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Synopsis

Winter in the Derbyshire Peaks: months of knee-deep
snow, short days, and rocketing crime rates.

Detective Sanne Jensen is living in self-imposed
isolation and quietly falling apart, while Dr. Meg Fielding—Sanne’s
best friend and occasional lover—is struggling to cope with her
violent brother, who is back in town and demanding money that she
doesn’t have.

When the murder of a drug addict is dumped onto
Sanne’s already unmanageable caseload, she suspects the death may
be the start of something more sinister. But how can she
investigate a crime when no one cares about the victim? And how can
she stop a killer who has no identity, no motive, and no
conscience?


What Reviewers Say About Cari Hunter’s Work

“[Snowbound] grabbed me from the first page
and kept me on the edge of my seat until nearly the end. I love the
British feel of it and enjoyed the writer’s style tremendously. So
if you’re looking for a very well written, fast paced, lesbian
romance—heavy on the action and blood and light on the romance—this
is one for your ereader or bookshelf.”—C-Spot Reviews

“[Desolation Point] is the second of Cari
Hunter’s novels and is another great example of a romance action
adventure. The story is fast paced and thrilling. A real page
turner from beginning to end. Ms. Hunter is a master at an
adventure plot and comes up with more twists and turns than the
mountain trails they are hiking. Well written, edited and crafted
this is an excellent book and I can’t wait to read the
sequel.”—Lesbian Reading Room

“Cari Hunter provides thrills galore in her
adventure/romance Desolation Point. In the hands of a lesser
writer and scenarist, this could be pretty rote and by-the-book,
but Cari Hunter breathes a great deal of life into the characters
and the situation. Her descriptions of the scenery are sumptuous,
and she has a keen sense of pacing. The action sequences never
drag, and she takes full advantage of the valleys between the peaks
by deepening her characters, working their relationship, and
setting up the next hurdle.”—Out In Print

“Once again Ms. Hunter outdoes herself in the tension
and pace of the plot. We literally know from the first 2 pages that
the evil is hunting them, but we are held on the edge of our seats
for the whole book to see what will unfold, how they will cope,
whether they will survive—and at what cost this time. I literally
couldn’t put it down. Tumbledown is a wonderful
read.”—Lesbian Reading Room

“Even though this is a continuation of the
Desolation Point plot, [Tumbledown] is an entirely
different sort of thriller with elements of a police procedural.
Other thriller authors (yes, I’m looking at you Patterson and
Grisham) could take lessons from Hunter when it comes to writing
these babies. Twists and turns and forgotten or unconventional
weaponry along with pluck and spirit keep me breathless and reading
way past my bedtime.”—Out In Print

“Truly terrible things, as well as truly lovely
things, abound in the mystery-thriller No Good Reason. The
plot takes off immediately as a captive woman makes her bloody
escape and the—Well, this is not a romance, dear reader, so brace
yourself. …After visiting America for her last two books,
Desolation Point and Tumbledown, Hunter returns to the land of hot
tea and the bacon butty in her latest novel. Our heroines are
Detective Sanne Jensen and Dr. Meg Fielding, best mates forever and
sometimes something more. Their relationship is indefinable and
complicated, but not in a hot mess of drama way. Rather, they share
unspoken depths, comfortably silly moments, rock-solid friendship,
and an intimacy that will make your heart ache just a wee
bit.”—C-Spot Reviews

“Cari Hunter is a master of crime suspense stories.
No Good Reason brings tension and drama to strong medical
and police procedural knowledge. The plot keeps us on the edge of
our metaphorical seat, turning the pages long into the night. The
setting of the English Peak District adds ambiance and a drama of
its own without excluding anybody. And through it all a glimmer of
humour and a large dose of humanity keep us engaged and
enthralled.”—Curve Magazine
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Chapter One

The water was tepid and straight from the tap, its
overriding taste one of chlorine. Trying to ignore the avid gaze of
the twelve people seated to her right, Sanne Jensen drank it
regardless, wishing she had painkillers to chase down.

“Detective Jensen?”

The curt prompt from the prosecution barrister sent a
spasm through Sanne’s fingers, and water spilled over the edge of
her glass to form a small puddle on the wooden shelf. Unseen behind
the lip of the witness stand, she pulled her jacket sleeve down
over her hand and used it to clean up the mess.

“No,” she said, and the twelve faces shifted back in
her direction like a crowd at a slow motion tennis match. “There is
no possibility that the chain of evidence was disrupted or that the
evidence was contaminated. My partner Detective Nelson Turay and I
personally supervised the collection of Mr. Mulligan’s clothing,
and proper procedures were adhered to at all times.”

The prosecutor nodded, an unmistakeable glint of
relief in her eyes. “So in your opinion there is no likelihood that
Miss Gordon’s blood could have been accidentally transferred onto
the shirt of the defendant?”

“No. None at all.”

“Thank you, Detective. No further questions.”

Sanne waited for the judge to grant her permission to
step down and then walked across the courtroom. She kept her head
high, maintaining an air of professional confidence, although her
body felt as if it had been pummelled and her legs threatened to
give everything away by simply folding beneath her. Sitting in the
gallery, Nelson smiled as she caught his eye, but his expression
still bore the strain of the last two and a half hours.

The passageway to the exit was dimly lit and empty.
Once certain she was out of sight, she leaned against the wall and
wiped her face on her damp sleeve. Her head was throbbing, a dull,
insistent beat that had become a constant companion.

