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  Love M J Arlidge and Angela Marsons? Don’t miss For All Our Sins – the addictive new serial-killer crime novel from T M E Walsh.


  When DCI Claire Winters is called to the brutal murder of a priest, it’s clear the victim’s death was clearly prolonged, agonising…and motivated by a fierce desire for revenge.


  Allowing the killer to remain on the streets isn’t an option…but chasing a murderer with no leads was never going to be easy. And the closer Claire gets to the family of the victim, the more complex things become.


  Soon, Claire finds herself in a race against time to connect the dots between a host of devastating secrets. And then the killer strikes again…


  For All Our Sins introduces DCI Claire Winters – a hero to rival DI Helen Grace and DI Kim Stone.
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  Although writing now takes up most of her time, Tania has previously produced digital artwork that was published on a DVD-ROM for ImagineFX magazine’s FXPosé section twice in the early and latter part of 2007, which has been published worldwide. Tania is currently working on a new standalone novel and a third book in the DCI Claire Winters series. She lives in Hertfordshire with her husband and young daughter. You can follow her at tmewalsh.com, facebook.com/tmewalsh or @tmewalsh.
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  The room smelled of blood, so thick that she could almost taste it…


  CHAPTER 1


  ‘Bless me, Father, for I have sinned.’


  Amelia scarcely heard the words escape her mouth as she crossed herself and clasped the rosary tighter in her hands.


  The little dark-red wooden beads didn’t give her the strength they once did. As she stared at the silver cross that dangled between her fingers, she knew her traditional faith in God had died a long time ago and part of her felt like a fraud.


  From inside the confessional, Father Malcolm Wainwright shifted his weight awkwardly, but never broke his concentration. He continued to remain silent, awaiting the inevitable confession.


  But the confession never came.


  The silence felt as though it would swallow him whole. He turned his head slightly, peering through the ornate carvings of the wooden partition, but could see little in the darkness.


  His eyes were not what they used to be but he could just make out the outline of her face, and where the light crept through the small cracks in the wood, he saw the most beautiful shade of red hair. Like fire, it seemed to reflect in his eyes, flecks of light dancing across his iris.


  ‘Take your time, my child. Trust in God.’


  Amelia closed her eyes, squeezed her rosary, but remained silent.


  Then she turned to face him, her hands placed flat against the partition, her fingertips poking through the spaces in the wood.


  The cross on the rosary was swaying back and forth against the wood, like a crude attempt at Morse code.


  Wainwright saw her eyes for the first time as a stray beam of light caught the brightest shades of green, the colour of a turquoise sea.


  Her eyes started to mist as she brought her face closer, her breathing heavy, her lips just inches from his face.


  ‘Do you remember the girl, Father?’ Her voice rasped from within her throat as her demeanour changed.


  Wainwright frowned as Amelia contorted her body, until she was pressed against the wooden partition.


  ‘You remember, Father? She tried to tell, to cry for help.’ Her voice began to rise. ‘There were times you could’ve stopped it. All the pain she suffered… You had the chance to set her soul free, but instead you did nothing.’


  Wainwright felt the air in the room change, and for the first time in all his years in the ministry, he felt what could only be described as fear.


  What could I have done?


  Amelia saw the recognition flicker across his eyes. Her mouth pulled into a grin, her eyes knowing. ‘There’s blood on your hands, Father. Can’t you smell it, feel it on your skin?’


  Wainwright snapped.


  ‘You’ve mistaken me for someone else,’ he said, trying to control his voice. ‘I want you to leave immediately and…’ He trailed off as he heard someone approach the curtain to his compartment.


  The last thing Wainwright saw was the flash of light against the steel of a slim blade as the curtain was pulled aside, just seconds before the knife tore through his robes and sliced through his withered skin.


  Pain ripped through every muscle in his body. As blood soaked through his garments, he swore he could feel his soul screaming for release.


  Looking up to see his attacker he saw only the woman, now standing in front of him. Her hair was like fire with the glow of sunlight cascading through the stained-glass windows behind her.


  She grasped his hair, slammed his head back against the confessional, and brought her face closer to his. Despite the pain in his body, he could smell her sweet perfume so vividly.


  ‘You remember this face, Father.’ Her lips were just inches away from his. ‘Do you remember these eyes? My voice?’


  Wainwright tried to scream but blood pooled in his throat, a thick taste of copper.


  He knew her. And he silently damned her to Hell.


  His eyelids fluttered involuntary as the energy began to drain from his body.


  ‘What does it feel like to hurt, Father? The pain you feel is nothing compared to the years of torment you let be inflicted on the innocent. Too many years you’ve kept that secret that stops you from sleeping at night.’ She shook her head. ‘There’s blood on your hands, priest…you shouldn’t have helped him that day.’


  Tears pricked Wainwright’s eyes. How does she know? There were only three there that day…and the other.


  Amelia took the cross hanging from her rosary and pressed it hard against his dry lips.


  Wainwright’s eyes widened, begging in silent prayer for forgiveness.


  ‘For all the years you’ve preached your poison, and for the tormented souls who will never be free from your idea of faith, I shall unite you with God, and He will decide the punishment for your soul.’


  Wainwright tried to fight her off as she forced the cross past his lips and into his throat. Much stronger than she appeared, Amelia pushed his jaw up hard, and pulled on the rosary beads until they broke free.


  They scattered to the floor, dancing over the flagstones, as he began to choke.


  His lungs felt like they were on fire, desperate for air. He fell to his knees, his hands reaching up and clutching at Amelia’s clothes.


  She stepped back and watched him crawl after her, one hand at his throat and the other reaching out, silently begging.


  Amelia’s face was resolute as he wheezed and spluttered, his face turning vivid shades of blue and purple. He collapsed face down, his forehead hitting the flagstones hard. His eyes felt heavy. He let them close, as his breath slowed to a whisper.


  Wainwright’s last thoughts were not of his childhood or a fond trip down memory lane. They were of a moment in a not so distant part of history.


  Yes, Wainwright remembered her.


  He also remembered a large oak staircase bathed in blood and a door closing, containing the screams within. Even now he knew it was too late to repent and change the fate of his soul.


  He recalled a quote he’d read once. Something that had stayed with him all this time, scratching away in the back of his mind: The dead cannot cry out for justice. It is a duty of the living to do so for them.


