbish.’

‘Some.’

He pauses and Adam can tell he’s holding something back. ‘Please? Anything might help.’

Harry takes another drag, then is gripped by a bout of coughing that consumes his whole body. When he’s finished, he looks at Adam from jaundiced eyes.

‘Is he …’ he starts. He looks down, scuffing his boot in the mud. ‘Is he dead? Should we … A doctor …’

‘No, mate. He’s very dead.’

‘But …’ He points back to the dump site. ‘A doctor …’

‘Sorry. A doctor can’t do anything for him now.’

The homeless man shakes his head, redirecting his gaze to the ground.

‘No. I didn’t see nothing,’ he concludes.

Adam accepts defeat. Even if he did share something useful, the homeless guy’s a lousy witness. A defence lawyer would shoot holes in his account in seconds.

The man gestures to the cigarette, now burned down to the butt. ‘Can I have another?’

Adam pulls out the pack and hands it to him with the lighter. ‘Here,’ he says, then he digs in his pocket. He pulls out the cash he has – a few notes and coins – and passes them across. ‘For your help.’

The man snatches them, then scuttles away with a nervous backward glance. Adam finishes his cigarette as Jamie heads towards him.

‘Did he see anything?’ Jamie asks when he’s by his side.

‘Nothing. I’m surprised they called it in at all. What have you done with our new recruit?’

‘Ellie Quinn? Sent her off with uniforms for some house-to-house.’ Jamie’s gaze drifts back to the crime scene. ‘She doesn’t need to see that,’ he finishes. ‘Not on her first day.’

Adam silently agrees. He likes new blood on the team. Like Ellie, they’re keen, desperate to make their mark. But she looks so innocent. Mentally he gives her three months before she requests a transfer out. Six, tops.

Adam follows Jamie’s line of sight to the dead body. The rubbish throws amorphous shapes across the ground; it instinctively makes something in his body recoil, even from this distance.

No, they don’t want to break Ellie Quinn today.

‘Any luck with the camera?’ he asks instead.

‘Fake,’ Jamie replies. ‘And not a good one either, I could tell just by looking up at it. It’s a perfect dump site. No reliable witnesses, no overlooking houses. Easy access.’

Adam nods, looking out at the wasteland. The floodlights glance off broken glass, mirrors to the devastation in the mud. SOCOs are taking moulds from the few distinguishable tyre tracks with powdered stone, photographs already captured. He turns to Jamie. ‘How was your honeymoon, anyway?’

‘Wonderful. Californian sunshine, white sandy beaches, blue skies.’ Jamie pauses, looking back to where Dr Ross is standing up from the body. ‘A bit different to tonight.’

Dr Ross turns and gestures to them, a quick raise of his long arm. They walk back across.

‘Male, thirty to forty,’ he says, getting straight to the point. ‘Maybe. Dead no more than a few days, although I’ll know more when I get him back to the mortuary and review the entomology. Considerable damage to the soft tissues by carnivores, had a good go at his face and abdomen.’

‘Suspicious death?’ Jamie asks.

The doctor scoffs. ‘He didn’t get here by himself, DS Hoxton. I’ll do the PM tomorrow. Make sure you’re there for ten.’

And he walks away without another word.

‘Short but sweet,’ Jamie mutters. Adam takes a long breath in.

The SOCOs gather around again, cameras capturing the scene before the body is taken away. It’s a nasty final resting place: rats and foxes abound, left out to the elements.

‘Didn’t make any effort to bury it,’ Adam comments.

‘Perhaps the killer thought he’d be eaten and scattered before anyone found the body,’ Jamie replies.

‘Or perhaps he didn’t care.’

But then something catches his eye. He’d not given it much thought before, but now, with the flashes from the cameras, the glare of the floodlights, it stands out among the mess and chaos. Daubed on the side of the discarded fridge in green spray paint, three symbols: XII.

He squints at it. It seems out of place: perfectly straight, on a fridge fallen to its side. Directly above the victim’s head. A marker.

‘What do you make of that?’ he asks Jamie.

But he doesn’t wait for an answer. He starts walking, searching through the wasteland, torch darting around the rubbish. He hears the scatter of rats, movement in the rubble. Jamie follows his lead as his eyes scan the mess.

‘There,’ Jamie says suddenly. ‘Go back.’

Adam directs the torch to where Jamie is pointing. Lit up in the beam are three more letters.

He slowly lowers the shaft of light to the rubbish below. It’s debris from a building site. Pallets of wood, bricks, chunks of cement. But the numerals, they’re the same. Green spray paint. XIV.