  Subconsciously, Wainwright had always known that one day his past would come back to haunt him.


  Now the time had come, he welcomed it with open arms.


  CHAPTER 2


  Ice-blue irises pulled tight leaving the pupils the size of a pin prick as she stared skyward, hand raised to her brow, useless against the might of the sun’s rays.


  Detective Chief Inspector Claire Winters felt a shiver shoot up her spine, like icy skeletal fingers scraping against her skin, despite the heat of the day. It was early morning, but the temperature on the dash of her car had said it was close to 24 degrees already.


  Her shirt was sticking to her back underneath her suit jacket like a second skin. The air was muggy, close, pulling at each breath she took, yet despite this she still felt like ice, right down to her bones.


  A feeling of dread pulled at her inside as she lowered the sunglasses from the top of her head, back down on her face.


  She stared at the door ahead, the entrance to the looming tower block opposite her. A place she’d just left. A place she hated. A place that had become more somewhere to call home than her house several miles out of Haverbridge.


  Claire’s mind drifted to dark thoughts. They came thick and fast lately. Like a nightmare that didn’t end after she woke each morning. It continued long through the days. Sometimes it threatened to swallow her whole.


  Sometimes Claire wondered if perhaps that’d be easier.


  Just let all the fight be torn out of her and scattered to the wind, until all that remained was an empty shell.


  Wouldn’t that be too easy?


  She felt her BlackBerry vibrating inside her trouser pocket. She’d turned the ringer off whilst she’d been inside the building, inside that wretched flat that housed someone she’d long since come to loathe and love in equal measure.


  She glanced at the screen, her grip tightened on the phone resting in her palm. Her finger hovered over the Answer button.


  How easy it would be to just throw it away, forget her job, forget this life. Forget everything that’d passed and start again.


  This is not you, she told herself. He does not define who you are, what you do, what comes next. She glanced up at the tower block again as she answered the call.


  Take back the control.


  ‘DCI Winters,’ she said. Her lips were dry, cracked, sore. She touched her fingers on her free hand to her bottom lip, pulled them away. Tiny dots of blood were on her fingertips.


  ‘Guv?’ said Detective Constable Gabriel Harper at the other end of the phone.


  Claire snapped back to the here and now. She’d detected something in his voice that was different. Whatever he was going to say, wasn’t going to be good.


  ‘What is it, Gabe?’


  There was a drawn-out pause. Claire could hear his breathing. It was far from normal. A new sensation gripped at her insides. She bit down on her bottom lip, made herself turn away from the tower block.


  ‘What’s wrong, Harper?’ she said as she crossed the road towards where she’d parked her car earlier, a steely edge returning to her voice.


  She heard Harper’s sharp intake of breath. ‘Guv, this isn’t something I can explain over the phone.’ He paused. ‘We need you back now, something’s happened at one of the local churches. Reports are coming in about a woman collapsing outside St Mary’s, completely covered in blood…someone else’s, not her own.’


  CHAPTER 3


  The coffee was like lava over his tongue, scorching the roof of his mouth, but for Detective Sergeant Michael Diego there were worse things in life than bad coffee.


  With his unwashed hair and two-day-old stubble, he was still a handsome man, but the insomnia suffered last night through to the early hours of this morning was taking its toll before the clock had struck nine this morning.


  He’d been out the office for a few hours, and now that he was back in time for lunch, he didn’t feel like working.


  Haverbridge had that effect on him. Nestled in the county of Hertfordshire, the large town was fast becoming a haven for outsiders and, despite the recession, a construction haven.


  Just thirty miles north of London, Haverbridge was attracting people from all walks of life and, being somewhat averse to change, Michael barely raised a smile at the prospect of more investment in his home town, despite the prosperity it could bring.


  He hated what was overflowing from the London boroughs. He liked the old, hated the new.


  Modernisation was something he was reluctant to adapt to. Like Haverbridge Police Station’s CID room, situated on the second floor in a modern part of the building.


  It was a recent extension to the original building that’d been updated and refurbished despite impending government cuts, and although it was fairly spacious, Michael always felt claustrophobic in it.


  He knew it was something that came from an experience rooted deep in his past.


  Something he didn’t like to dwell on. He tried to push it from his thoughts.


  He turned to glance around the room, and sipped his coffee.


  The walls were lined with maps, photographs and notes for ongoing inquiries, including several pictures from the case he was investigating. He saw the photograph of the suspect involved, whose eyes looked like they would burn holes in Michael’s flesh and carve his name on his soul.


  Pushing the thoughts from his head, his eyes swept over the room again. There were groups of desks broken up in sections for detective constables, sergeants and inspectors, and behind floor-to-ceiling glass wall partitions was Detective Chief Inspector Claire Winters’s office.


  Her lair.


  There she could keep an eye on him, watch his every move.


  But not today. Not so far anyway. In fact he didn’t know where half the people were right now for that matter. Harper had been rushing off to his car when Michael had reached the station, something too urgent to wait.


  It wasn’t Harper that bothered him anyway. It was Claire.


  He hadn’t even caught a glimpse of her, which, whilst it was unnerving, pleased him somewhat. He conceded that he was just too tired to fight with her today, although part of him still enjoyed the banter.


  He walked back to his desk and slumped down in his chair. He flicked the switch on the old desk fan beside him. It blew warm air at his face but it was better than nothing.


  He grinned to himself. All the money that’d been spent on this new office, with air con, and it chooses one of the hottest days in August to break down. Change wasn’t always for the better.


  He pressed the plastic cup to his lips, drinking the rest of his coffee in one go. He crushed the cup in his palm and, aiming it at the wastepaper basket, he threw it. The crushed cup hit the rim then fell on the floor.


  Shit.


  He needed sleep. Quality sleep, not just a few captured hours while working a case in the early hours of the morning, while living off a diet of caffeine and cigarettes.


  Michael looked at his reflection in the window next to him, which overlooked the station’s car park.


  He looked terrible, even by his own standards.


  Dark circles created the illusion of crescent moons under his brown eyes, and the corners of his mouth were turned down in a fixed sorrowful pout.


  He returned his gaze to his desk, which was cluttered and stacked high with paper and files. There were dirty coffee-ring marks on the wood and month-old dust congregating around his computer monitor and keyboard.


  Michael hated computers.


  Computers were for the ones who were no more than a number on the payroll system. Michael was more than that and he knew it, and he had no time for modesty. Not in this job.


  He was disturbed from his thoughts by the vibrating of his mobile phone in his pocket.


  He glanced at the caller ID.


  Claire Winters. So much for not locking horns with her today.


  He sighed and tried to ignore it. After the call failed to divert to his voicemail, he decided to answer it.


  ‘Where have you been, Diego?’


  In a bad mood, as per-fucking-usual…


  ‘Sorry, Guv, I’ve been out of the office for a bit and I’ve been ignoring my phone, trying to catch up on work.’


  ‘Well you’d better pull your finger out your arse and get down here. I’m on Ryder Way, St Mary’s church.’


  Michael paused, rubbing his eyes hard as a headache began to emerge, crossing over his forehead. The blood in his ears began to pound. ‘What’s going on?’


  ‘We found a body.’


  ‘Claire, I’m working on the Hargreaves case, do I really need to be down there?’ He heard her sharp intake of breath and cursed himself in his head.


  That was not the attitude to show the Guv right now, or ever.


  She could bust your balls just by giving you one icy look from her emotionless blue eyes. He awaited the inevitable lashing of her tongue.


  ‘Look,’ she said, ‘I’ve had a rough morning. Don’t be another pain in my arse.’


  Michael paused. ‘Where have you been anyway?’


  ‘It’s…it’s personal.’


  ‘Something wrong? You can tell me.’


  She paused, part of her wanting to offload her frustrations of the morning, but then her resolve hardened. ‘What are you, my therapist? Just drop what you’re doing and get down here.’


  He bristled at her words, his shoulders locking up. He lowered his voice so the next words out of his mouth came in a forceful hiss. ‘I can’t just drop everything. I’ve been working flat out and I’m this close,’ he said, miming a small distance between his thumb and finger, despite knowing she couldn’t see, ‘from getting the lead we’ve been after. The Hargreaves case needs—’


  ‘Fuck the Hargreaves case,’ she cut in, her patience waning. ‘I’ll reassign it to Matthews.’


  Michael was silent, his face twisted. His eyes wandered back to the picture on the wall he’d studied earlier.


  Gavin Hargreaves was a local thug, dealer and complete thorn in his side.


  He was a man who’d been in and out of police custody for years, served a prison sentence for a drug-related offence, but this hadn’t deterred him. He carried on with his little enterprise, controlling Haverbridge’s seedy underbelly, and he’d just been accused of a serious assault.


  Trouble was there were no witnesses and little evidence of Hargreaves’s involvement. If they wanted Hargreaves away for a long time, they had to gather more evidence than they had already but it was a shitty investigation.


  No one would put the finger on Hargreaves, such was his power and the fear he exerted over those in his pocket. Even local gangs feared him.


  Michael had been working the Hargreaves case for two months now and had no intention of letting it go to anyone, especially not DI David Matthews.


  Claire sensed his anger in the silence. She let him stew a few more moments before she gave a half smile.


  ‘Trust me, Diego, you’ll want to take this one. Right up your street.’


  ‘You’ve lost me,’ he said, beginning to lose patience.


  ‘When was the last time you went to church?’


  ‘Why?’


  She paused then said, ‘The deceased was a priest.’


  CHAPTER 4


  Michael had left the station as soon as he’d ended the phone call with Claire. The roads had been unusually empty for that time of day but the closer he’d driven towards the crime scene at St Mary’s, the heavier the traffic had become.


  The hacks and ghouls are already out in full force, he thought as he flashed his warrant card at officers who waved him past the police tape.


  A Beds and Herts Scientific Services Unit van came into view and Michael saw a SOCO clad in a white hooded bodysuit, police evidence bag in hand, standing next to it.


  Michael exchanged a nod with him as he approached and entered the church.


  He found Claire was waiting for him in the entrance.


  Her ice-blue eyes studied him from head to toe with no subtlety, as she held out a sealed Tyvek paper suit for him, with overshoes and a face mask.


  ‘Have you eaten today?’ Claire said.


  Michael stopped changing and eyed her suspiciously. Her own face mask was hanging below her chin, the hood of her suit covering her hair. Her face was serious.


  He half laughed. ‘I didn’t know you cared.’


  ‘Don’t flatter yourself. I just don’t want you spewing up and contaminating my crime scene.’


  Michael zipped up the bodysuit. ‘Nothing I’ve ever seen in this job has ever made me sick. Not even close.’


  Claire’s mouth twitched and she gestured over her shoulder. ‘We’ll see… You’ve never seen anything like this before.’


  She raised her hand for him to walk with her before he could ask what she’d meant.


  ‘The deceased is sixty-two-year-old Father Malcolm Wainwright. The pathologist thinks the time of death occurred within the last two hours. Photography and videoing have been done and the SOCOs finished twenty minutes ago with not a lot to show for it. I’ve got officers on a house-to-house as we speak and the press crawling up my arse.’ She paused. ‘Fucking parasites.’


  Michael stared ahead over the tops of the pews.


  There were four large lamps illuminating the area near the altar and he knew that was where the body lay.


  As he drew closer he caught the glimpse of blood spatters on the flagstone floor, just before they turned into the aisle. He glanced back at Claire.


  ‘We think that’s the deceased’s. It’s possible these drops of blood fell from the murder weapon, which,’ she said, before he could speak, ‘we haven’t recovered yet.’


  ‘What was the cause of death?’


  Claire stopped in her tracks. ‘That’s anybody’s guess right now, given the state of the body.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  Claire paused, and then gestured with her hand. ‘See for yourself.’


  His eyes narrowed at her in frustration but he kept his mouth shut. He walked ahead, careful to keep to the plastic walkway created to avoid contamination and headed up the aisle.


  As the body came into view primal instinct caught him.


  Clasping a hand to his mouth he forced himself to swallow the lump of bile that had risen up his throat. His eyes watered at the acidic taste against his tongue.


  His eyes darted around Wainwright’s naked and desecrated body, seeing glimpses of red, and pink, then spots of stark white bone.


  He looked back over his shoulder at Claire.