‘Oh, shit,’ Jamie mutters next to him. ‘You don’t think …’

Adam turns to the scene, to the bustling SOCOs, the uniforms, the technicians going about their job.

‘Oi!’ he shouts. Heads turn. Adam waves his arms until he has everyone’s attention. ‘Oi!’

The scene quietens, all eyes on him.

‘Here.’ He points towards the spray-painted markers. ‘Secure this area. Start excavating. And everyone else, scour the scene. Check all the rubbish. You’re looking for more of these letters.’ Nobody moves, everybody stares.

‘Now!’ Adam shouts again, and people burst into life. He turns back to Jamie; his eyes are wild above his mask.

‘The number fourteen,’ he says. Then he points






Part 2

Into whatsoever houses I enter, I will enter to help the sick, and I will abstain from all intentional wrongdoing and harm, especially from abusing the bodies of man or woman, bond or free.

The Hippocratic Oath, translated from Ancient Greek, estimated at fourth or fifth century BC




Part 3

My devil had been long caged, 

he came out roaring.

Robert Louis Stevenson, Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde,1886




DAY 14

FRIDAY

Epilogue

Adam rings the buzzer next to the gold name plate on the wall. Three names are listed, all followed by an impressive array of letters. People that know their shit. He hears the answering buzz and pushes the door open, walking through into the quiet lobby. There’s nobody around.

It’s a small room, with two blue armchairs in front of a coffee table. A typed sign is on the wall. Please Wait, it says. We will be out soon.

Adam takes a few nervous paces across the tiled floor, his hands in his pockets. He takes out his phone and sends a quick text.

I’m only doing this for you x, he writes.

The reply comes back immediately. You’re doing it for yourself. It’ll be worth it. x

Then a follow up. But thank you. x

He smiles. He imagines seeing Romilly later, recanting the story about how it went. This is the same place she goes to, the same counsellor. He never imagined himself at therapy, yet here he is.

To try and control his nervous pacing, he sits down on one of the chairs, crossing his legs and arms in front of him, first one way, then the other. He fidgets with his phone, clicking on social media sites he should be avoiding.

Reports of Maggie Clarke’s death have been polarised. Good riddance. Saves the taxpayer money. Versus shouts of vengeance, of making her pay. His own thoughts are more complicated. He’s glad she’s gone, that she can’t do harm to anyone anymore. But it bothers Adam that Cole got his wish – that she will be one of the twenty.

At least nobody will have to go through a trial. He worries about Jamie; he hears him pacing late at night, muffled sobs at three a.m. Adam knows it’s not healthy for him to still be at work and is glad he will be back himself on Monday. There’s only so long he can bear to be at home, watching daytime television and waiting for Romilly to get back from work.

The noise of a door pulls him away from his phone, and he turns to look. A woman walks out towards him, her high heels clicking. She holds her hand out and smiles.

‘Adam?’

‘Yes.’ He shakes it.

‘Come through. Sorry to keep you waiting.’

She gestures for him to go ahead, and he walks through the door into the darkened corridor, then towards the square block of light. He steps into a plain office. White walls, a bookshelf on one side and a desk on the other. There are two chairs facing each other in the middle of a brightly patterned rug.

The woman closes the door behind him. She’s dressed in a grey suit, a basic white shirt underneath. Prim and proper. Simple silver jewellery on her hands, her brown hair tied tightly back in a bun. He guesses her age at mid-forties, maybe older.

‘Please, take a seat,’ she says, pointing towards the chair, and he does.

‘It’s quiet,’ he says, making conversation to fill the silence.

‘My colleagues are out today,’ she replies. ‘No other patients. We won’t be disturbed.’

She picks up a clipboard from the desk and passes it to him with a biro. ‘Just a simple form. Personal details for our records.’

‘Sure,’ he replies. He writes in his name, his address.

‘You seem nervous,’ she says. She’s watching him as he fills in the form.

‘Yes.’ Telephone number, date of birth.

‘I won’t bite.’ He looks up, she’s smiling. He manages a small smile back.

Emergency contact details. Dr Romilly Cole, he writes, feeling the warmth grow. Relationship. He thinks for a second. What should he write? More than ex-wife. More than girlfriend. It’s hard to put into words what’s happening between them now. Spouse, he writes. Maybe they will be again.

‘Is this a conflict of interest?’ he asks. ‘My wife is a patient of yours.’

She shrugs. ‘Let’s have a preliminary chat, and then we’ll see. I can always refer you to one of my colleagues if we both think that’s best.’ She folds her hands in her lap. ‘So what brings you here today?’

He hasn’t finished filling in the form, but now rests it on his knees.

‘I have a phobia of needles,’ he replies.