  She raised her eyebrows. Told you so.


  She walked around the large pool of blood, her bodysuit rustling with each step. She crouched down at a distance and observed the body.


  ‘Whoever did this must have a strong stomach,’ she said as she pulled her mask back up. Michael pulled his own up over his nose and mouth to block out the smell.


  Claire glanced up at him.


  Michael couldn’t determine whether or not it was with pity or embarrassment; either way he knew he had to pull himself together.


  He squatted down next to her. She glanced at him, her eyes narrowed as if to ask him if he was OK. He held her gaze.


  ‘Don’t spew.’


  ‘I’m fine.’


  She gave him a slight nod, unsure whether to believe him or not, and Michael guessed she probably didn’t care how he was coping. She just wanted to wrap this up and return to the station.


  ‘We’ll know more when we get the pathologist’s report, but Wainwright may have died from asphyxiation.’ Claire let her words sink in for a moment.


  ‘I thought it was anybody’s guess?’


  ‘It’s our best guess so far, taking the discoloration of his face into account, although there’re no ligature marks on the neck.’


  Michael stared at the wound to Wainwright’s abdomen. The tear was clean and deep. ‘What about the stab wound?’


  ‘It appears to have been inflicted first.’


  The voice came from behind Michael and he quickly swivelled around and got to his feet.


  A tall man in his mid-forties and dressed in an identical body suit stared back at him with curious eyes.


  ‘DS Michael Diego, this is Principal SOCO Jason Meadows,’ Claire said as she got to her feet.


  Meadows gave Michael a faint smile. ‘Sergeant.’ Michael managed a small nod.


  Claire now stood beside them both. ‘Why don’t you fill DS Diego in on what we know so far?’


  Meadows smiled and pointed towards the long curtain of the confessional box to their right.


  ‘He was attacked in there. The blood spatter pattern on the curtain and the interior of the confessional would indicate a quick thrusting motion to the body.’


  Meadows walked around patches of dried blood leading from the confession box towards the altar. ‘He must have crawled by himself towards the altar.’


  ‘He could’ve been dragged,’ Michael said.


  ‘Not likely, because of the spatter pattern,’ Meadows said. ‘If he was dragged you’d expect the blood to be smeared across the flagstones. The pattern here doesn’t indicate anything consistent with that.’


  Michael shot a look towards Claire. ‘And the chest?’


  ‘This desecration of the chest, I’m relieved to say, happened after death,’ she said.


  Leaning forward for a closer look, Michael controlled his composure.


  Wainwright’s skin had been cut and pulled back carefully, exposing his chest cavity, slick with blood.


  Michael stared hard, fascinated by the fusion of blood and muscle partially covering Wainwright’s ribcage. ‘And the instrument?’


  ‘Probably a scalpel or a knife similar in shape. Whatever was used had to be very sharp,’ Meadows explained. ‘Look at the clean lines. It would’ve cut through the skin and muscle like butter.’


  Michael looked closer at Wainwright’s mouth, which appeared to be clenched awkwardly. His eyes squinted and he looked at Meadows.


  ‘Has anyone looked inside his mouth yet?’


  ‘Not yet. That’ll be the job for the pathologist at the PM.’


  Michael then locked eyes with Claire, amazed no one else had seemed to notice the unnatural shape of the mouth. Claire pulled a blank expression before realising Michael’s intention.


  ‘You’re not doing it, Diego.’


  ‘The mouth looks unnatural.’


  ‘Does anything about this crime scene look natural to you?’ she said.


  ‘I’ll do it,’ Meadows said. He crouched down, careful to avoid touching the blood with his plastic overshoes.


  A female SOCO approached and handed Meadows a long thin black torch. He flicked the switch, illuminating Wainwright’s face, then set the torch aside.


  Placing the fingertips of his left hand on the top of Wainwright’s head, he carefully pulled apart the jaw with his right. The skin felt cool beneath his touch, despite the barrier of his gloves.


  He gently pulled and Wainwright’s mouth began to open.


  His lips, which had been glued together with his own blood, started to part, leaving strands of dried blood over the pale, almost translucent skin.


  Meadows resisted the urge to gag as the smell of death wafted up through the dead man’s throat and into his face.


  Just as he went to aim the torch light inside Wainwright’s mouth, Claire’s BlackBerry rang, the shrill ringtone making everyone in the church jump as the tense silence broke.


  Meadows lost his grip on Wainwright’s face and it slumped back to one side, causing two of Meadows’s fingers to slide into the cold mouth.


  Cursing under his breath, he shot Claire a hard stare as she reached inside her bodysuit and pulled the phone from her pocket.


  She glanced at the caller ID, held up her hand as if to apologise, before yanking the mask over her head and rushing towards the entrance to the church. She answered the phone before she had even walked halfway from the body.


  ‘Winters,’ she barked.


  Returning his attention to Wainwright, Michael watched Meadows take hold of the man’s head and resume his inspection, pulling open the mouth once again.


  He lowered the torch and peered inside.


  White teeth gleamed back, with only a few shiny metal fillings towards the back of the mouth to taint a fairly perfect set of teeth. There were a few cuts on the bloated tongue but something caught Meadows’s eye further down the back of the throat.


  Michael heard Claire’s feet shuffle over the flagstones towards him.


  ‘Nothing wrong, I hope. Nothing that will get in the way of business, I mean,’ he asked, cocking his eyebrow in her direction. ‘Rough morning, as you put it.’


  ‘Piss off, Diego. Is there anything in there or are you just wasting our time?’


  Meadows held out his hand in the direction of the female SOCO. ‘Tweezers please, Charlotte.’


  She handed him a set.


  Pushing the tongue out of the way, Meadows lowered the tweezers inside the throat until the metal lightly brushed against something solid. ‘There is something in there. Here, hold the light.’


  Michael took it, holding it closer just as Meadows pulled out a silver object, with a couple of small wooden beads still attached to it. The light from the torch danced over the metal.


  Claire leaned in closer as Meadows held it aloft. ‘It’s a cross,’ he said, as Charlotte held open a clear evidence bag. He dropped it inside. ‘I’m no expert but it looks like it’s from a rosary. That’ll explain what those other beads were that we found on the floor.’


  ‘Great,’ Claire sighed. ‘This changes the whole game.’


  Michael stared at her, confused. ‘What do you mean, this changes the game?’


  Claire stared at him and shook her head in frustration. She looked back at Meadows. ‘I think we’re done here. I’m going to need the Scene of Crime Report ASAP.’


  ‘Yes, Chief Inspector.’


  Claire walked towards the entrance to the church and started to remove her bodysuit.


  There was an uncomfortable silence between Michael and Meadows.


  ‘I think that’s your indication to follow her.’


  Michael shot Meadows a dark look. ‘Yeah, thanks for that.’


  ***


  After removing his own bodysuit, Michael followed Claire out into the street, where extra police had been drafted in to make sure no one in the massing crowd tried to breach the police cordon.


  It had started to spit with rain, despite the heat, and Claire pulled out a packet of cigarettes. She offered Michael the pack, but he pushed her hand away.


  ‘What the hell was that about? I’ve told you before, don’t show me up like that. Respect. That’s all I want.’


  Claire exhaled smoke towards Michael’s face, her eyes narrowing slightly. She plucked the cigarette from her mouth.


  ‘Do you really need me to spell it out for you, Diego?’


  ‘If it helps me understand why you felt like trying to make me look stupid, then yeah.’


  Claire scoffed. ‘You make yourself look stupid, Diego, you don’t need my help.’


  She took another drag on her cigarette.


  ‘We find a man – not just any man but a priest – murdered in his church with his chest cut open. Then to top that off, we find a cross inserted inside his throat. The beads attached to it suggest the pendant was snapped off while it lodged inside blocking his airways.’


  She let the statement hang in the air a moment. ‘Why not leave it at the stab wound? The pathologist said that cut would’ve been enough for Wainwright to bleed to death. He would’ve been in excruciating pain, but that wasn’t enough for the killer.’


  Claire pointed at Michael, cigarette firmly wedged between her fingers. ‘That’s anger in there, that’s what that is. We’re not dealing with just any murderer, not like we’ve faced before.’


  She gestured towards the church. ‘Somebody wanted to send one big message, and not just to those who knew the victim. There’s a message especially for us.’


  Michael nodded. ‘The cross is symbolic and more than just its association with the fact Wainwright was a priest.’


  Claire expelled another plume of smoke. ‘And now you’re starting to think like someone who holds your rank.’


  He avoided her eyes.


  Claire had always been a hard case. With her natural bright blonde hair and tall ‘average’ figure, right down to her cold blue eyes that could rival the most ravaging of winter days, she could control any situation.


  The well-known saying ‘It’s a Man’s World’ didn’t apply to her.


  She’d worked her way up the ladder, fast-tracked to a DCI, taking down any man or woman who stood in her way. If you ever crossed her in some way, you’d better be watching your back, because you never knew when you just might need her help.


  She was far from malicious but there was a darker side. Something anyone with half a brain knew not to tap into. Michael knew there were other things, something in her past that made her the way she was. He could sympathise if she’d let him; after all, he had similar demons from his past too. He just never got close enough to her to find out what hers was.


  He sensed her childhood hadn’t been great, but he also knew it hadn’t been anything like the awful things you read about. Whatever it was, though, it was still affecting her now. That call she took in the church, the disappearing act all morning – the effects of it were clearly visible to him, despite the mask she tried hard to wear.


  A person’s flaws can be someone else’s idea of beauty.


  She had some steel in her, he’d give her that.


  Claire’s ambition had got her this far and would bring her years of success, but it would also be the reason for her demise later in life if she wasn’t careful. He knew all too well.


  He’d seen people fall from grace before.


  For some reason it was this that had attracted him to her in the first place and he wasn’t ashamed to admit it.


  ***


  Michael arrived back at Haverbridge station before Claire so he lit himself a cigarette and leaned back against his car. He undid the top button of his shirt, arched his neck, and wiped the sweat from his brow.


  Minutes later, he saw Claire’s silver Mazda enter the car park.


  He met her gaze as she parked in the bay next to his. He watched her pulling her hands through her hair, securing it back into a ponytail with an elastic band.


  He pulled open her car door. ‘It’s too hot today, huh?’


  She shrugged off her suit jacket and tossed it over to the back seat. ‘Well, it is August.’


  Michael muttered under his breath and shook his head. Claire gave him a sideways glance. ‘You don’t like me very much, do you, Diego?’


  He looked at her briefly before returning his attention to his cigarette.


  ‘Why wouldn’t I like you?’ he said, as he tapped ash to the floor. ‘I mean you’re a fucking peach to work for, what with your take-no-prisoners attitude, bluntness and, let’s not forget my personal favourite, plain arrogance.’


  She stared at him until he made eye contact with her. He shrugged. ‘Well, at least we know where we stand with each other,’ she said at length. ‘I don’t like you, you don’t like me, that much is clear, and it’s all out in the open… That’s quite a good basis for a working relationship. There’s no bullshit in-between, just black and white and straight down the middle.’


  Michael dropped his cigarette to the floor, crushing it under his foot. ‘You’re anything but black and white.’ He saw her bristle. ‘You made it like this, Claire, not me.’


  ‘As I remember, you called wanting to end it.’


  She swung her legs out of the car, pulled her bag onto her lap and began to rummage inside.


  Michael looked at her as she leaned forward.


  She was wearing a fitted light-pink sleeveless blouse. It clung to her body where she’d been sweating with the heat of the day in her suit jacket. A few of the top buttons had worked themselves undone and he could see the top of her bra.


  He could remember how good she’d looked naked.


  Claire found her BlackBerry and stood up to face him. She began checking her emails. She glanced at him. ‘You seemed eager to get rid of me anyway.’


  ‘You were too much of a control freak, Claire, let’s face it, and not to mention a married woman.’


  ‘Was a married woman. We’re talking past tense here and besides, we were never meant for anything other than a quick shag now and again when we had a break in the schedule.’


  Michael held her stare. ‘Why do I get the feeling this hurt you a lot more than it hurt me?’


  She broke eye contact and shook her head. ‘Don’t worry about me, Diego…you weren’t that good.’


  There was a long pause.


  He thought it best to let her have this one. He hated arguing about who did what to who and when.