She nods. ‘And?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You could have gone to see a hypnotist about that. And yet, here you are, in front of a psychotherapist. In front of me.’

He pauses. He looks away from her face, around the room. At the books on the shelf, the certificates on the wall. Can he trust this woman? She sweeps a strand of hair off her face and the gesture feels familiar.

‘Have we met before?’ he asks.

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Have I interviewed you? Perhaps through my work? I’m a detective.’

‘Definitely not then.’ She pauses. ‘Do you always deflect away from the important questions, Adam?’

He smiles. ‘Yes. Yes, I do,’ he replies. But it’s not just that. Something about her. It’s niggling. He pushes the feeling away. It’s that you don’t want to be here, he tells himself. Stop looking for excuses.

‘My wife – my ex-wife – says I have a problem with trust. With letting people get close to me.’

‘And would you agree with her assessment of you?’

Adam thinks about Jamie. How he struggled to be there for his best friend. How he pushed Romilly away – and nearly ended up dead because of it.

‘Yes. That’s probably true. Do you think that’s something you can fix?’

She smiles gently. ‘Therapy is not designed to fix what is broken. It is there to make what is cracked, beautiful again. So the light can shine through.’

The phrase resonates slightly in Adam’s mind. He frowns. Then he points to the form on his lap. ‘Should I finish this?’

‘Sorry. Yes, do.’

One final question: Therapist’s Name. Adam feels his mind blank and glances up to the certificate on the wall. Dr Catherine Jones. He writes it in capitals on the form.

Something sparks in his brain, synapses firing in recognition. He pushes his eyes shut, then looks up and stares at the woman.

‘Is something the matter?’ she asks evenly.

‘No, it’s just … I’m sure I’ve met you before.’

She shakes her head slowly. ‘I would have remembered, DCI Bishop.’

It all comes back in a flash. Standing next to the bar, the smell of sweat, of beer. Her hand down his trousers, her lips against his neck. It had been dark, her hair wild, her face heavily made-up. But it was her. His head snaps up but he stays sitting. A prickle runs through his whole body. He feels her eyes on him, forcing himself to stay calm.

‘You remember me,’ she says. A statement.

‘Yes.’

‘Do you do that often? Pick up women in bars?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘Closeness. Intimacy. But without the fear of rejection?’

He pauses. ‘Yes.’

She smiles. ‘See? Ten minutes in therapy, and we’re already getting somewhere.’

This is wrong. He knows that. This is Romilly’s therapist. It can’t be coincidence she’d met him that night in the bar. She must have gone looking for him. Sought him out. But why?

‘I know something about that too, Adam,’ she continues. ‘I look for men. Men I shouldn’t be close to. Men that are bad for me. Men that take advantage. Are you one of those, Adam?’

He thinks of Ellie. ‘I don’t want to be,’ he replies slowly.

‘That’s what he thought too. He said he wasn’t a bad man. That he’d take me home and look after me.’

Adam freezes. His muscles tense, his mouth goes dry.

‘And he did, Adam. He put a roof over my head. Gave me food. Water. So I did what he asked. Unlike those other girls.’

Shit. Fuck.

‘I survived.’

It’s her. The fifth woman. The one that walked out of that outhouse of horrors, into the outside world. Court orders banned the showing of her photograph; she changed her name and disappeared.

Except she hasn’t. She’s here. Not dead, after all.

There’s merely six foot between them. And she’s small, slender. He could easily overpower her if he needed to.

‘I went to visit him,’ she continues. Her voice is quiet and cool. ‘I missed him. How could I not? We were so close when we were together all those years ago. Every day I’ve been away from him since is agony.’

Adam blinks in surprise. ‘But he kidnapped you. Locked you up. Raped you.’

‘At first, I was scared of him. He said he would kill me, hurt me, if I didn’t do what he said. But then he realised I didn’t care. I had nowhere else to go. He gave me life.’ She pauses, crossing one slim leg over the other, slowly. Considering. ‘Those guys on the street,’ she continues. ‘That was rape. I didn’t want to have sex with them, but I needed the money. For the heroin I pumped into my veins. All those men, those stinking desperate beasts, wanting to hump me like animals. For me to suck their dicks. They didn’t care about me, as long as I did what I was paid to. But with him, it was different. I was loved. He saved me, got me clean. Kept me safe. And then they took him away.’

‘You refused to testify at his trial,’ Adam says, slowly realising the truth. This woman was brainwashed. All those months, locked away in that shed, and her allegiances turned.

‘We chose them together. Elijah and I.’

‘Chose who?’