  They’d had a brief affair six months ago and it was over after two months. Although it’d got very intense towards the end, they had to be realistic.


  Claire had been married to another policeman based in Welwyn Garden City, some eight miles from Haverbridge. It would have been devastating for them both if they were found out.


  It was Claire who finally broke the silence, tapping furiously on the buttons on the BlackBerry. ‘I think we have a lead already with the murdered priest.’ She slung the phone back into her bag.


  ‘What lead?’


  ‘We have the name and address of the last person believed to see Wainwright alive. Mark Jenkins, fifty-eight years old and a Religious Studies teacher at St Catherine’s secondary school.’


  Michael exchanged glances with her and half laughed. He ran his right hand roughly back through his hair, and shook his head.


  ‘You want me to check him out, don’t you?’


  ‘I have other cases that need solving, Diego, and I have to see Matthews about you handing over the Hargreaves case to him this week.’


  Michael shuddered at the mention of Matthews’s name. Like fingernails on a blackboard, the name cut through him to the bare bone.


  ‘It’s not that I don’t think you’re up to the case, Diego,’ Claire continued, studying his face. ‘I just need someone who can give this new investigation some insight. You told me once – fleetingly, I might add – that you had a religious upbringing. Your knowledge could prove crucial.’


  He shook his head. ‘I haven’t attended church since I was a kid. I hated it. My mother forced me to memorise scripture to the point where I would have gladly torn my own eyes out if it meant I never had to read any of it again. I’ve erased it from my memory.’


  ‘Well, you’d better un-erase it.’


  ‘We always said that what happened wouldn’t affect us working together.’


  Claire sighed. ‘Seriously, please don’t turn this into some…Diego-drama. I’ve got too much on my plate right now.’ Her BlackBerry rang again. She removed it from her bag and he caught the look on her face when she saw the caller ID.


  ‘Haven’t we all? We all have shit to deal with, Claire,’ he said, edging closer towards her. She pulled the BlackBerry from his line of vision, but made no attempt to answer the call. ‘Is this,’ he said, gesturing towards the phone, ‘the reason you were AWOL this morning?’


  She avoided his eyes, glanced at the screen again and killed the call. A few seconds later, a voicemail alert broke the awkward silence between them.


  ‘Fuck’s sake…’ she said, gripping the phone tighter in a sweaty palm.


  Michael leaned in too close for comfort. Claire pushed past him, BlackBerry now at her ear as she listened to the message. He watched her, mouth parting when he saw her getting back into her car.


  ‘Where are you going now?’


  Claire squinted at the sun and reached for her shades. She started the engine and snapped her seatbelt in place, as Michael banged his hand on the window. ‘Claire!’


  She wound down the passenger-side window, but didn’t speak.


  ‘Where are you going?’ he said.


  ‘I’ve got to run a quick errand.’


  ‘Bullshit.’


  ‘I’ll be back in half an hour.’ She paused, then said, ‘Hour, tops.’


  He moved back from the car as she began to reverse. He shouted after her. ‘What’s wrong?’


  The car stopped reversing, and her face looked pained. ‘What’s wrong?’ she muttered. ‘The thorn in my side.’


  CHAPTER 5


  Haverbridge town centre was teeming with Wednesday afternoon shoppers enjoying the glorious sunshine. The Costa coffee shop was doing a roaring trade, with not a seat to be found at the metal tables and chairs scattered about outside.


  Inside felt like a blazing inferno; the hot pastries and lattes combined with the heat of the day had many of its employees congregating behind the shop in the shade, just to find some form of relief.


  A young male employee with Dean emblazoned across his name badge stooped to wipe down a vacant table. As he began to wipe the crumbs to the floor and remove the circle of coffee-ring stains, he glanced up, catching the flash of red in his peripheral vision.


  Then he saw her, her red hair almost glowing in the sunlight like hellfire. She was small and slender, with very pale skin which was like porcelain.


  Dean’s eyes followed after her, looking at her from the top of her head, past her light-green top, to tight low-slung jeans, to her simple black open-backed flats. She casually slung her large leather bag higher on her shoulder before disappearing in the crowd.


  Mesmerised, Dean walked away from the table. He tried to keep her in his sights, but soon the fiery hair was lost in a sea of ordinary faces.


  ***


  Amelia had known he was looking.


  Why wouldn’t he? Most men did, and from past experience, so did women on occasion.


  She smiled to herself as she opened her bag and caught sight of the red stain running the length of her thumb, smudged and flaky.


  Blood really did get everywhere. She knew what happened could have been so different, less violence, less mess, less frenzied.


  But then it would have been less enjoyable. Less fitting.


  She raised her hand to her lips, and licked the blood from her thumb. Then she searched for her keys. She raised her security fob to the sensor on the heavy door and awaited the red glow from the panel before pushing the door and entering the communal halls.


  She walked to the lift that would take her to her floor, which always smelt of urine and was decorated with some form of new graffiti each day.


  Living above shops in the centre of town, sharing the area with drug dealers and users alike, was as good as it got. When she reached the doors to the lift she saw a large piece of white paper sellotaped roughly across the stainless steel and remembered the lift was out of order still.


  She sighed, heading towards the door leading to the stairwells. As she pushed the glass door open she remembered the day she first came here to view the flat.


  It had been another hot day not unlike this one, and she’d deliberately worn a low-cut top and a short low-slung skirt to distract the estate agent when they discussed the monthly rent.


  As planned, he’d taken the bait.


  All men are weak…


  He would tell the landlord she accepted the monthly rent but he would ‘fix the books’, as he put it, and she would pay less.


  ‘It will be our little secret of course,’ he’d said.


  ‘I can’t thank you enough, Mr Brown,’ Amelia had replied in her sweetest of voices.


  He’d extended his hand once again, eyes narrowed. ‘Call me Adrian, I insist.’


  Amelia had almost reached the top of the stairs and she shuddered, recalling the events that had taken place that afternoon.


  She turned to face another door leading to the second floor of flats, and pushed it half-heartedly, the hinges squeaking.


  The once brightly painted wood, now a grimy shade of brown, had been vandalised again. The frosted glass window had been smashed for the second time in two weeks and there was additional coloured graffiti climbing the length of the door frame.


  Amelia wandered further along the corridor, hearing a dog bark from behind the door of flat fifteen, not unlike any other day, but it made her jump nonetheless.