‘The victims. Drug dealer. Hooker. A husband who pretended to be a family man while cheating on his wife with prostitutes. The worst society could offer. And the people that had let us down. Lawyers. A teacher. A social worker.’ She pauses. ‘Police,’ she says with a smile, and Adam feels a burn of hatred. ‘He told me his story. What that man had done to him. Who could blame Elijah for what he’s compelled to do? Twenty victims, in his father’s name. Revenge on the people who didn’t save us.’

‘But those people were innocent,’ Adam replies. ‘What had Pippa Hoxton ever done to you?’

She ignores him. ‘A cop came to his door. When Elijah was a child. The neighbours finally called 999 in response to his mother’s screams. And what did they do? They had a beer with his father. Sat in the front garden. That’s why he hates them. Me too. They never did anything to help me. Arrested me for solicitation. Then they took me away from him. From the only man who ever loved me.’

‘Elijah Cole didn’t love you,’ Adam says in disbelief. ‘He was using you.’

‘I was his first.’ She smiles, as if lost in a warm memory. ‘And then he brought those other girls along. Screwed them in front of me. But he was only trying to make me jealous.’

Adam can’t speak, horrified by the words coming out of this woman’s mouth.

‘I told him to lock them in those cages. I decided whether they could eat that day; if they could have a blanket to keep them warm at night. Sometimes he even brought me up to the house. To sit at his kitchen table and eat with him when his daughter was in bed. Like man and wife. It was his reward, his way of thanking me.’

Adam can barely dare to ask. ‘For doing what?’

‘For choosing who should be next. Who should die. Those women could only serve a purpose for so long, so when they became too sick, too pathetic …’ She shrugs. ‘But Grace. Christ, that woman never lost hope. Not even when she closed the door on us. She lost it then. Started shouting, pulling at her chains. Thought she’d take her hands right off, she was that determined.’ She looks at Adam again. ‘Do you know what that’s like? To see freedom and have it taken away from you? I thought it would kill her. But she started shouting about getting out, making him pay. Testifying in court. Of course, I knew then that it couldn’t happen.’

Adam tries to swallow but his spit is like sand. ‘You killed her.’

‘Whacked her around the back of the head with a bottle.’ Her voice is cold, matter-of-fact. ‘She went down without a fight. And I was right to. They came barely hours after that. Set me free, so they said.’ Her face hardens. ‘But all they did was take him away from me. We found a way to speak, eventually. You have no idea what that was like, to see him again, at the prison. We were reunited. My Elijah.’

Adam’s hands go to his mouth. He glances to the door, to the mobile phone he’s left in his coat pocket in the hallway.

‘He protected me. He never said a word. He loves me.’

‘You need help, Catherine,’ Adam says gently. ‘I can help you.’

‘You can’t help me! You can’t even help yourself, you useless man. Elijah was right, you aren’t worthy of his daughter. You weren’t then, and you certainly aren’t now. You chased around for days after Maggie. A woman so deranged she thought that she could earn her father’s love by killing those people. I was her therapist, too. That made things easy. Nurturing her madness until there was barely room for reality in her crazy brain.’

‘But Catherine, look at yourself. You’re successful. You’re a Doctor of Psychology, you’re living a normal life—’

‘You call this successful? You call this normal?’ Her face contorts, her body tenses with anger. She rips the front of her shirt open so forcefully the buttons ping off and bounce across the room. Adam can’t help but wince. Her chest is a mass of slashes and bruises, scars, scratches, some partly healed, others red and sore around her bra. ‘I do this. The only way I can control what’s going on in my head. I tried to get help, and then when I couldn’t, I tried to cure myself. But knowing what’s wrong – putting a name to the PTSD, the borderline personality disorder, the reactive attachment disorder – doesn’t help me know how to fix it.’ Her hand has gone up to one of the cuts; she scratches at it without flinching. The scab comes away. Blood pools around her nails. He watches with disgust, wanting to stop her but not daring to move.

She shifts in her seat, then pulls her arm out from behind her back. Adam fixes on it. A small knife, the silver blade pointed towards him.

He needs to get away. He needs to distract her. ‘But why?’ he asks. ‘Why track me down to that bar? Why—’

‘Fuck you? Curiosity.’ Idly, she runs her finger down the blade of the knife. A line of red blooms on her fingertip; his stomach turns. ‘You’re all Romilly talks about. Maggie was obsessed. I wanted to know who the fuss was for.’ She shrugs. ‘Nothing special. But Romilly?’ She looks up, a smile lighting up her face. ‘She is fascinating. It wasn’t hard to become her therapist. I approached her. I listened to her, sympathised, basic human connection. It’s easy to look good when all the other counsellors had done was treat her like a scientific study. They wanted to write papers, can you believe that? Savages.’ She points the tip of the knife at Adam again. ‘And I know Elijah. I understand. That love.’

‘What do you want, Catherine?’ he says slowly. His body is taut in readiness.

‘From you? Nothing. I am here to do as Elijah asked, that’s all.’

Adam can barely bring himself to speak. ‘And what did Elijah ask?’

She laughs again. ‘What do you think?’

Adam forces himself to take a deep breath; he can feel his heart thumping hard. His gaze flickers from the knife to Catherine’s face and down again.

‘I know I won’t be able to see him,’ she says. ‘Not now. What else do I have? If he’s gone.’

She holds the knife out further, then stands up. Adam pushes backwards quickly, grabbing the chair and holding it in front of him as a defence. She takes a few steps towards him.

He considers his options. He could go for the knife, try to wrestle it out of her hand. Or go for the door, get out and trap her inside while he calls for backup. But she’s in the way, blocking his exit. And there’s no one around, no one will hear him if he shouts. It’s just the two of them.

‘I don’t want to hurt you, Catherine. Give me the knife.’

He puts the chair down slowly, holding his hands out in front of him. He hopes to calm her but it has the opposite reaction.

She lunges forward, once, twice, Adam dodging her attempts. He’s against the wall now, pinned into a corner. She goes for him again, and this time he manages to grab her wrist. But she smashes the heel of her other hand into his face, and his nose explodes in agony. He backs away from her, his eyes watering, blood pouring from his nose. He frantically wipes his eyes, trying to clear his vision, to see the knife.

She’s still got it in her hand. But he can see red now, it’s covered in blood.

He blinks and looks down; his hands are bloody. From his nose, from his … There’s a dull ache in his side, and his gaze shifts to his stomach. A bloom of red is seeping out across his shirt, a rip in the cloth visible around it. He feels a disconnect, between what he is seeing and what he’s feeling. Then a slow realisation. This blood, it’s his.

His legs wobble slightly. His body feels strange, as if everything is moving in slow motion. His strength fades, and he sags to his knees.

‘I stood by,’ she snarls. ‘I watched as Maggie carried out those murders. That mess, barely getting the job finished. I could have done so much better, but Elijah said no. He would need me later. I was more important.’

Catherine takes a step towards him; he helplessly holds his hands out, but he can’t stop her. The blade hits his fingers, slicing to the bone. Another jab. He feels the knife go into his stomach again. Once. Twice. The pain shooting, red hot and biting as it slides through his flesh. He drops to all fours, his hands on the ground. He lifts his head weakly, watches as she steps backwards.

‘I am more important,’ she repeats. ‘I was his first.’

Adam can’t hold himself up any longer. His body gives way; he sinks to the carpet. ‘You weren’t, Catherine,’ he slurs. ‘You weren’t his first.’

She frowns. ‘What do you mean?’

Adam lies on his back. He feels his blood ebbing and he moves his hands down, a fruitless attempt to stop the bleeding. It seems to be coming from everywhere, the warmth smooth to his touch.

‘His wife. Romilly’s mother.’ Talking is painful. The words come in short gasps. ‘He loved her. Without her, he was nothing. She was the beginning. Not you.’

He looks up at her. Her face is pale, the knife still in her hand. He reaches out, trying to grab at something, anything, but his limbs feel heavy. Every movement is instilled with pain. He puts his bloody hands on the chair next to him and tries to haul himself up, but it’s no good. He looks at the pool of scarlet on the floor around him. How much? he thinks. How long before I die?

‘Call an ambulance, please,’ he whispers. He looks up at her. She still has the knife in her hand. ‘Please.’

‘Don’t resist it, Adam. Your life, it doesn’t matter. Only your death. And mine.’

And Adam watches in horror as she holds the knife against her neck, and pulls.

Her pupils dilate with shock; the shower of blood is thick and powerful. It cascades in an arc, her heart pumping furiously as she drops to the floor next to him. Her limbs are tangled beneath her. Her head is pushed back, the wound to her neck a yawning mouth of blood. There was no hesitation, no lack of commitment – she’s taken it almost to the bone, a jagged V of tendons and flesh and skin.

He tries again to move. His shirt is soaked, the carpet around him saturated. He feels his vision waver. Romilly knows where I am, he tells himself. When I don’t come home, she’ll know where I am. But he doesn’t have that long. Minutes, maybe seconds.

He tries to lift a leg, to push himself across the floor, but nothing is working. He moves weakly. But there’s no point. What can he possibly do? His chest is awash with blood, he feels it bubbling anew from the holes in his chest. He’s so tired.