  Although keeping animals in the flats was prohibited, she knew that tenant had probably struck a deal with Adrian to keep him sweet.


  Besides, considering what she’d seen, no one with any common sense would confront the tenant about the noise level from the dog. Most people draw the line at suicide.


  After walking past a few more doors, Amelia rested her head against her own, not wanting to enter. After a few moments of staring at the heavily soiled brown carpet beneath her feet, she forced her key into the lock and quickly turned it.


  She pushed the door open and kicked off her shoes before dumping her bag down on the kitchen table. She pulled a chair out from under the table, went to the fridge, retrieved a bottle of wine and poured herself a glass, before returning to the table and taking a seat. She took a long drink from the large glass and stared around at her tiny living area.


  The walls were painted a neutral colour throughout the flat, with plain light-coloured carpets. She had a small red two-seat sofa in the corner facing a small portable television set. Her battered coffee table had seen better days, but it’d been a bargain purchase from a charity shop in the centre of town.


  Her thoughts were broken by the thudding of a stereo above her head, which seemed to shake the ceiling to a continuous beat.


  Sighing, she opened her bag, her breathing suddenly rapid as she zipped apart the soft leather. She found the blister pack of small white pills, popped one out and swallowed it dry.


  The stereo above her head pounded harder and Amelia checked her watch. Soon she would welcome the distraction of the music above; it would give her something to focus on and forget where she was and what she was doing.


  During her life, Amelia had learnt how to detach herself from her body and imagine she was somewhere else.


  Today would be no different.


  Glancing at her watch again, she headed towards the bedroom. She began to remove her clothes, folded them neatly and placed them on the cream-coloured duvet in front of her. She drew the dark-red curtains, blocking most of the light from the room, which now cast black-red shadows across her face.


  She hoped it would be in the dark this time, and then she wouldn’t have to keep her eyes open and pretend she wanted to be there.


  As was routine, she pulled back the duvet and slid between the sheets. She shivered at the coolness of the fabric against her skin. As the bed began to warm with the heat of her body, it offered little comfort while she waited.


  Then she heard a key turn in the front door.


  The hinges whined as the door swung open then closed softly. She heard shoes being removed and slung carelessly, thudding on the floor. She heard the heavy footsteps approaching the bedroom door, hesitating before the door was pushed open.


  A shaft of light broke the shadows in the room and she closed her eyes tight, pretending to be asleep. The door shut and someone moved closer to the bed and Amelia tried to sneak a look beneath her thick eyelashes.


  She saw a tall shadow move around the foot of the bed and peek through the curtains.


  He is so afraid of being caught…and I wish he would be.


  The figure at the curtain pulled the material shut and then wandered back around the bed towards the light switch.


  Amelia winced at the sudden break in the darkness, her eyes trying to adjust as she slowly opened them, seeing him looking at her.


  ‘I told you I want the lights on. That was the agreement,’ said Adrian.


  ‘Your agreement. Not mine,’ she spat as she rolled over to face towards the window.


  Adrian smiled as he removed his navy suit jacket, placing it over the back of a chair. He unbuttoned his light-blue shirt.


  Amelia glanced over her shoulder towards him. She could tell he’d recently visited the tanning salon, judging by his golden tan. His hair looked freshly styled too, glued into place with expensive hair gel. His fingernails were also well groomed and his fingers set off with expensive rings.


  Amelia hated what money could do to people. She hated the way Adrian paraded himself around with his expensive suits and fast cars. She hated the way he could talk his way into people’s heads and convince them to part with vast amounts of money for a new home. He would even take extra money from people and keep it for himself, despite his high pay grade and commission perks. She hated this and she hated him.


  Her thoughts were broken when she saw him remove his underwear, and then approach the bed.


  ‘I haven’t got long today. I have a viewing to do at three,’ he whispered as his hand clasped her shoulder.


  Amelia lay back and detached herself from the moment.


  Robotically she spent the next twenty minutes making the right moves and noises in the right places before he finished, dressed, then left as quickly as he’d arrived.


  ***


  After Amelia had scrubbed herself so hard her skin almost bled, she had towelled off and sat on the bed staring at her phone in one hand and Adrian’s business card in the other.


  After she’d put in a call to Adrian’s office and hung up, she drafted a text message to send to the name listed only as ‘G’ in the contacts list.


  Made the call. Will let you know when it’s done… A


  She hit send.


  Amelia knew the plan set for her and knew she’d have no trouble executing it to its full exquisite potential. She only hoped that when it came down to it, she had enough self-control not to cut too deep.


  CHAPTER 6


  The light from the sun beating down on her head flashed across the black plastic of her sunglasses as she tilted her head towards the sky.


  Drawing the last pull on the cigarette pinched tightly between her fingers, Claire exhaled a stream of smoke from between parched lips, and felt as if her very being was becoming more withered with each step she took.


  She glanced down at the butt of the cigarette, stopped in her tracks and flicked it to the ground. She watched it roll into the gutter, joining the rest that had been discarded near the entrance of Gladstone Court.


  Claire cocked her head skyward once again.


  Her second visit here today in such a short space of time. Someone’s idea of a sick joke. Was this all her life was meant to be from now on?


  The old council block loomed above, the dull redbrick cutting an ominous shape through the bright blue sky.


  To Claire, coming here meant putting on a brave face. It meant trying to cast aside the memories of the past, if only temporarily. It meant casting away the pain she had tried to bury for all these years.


  She fumbled in her bag for the separate keyring she deliberately kept away from her main set. It was an attempt to, symbolically at least, keep this part of her life, the one inside the building, from clashing with the other.


  Her fingers felt like ice as she clasped the fob and pulled it from her bag. She swiped it over the sensor on the wall beside her and the front door to the building gave an audible click and a green light flashed on the panel.


  Grasping the handle, Claire yanked it and went inside.


  As usual the lift was out of order, so she took a slow walk up the stairs to the fourth floor. The air on this level was stale. The large windows on this floor, at this time in the afternoon, allowed direct sunlight through the thin single-glazing glass. The heat generated was relentless and Claire popped open another button of her shirt.


  There were two flats on this side of the building, and Claire now stood in front of the second one and steeled herself inside.