Oh, Milly, he thinks. He looks up at the ceiling, the white lightshade blurring in and out of focus. We came so close. I came so close. I’m so sorry.

He feels movement next to him. It’s her, shifting helplessly, the wound in her neck gaping. Her eyes close slowly.

And all he can think is:

two

He sees Romilly’s face. He knows the importance of things now. Clarity. He moves his thumb on his right hand to the ring on his finger, feeling the hard platinum through the slick of his blood. I’m sorry. I tried. I love you. I’m so so sorry.

He hears a noise. A thud, bashing. Voices. Is it real, or is he imagining it? He’s not sure. The pain fades. Sleepy. So sleepy. The banging is closer now, he feels movement around him. Green uniforms, faces, people. Barked orders. Soft hands.

He thinks of Jamie. His friend, reviewing the prison visitor logs. Finding Catherine. Making the connection.

Maybe too late.

Panicked shouts. Paramedics. Pain.

The room disappears. He closes his eyes. Her smile. Her eyes.

A voice next to his ear. Adam, if you can hear me, squeeze my hand.

Adam. The first man. The last to die.

Warm fingers close around his. A slight shake to his shoulders. Those words again. Squeeze my hand.

But everything is grey. He’s weak, so weak.

I’m sorry. I can’t.

one

Images flash. He sees her. Her hair tousled, against the white pillow. Her mouth, laughing as she kisses him. Her hand in his. Warm fingers. Entwined.

I can’t, he thinks. I can’t let it end like this.

His fingers close around the hand in his.

And he holds on tight.

He will survive. He will live. He has to. For her.
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He watches your every move

We’ve all experienced it. That creeping sensation of eyes on your back, the faint echo of footsteps following yours.

He controls you

Across the country, a madman is carefully choosing his victims. Once he has you in his sights, he won’t let go.

He will make you pay

You think you’re in control of your own life? Think again. Because The Puppet Master is coming for you, and he won’t stop until you’re dead …



DAY 1

MONDAY

Chapter 1

In the battle of human versus 127-ton diesel locomotive, there can only be one winner.

Cara stands on the edge of the platform, looking along the railway track. A hundred metres to her left, a gaggle of PCs wearing latex gloves and clutching yellow biohazard bags peer beneath the wheels of a stationary freight train. Disgruntled commuters gather around her. Some voices are sympathetic, shocked. Others moan about the delay, consulting their smartphones.

‘Why can’t they do this at home?’ a woman says next to Cara’s shoulder. ‘Selfish, isn’t it?’

Cara turns slowly. The woman is staring at her, expecting a response. Cara’s black jeans and smart coat are deceiving; she’s not an early-morning traveller, about to offer something agreeable – what an inconvenience it is to be standing here, freezing to death, in the dim light at seven-fourteen a.m. on a cold January morning.

‘DCI Cara Elliott,’ she says, flashing her police warrant card. ‘And I’d say the selfish one is you. Take a look at yourself. In your cashmere scarf, your leather gloves. You can’t get to the office. So what? Instead, you’ll work from home, in your twenty-two-degree central heating, a mug of fairtrade coffee by your side because you pride yourself on doing the right thing, don’t you?’

The woman gapes, speechless.

‘Think, as you drive home,’ Cara continues, getting into her stride now, ‘about how lucky you are, compared to this poor sod, spattered all the way from the platform edge to where those coppers are, on the tracks. Do you realise that the force at which he was struck knocked his head clean off. It’s over there.’ She points, the woman still open-mouthed. ‘His hair caught in the brambles. While the rest of him …’ Cara makes an expansive gesture with her hands. ‘When the driver got out of the train, he stood on the guy’s intestines. Had to be taken to hospital, hysterical. So, when you think about who might be worst affected this morning, maybe, just consider, it isn’t you.’

‘Boss?’

Cara is distracted by the large man appearing at her side, awkwardly clearing his throat.

‘They’re waiting for us,’ he says.

He turns to the stunned woman as they leave; Cara hears him give her a mumbled, ‘Sorry for the inconvenience. Have a nice morning,’ as he ushers her away.

‘You went a bit hard on that one,’ Jamie says as they duck under the cordon. ‘Bad night?’

‘You could say that.’

‘Here.’ He hands her his coffee; she takes it gratefully.

‘I owe you one.’

‘You owe me five,’ Jamie replies with a smile.

They walk in silence down the deserted platform, yellow line to their left, white paint marking the edge to their right. On the tracks, the massive class 66 diesel-electric locomotive is quiet, the line of freight containers on flatbed wagons stilled behind it. A dinosaur, put to sleep. Chances are it’ll be there for a while.

Cara notes overhead lights, but no cameras this far along. A metal fence separates them from the car park. Six feet high, not easy to scale.

They step over black rubber pyramids, designed to deter people from leaving the end of the platform, down to paving slabs then gravel. She approaches the main gathering of people cautiously, looking at her feet as she walks. Cara has no desire to tread on something nasty – there are pieces of their victim distributed down this entire stretch of track.

The call had come through at half six that morning. A likely category two, a violent and unnatural death at Southampton Airport Parkway station. Normally an accident on the railway would fall under the BTP; Cara’s in the dark as to why they’re there.

Hopefully all will become clear soon. Cara and Jamie stop next to the uniformed officer, British Transport Police emblazoned on his fluorescent yellow vest. He smiles, an apologetic grimace.

‘You must be DCI Elliott. I’m Sergeant Pearson. Sorry to bring you out. I’m starting to think it’s a wasted trip.’

‘We’re here now,’ Cara replies. ‘This is DS Jamie Hoxton.’ The two men shake hands although Pearson’s gaze stays locked on Cara. ‘Tell us what you know.’

‘Well,’ Pearson turns and scowls at the uniforms as they pick their way around the track, depositing what can only be described as ‘samples’ into yellow plastic bags. ‘It seems that our victim was stood at the far end of platform one, waiting for the six-oh-four to London Waterloo. The normal announcement went out about the non-stopping diesel, and while everyone else moved behind the yellow line, he stepped forward.’

Cara’s eyes narrow. ‘So, a suicide?’

‘Yes, but …’ Pearson pauses. ‘Our initial witness statements were confused. It was a full platform, rammed with commuters. Still dark. A girl was doing some filming. Everyone was looking at her.’

‘Filming?’ Jamie repeats. ‘We’ll need that footage.’

‘A YouTube thing, she said. I’ll help you find her. But everything’s … muddled. So we called you. Your team is more accustomed to dealing with such matters. Murder, and—’

He stops abruptly. Serial killers is what he was going to say. Cara’s used to it. The slight nervousness, the reverent way she’s treated. She’s DCI Cara Elliott. The senior investigating officer from the Echo Man case. Infamous, in her own way.

‘Plus, we’re understaffed,’ Pearson finishes apologetically. ‘We cover a huge area and there’s a potential jumper at Basingstoke. My team’s been deployed up there. Better if we can stop one before …’

His voice trails off as his gaze drifts to the ground. Between them, resting in among the crushed stone ballast, is a single white tooth. Jamie takes a glove out of his pocket, puts it on and picks the tooth up, letting it rest solemnly in his palm. Cara looks at it for a moment. A piece of gum is attached, blood leaving a trail on the blue latex. Jamie closes his fingers around it then trudges towards one of the PCs.

Cara watches as he drops it into a double-layered yellow bag, thinking that she should feel something other than bone-deep weariness. This is a piece of a human, after all.

She sighs and tips the last dregs from Jamie’s cold coffee into her mouth. ‘Fetch me another one of these,’ she concludes to Pearson. ‘And we’ll see what we can do.’

An hour later, Cara is warm, hyper-caffeinated, and sitting in front of the CCTV surveillance screens in the station office. On the array of monitors she can see Jamie outside, nearly six inches taller than the majority of the people around him, taking a preliminary witness statement from a uniformed woman on the platform.

Her new right-hand man for ten months now, Cara’s become accustomed to his calm, solid style. His reliability, his steadfast approach. She appreciates having him around.

The footage from that morning loads, and Cara cranes forward as people mill about on the platform, drinking coffee, chatting, waiting. A train comes through, passengers get on, some disembark. The roster changes.

‘There he is,’ Pearson says, pointing to the far left of the screen. Cara squints. The man’s clearly nervous, circling like a caged dog, his hands fluttering.

‘The station staff spotted him, went over to see if he was okay.’

As Cara watches, the man is approached by a woman in uniform. He’s agitated, rendered panicky by the conversation.

‘She tried to persuade him to come with her, but he refused. She left to fetch someone who could help.’

‘What was he wearing?’ Cara asks. He stands out from the rest of the commuters in their smart suits and business attire.

‘That’s just it. It seems to be a tracksuit.’

‘Or pyjamas,’ she comments.

She continues to watch as he paces, until he moves out of the range of the CCTV and the view is lost.

‘Is there a better angle on this?’

‘No, that’s—’

Pearson pauses as the diesel comes racing through the station. The moment of impact isn’t caught, but Cara can tell what happens from the shock and panic on the faces of those waiting.