  She pushed her spare key into the lock…


  CHAPTER 7


  Another viewing with a client had gone well and Adrian had negotiated an unfair price on behalf of another greedy landlord taking full advantage of the housing crisis for another shitty little studio flat.


  Another successful day for some.


  Adrian sauntered through the office leaving his usual sense of arrogance and pride wafting in invisible lines behind him.


  He made himself a coffee before heading back to his office. He unlocked his PC screen, taking a sip of his coffee while he checked his diary for the afternoon. He scrolled down the page in front of him, and then paused, his gut tightening.


  He glanced at his watch.


  It was after 3:30pm and Amelia Williams would be there in ten minutes according to his diary. Confused, Adrian shouted to his PA through the closed door rather than ring her using the internal phone.


  ‘Mary!’


  He could hear her rushing up from her seat. Mary slid her head around the door, her long brown curly hair falling around her face, which always reminded Adrian of a poodle crossed with a King Charles spaniel. Her big blank brown eyes stared back at him.


  ‘Yes, Adrian?’


  He pointed to the screen. She glanced at it and pulled a face.


  ‘Why is she booked to come and see me in ten minutes? This appointment wasn’t in my diary this morning.’


  Mary flushed. ‘Sorry, Adrian. She called up this afternoon and said she needed to talk to you. I tried to speak with you but you were busy on a conference call.’ She paused and looked upset. ‘She was very forceful. I just booked her in. I meant to tell you but…I guess I forgot. I’m sorry.’


  Adrian cursed under his breath. He turned and waved her away and she scurried out of the room.


  Before Adrian had a chance to think, his phone rang. It was the main reception calling and Adrian pulled a face as he picked up the receiver.


  ‘Adrian Brown…OK…I’ll send Mary.’ He hung up and rested his forehead in his hands. He was dreading what might come next.


  He asked Mary to prepare some coffee after she had seen Amelia to his office and asked that she not disturb them. Mary soon returned carrying two steaming cups. She watched bright green eyes follow her as she placed a coffee cup in front of Amelia on Adrian’s desk, before passing her a sideways glance of disapproval.


  This amused Amelia.


  Clearly the buck hadn’t stopped with her and who knew how many women Adrian had cheated.


  She glanced up towards Adrian and his eyes met hers, studying her face intensely. Amelia waited until Mary closed the door to his office before smiling at him. She reached for her coffee and took a sip.


  ‘You may want to keep that one. She makes quite good coffee.’


  He shook his head. ‘Why are you here? We’re not supposed to meet like this.’


  ‘There’re lots of things we shouldn’t be doing but that hasn’t stopped you.’


  Adrian’s lips pulled upright into a grin. His eyes wandered from her face towards her shoulders, noting the thin white camisole top that hugged her delicate body. Her hair fell roughly tousled around her face, with tendrils touching the tops of her bare arms.


  ‘Still, we shouldn’t be meeting here at the office like this. You draw too much attention and unwanted questions. I don’t make it a habit to meet tenants privately in my office.’


  ‘Just screw them, then?’


  ‘Only you.’


  Adrian watched her eyes, which seemed to him to be a darker shade of green today. It made him uneasy and restless.


  ‘Why are you here? You saw me a few hours ago. Why not say something then?’


  Amelia lowered her cup back onto his desk, her eyes never leaving his. ‘You were rather pre-occupied at the time.’


  ‘I’m a busy man. Spit it out, I don’t have time for games.’


  ‘But you play them so well.’ She leaned forward, her hair framing her pretty face in a wild red glow.


  Adrian cursed under his breath but still he stared longingly at her.


  At length, Amelia got up from her chair and walked around the desk to stand behind his chair.


  Her hands pressed down hard on top of his shoulders.


  Her fingers curled, clawing him in her grasp.


  Adrian felt her nails dig into his flesh.


  CHAPTER 8


  By the time Claire had driven back to the office, she tried to look as if the last forty minutes hadn’t happened.


  She sat in her car in the station car park, pulled her sunglasses off, and tossed them on the dash. She peered into the rear-view mirror. She dabbed around her eyes with her fingertips, removing any smears of make-up before heading into the station.


  As she walked into CID, DI David Matthews was on her as soon as she was through the door.


  ‘Guv,’ he said, too loudly, in her ear, enough for her to glance across the room to where Michael was sitting, watching them closely.


  ‘Guv, can I have a word?’


  She gave a curt nod, and he followed her through to her office, shutting the door behind him. As Claire sat down in her chair, she risked another glance at Michael. She had a perfect line of sight to his desk through the glass partition walls of her office.


  He was rifling paperwork on his desk, and then peering at his computer screen, pretending to be busy.


  Claire knew he was watching them, watching her.


  Every single move.


  ‘Have a seat, Matthews,’ she said as she booted up her computer. He sat in one of the chairs opposite her desk and just smiled. Claire raised her eyes to meet his. ‘Why are you grinning at me like a Cheshire cat?’


  Matthews leaned forward, clasping his hands together and rested them on her desk. ‘The Hargreaves case?’ he said. ‘I got your email. Thought now would be a good time to go through everything.’


  Claire glanced towards Michael’s desk again. He wasn’t there. She felt herself relax a little.


  She found herself smiling back at Matthews, her ice-blue eyes glowing in amusement. ‘I thought you’d be pleased. You wanted to work the Hargreaves case and now I’m making you SIO, we’ll discuss the details tomorrow, with Diego.’


  She paused and considered her next words carefully.


  ‘And before you ask, Diego didn’t take it too well – about Hargreaves – so do me a favour and don’t rub his bloody nose in it. I’m working the Wainwright murder with him. The last thing I need is him resenting me any more than he does already.’


  Matthews was beaming. His dark-brown eyes looked out of Claire’s office, across the incident room to the work station he shared with the other underdogs – mainly the DCs in his eyes. He shouldn’t even be sitting near them. He was meant for better things.


  He wanted Claire’s crown and this was his big foothold on the ladder.


  He leaned forward, his floppy brown hair falling around his eyes. He brushed it back with his left hand and offered his other to Claire. ‘I can’t thank you enough.’


  Claire stared at his hand then reluctantly shook it. ‘Just don’t let me down… Don’t make me regret this.’


  Business and
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