The door opens behind her, and Jamie enters. He has a woman with him – Cara recognises her from the CCTV. She’s young, in a light blue shirt and navy fleece. Her badge says, Sharon. Happy to Help. She shrinks in the face of three staring police officers.

‘I couldn’t stop him,’ she says immediately. ‘I should have … I dunno.’

A droplet of snot trickles from her nose; she sniffs.

Jamie gestures to one of the chairs and she reluctantly sits down. Cara edges closer so that their knees are nearly touching. She leans forward, hands together.

‘Sharon, I’m DCI Elliott,’ she begins, her voice soft. ‘You can call me Cara. And you’ve done nothing wrong. But could you tell me what you’ve been discussing with DS Hoxton? With Jamie here. I’d like to hear directly from you what happened this morning.’

The girl nods. Sniffs again. Jamie hands her a tissue.

‘What was it about this guy that made you talk to him?’

‘I’ve just been on my training. You know. The suicide prevention programme. And I thought … he looked how I was told.’

‘And how was that?’

‘Nervous. Out of place – he didn’t have a bag with him and he was dressed all casual. He was by himself, and he wouldn’t look at me. He seemed … random. And—’ She sits up, getting into her stride. ‘He didn’t have a coat. He must have been freezing.’

‘What did you do?’

‘What I was taught. I went up to him, said hello. Asked if I could help. But he stared at me, fidgeting, his eyes all glassy. Like a zombie.’

Cara glances up at Jamie. He meets her gaze, reading her mind, but both stay quiet.

‘And then what?’ she asks Sharon.

‘Asked his name. And then I didn’t know what to do so I thought I’d better get someone. I told him to stay there and I’d be right back but then I heard the train coming in and the screams and …’ She starts crying again, messily, tears running through her mascara. She raises a shaking finger to swipe it away, only making the smudging worse. ‘I should have …’

‘You did all you could, Sharon,’ Cara says gently. Jamie passes across another tissue; the girl dabs at her eyes. ‘Did you see anyone around him? Anyone with him?’

‘No. Just the usual commuters. If anything, he was trying to get away from them, like he was scared. Can I go now? There’s all these people here and I need to help my boss.’

‘Yes, of course. But what was his name?’

She pauses. ‘I dunno. I didn’t catch it. I should have asked again, but I thought it was more important that I get someone. I—’

Cara reaches out and touches her arm. ‘You did everything you could.’

Sharon nods, her eyes pleading, desperate to believe her. Cara thanks her and she hurries out of the room.

Jamie moves his chair next to Cara. ‘Drugs?’ he says, articulating her thoughts.

‘Maybe.’

Cara wordlessly rewinds the CCTV footage, leans back so Jamie can see.

When the final act has played out for the second, awful time, Cara turns to him.

‘What do you think? Suspicious death or suicide?’

‘That’s all we have?’ Jamie addresses Pearson. Pearson nods. Jamie tips his head to and fro, considering.

‘Based on this, and the statement from the desk clerk, my inclination would be suicide. He was agitated, panicked. He clearly wasn’t there for work. He gave all the warning signs of someone about to kill themselves.’

‘But?’ Cara says, pre-empting.

‘But,’ Jamie says with a nod in her direction, ‘if he was on drugs, and confused, it could have been an accident. And our budding Spielberg is AWOL.’

‘Bloody fantastic. You can’t get a better angle on the CCTV?’

Pearson looks apologetic. ‘Not yet. Sorry.’

Cara sighs. It would be too easy to leave it with the British Transport Police. But she wants to cover all bases. Be certain nothing shady’s going on before she hurls it back over the fence.

‘Take a formal statement from this witness,’ she directs to Pearson. ‘Send me all the footage. And we’ll need to interview the train driver. When he’s in a fit state to talk,’ she adds grimly.

‘Understood, boss,’ Jamie replies. Pearson looks relieved.

‘Let’s take it all back to the nick. We’ll go from there.’

Order The Puppet Master now
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The murders have begun …

Across England, a string of murders is taking place. Each different in method, but each horrifying and brutal.

But the killer is just getting started …

Jess Ambrose is plunged into the investigation when her house is set ablaze. With her husband dead and the police pointing at her, she runs. Her only hope is disgraced detective Nate Griffin, who is convinced Jess is innocent.

And he’s going to shock the world …

Soon, Jess and Griffin discover the unthinkable; this murderer is copying the world’s most notorious serial killers. And now, imitation isn’t enough. The killer dubbed The Echo Man is ready to create his own masterpiece, and it will be more terrifying than anything that has come before …

Order The Echo Man now
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