“Fucking hellfire.” She thumped the wall hard,
sending an echo reverberating through the corridor, but the gesture
didn’t clear her head or work a miracle on her mood; it just made
her knuckles sting. Too tired to care, she straightened her jacket
and went out to face the music.

*

“Did I balls it up?”

Sanne’s quiet question broke the silence in the car.
After meeting her outside the court, Nelson had said nothing, only
snarling at a diversion forcing them into Sheffield’s city centre,
which hardly counted as conversation.

He hit the brakes, avoiding the bumper of the van in
front by inches. Red light blazed across his face as he turned to
look at her.

“Almost.” He raised his hand, his thumb and index
finger nearly touching. “You were this close, Sanne. This close to
sending four months of work down the drain. She deserved
better.”

“I know,” Sanne said. Sleet battered the windscreen,
and wind gusted between the high buildings that lined Church
Street. She clenched her teeth to stop them from chattering.

Trevor Mulligan had murdered his girlfriend after an
argument about dishwashing had ended with him smashing her face to
pieces with a beer bottle. Although he had concocted a story about
a random intruder and done a competent job of removing trace
evidence, he hadn’t fooled Sanne or Nelson for a second. On the
first day of his trial, a friend had provided an alibi and the
defence successfully fought to suppress Mulligan’s previous
conviction for domestic assault. Now, on day four, Sanne’s
faltering performance on the witness stand had threatened to derail
the entire case.

She peered out at the shops closing for the day and
commuters rushing to catch trams, their collars and hoods drawn
tight against the bitter weather, their umbrellas rendered useless
by the strengthening wind. Defunct Christmas lights swayed between
lampposts, waiting for the council to strip them down. Until then,
they lingered unlit, underscoring that miserable period straight
after New Year when everyone commuted in the dark, when the weather
was at its shittiest and there was nothing to look forward to. With
moods at a low ebb and tempers short, it was no wonder that crime
rates shot through the roof. The nine detectives in EDSOP—the East
Derbyshire Special Ops department—were struggling to keep their
heads above the seasonal onslaught of rapes, beatings, and murders
that traditionally occurred once the presents and tinsel were
stashed away and the credit card bills began to drop onto the
doormat. Every member of the team was exhausted, nobody was seeing
much of their families, and the seemingly endless brutality was
wearing on the most hardened nerves.

Still, Sanne knew, she had no excuses. Sensing Nelson
reach over, she turned away from the window. His focus was already
back on the traffic, but she noticed a ripple of warm air begin to
thaw her fingertips and realised he had switched the heater to its
highest setting.

“Do you want to get something to eat?” he asked.
“Talk things through?”

The thought of food made her queasy. She shook her
head. “I really am sorry about today,” she said. “I’ll be better, I
promise.”

He stopped at a junction, knocked the gear into
neutral, and pulled on the handbrake, his movements methodical and
unhurried. In front of the car, pedestrians jockeyed for position
as they began to cross the road. He watched them for a moment
before leaning back in his seat.

“Everyone has a wobble now and again, San.” His voice
had lost its edge, and his gentle tone made her want to hold on to
him and bawl. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing him as
well.

“I’ve been wobbling for a while now.” She drew in a
deep breath that smelt of car exhaust and takeaway pizza. “Time to
get on with things, I think.”

“Yeah, it probably is.” Pink and green neon swirled
over the dash as he drove past a line of kebab shops. “Easier said
than done sometimes, though.”

“Aye.” Misery crept in over her again. When she
finally spoke, she could only manage a whisper. “Ain’t that the
truth.”

*

The sleet turned to snow as Nelson broke free of the
snarled-up city streets, the sat nav muted in favour of Sanne’s
less convoluted directions.

“It’s not supposed to stick,” she said, watching wet
flakes obliterate themselves on the windscreen. “Not tonight,
anyway.”

Nelson scoffed, waggling a finger toward the lights
flashing on an approaching sign. “Famous last words, San.”

The sign indicated the closure of the Snake Pass, the
high, tortuous cross-Pennine road linking the cities of Manchester
and Sheffield, a link connecting directly to Sanne’s cottage.

“It’s not sticking here, though,” Nelson said, almost
to himself. Then, louder, “Let’s give it a go, eh? See how far we
get.” Accelerating past the sign, he began to whistle an off-key
rendition of the Mission Impossible theme, drumming along
with his fingers on the steering wheel. His enthusiasm proved
contagious, snapping Sanne out of her glum mood and prompting her
to provide backing vocals. He was one of only two people she ever
dared to sing in front of.

“Bet you’re glad you swapped your last piece of junk
for your current piece of junk,” he shouted over her finale. “You
might even make it into work tomorrow.” The streetlamps ended
without warning, plunging the road into darkness, and he squeaked
in a way that could only be described as unmanly. They didn’t have
the best track record on this route.

“I’ll have you know I’m rather fond of my current
piece of junk, and there was nothing wrong with my bloody Corsa
either.” She folded her arms, sticking out her tongue in a
deliberate attempt to distract him.

He gave a bark of laughter. “Oh no, it was absolutely
fine until it attempted to murder us on this very road. You know
there’s a plaque on that wall we hit, commemorating the fact that
we barely escaped with our lives.” He spoke lightly but then
sobered as he recognised the underlying truth of his words.
Although the collision had been minor, its consequences later that
night had almost killed them both.

“I say a little prayer every morning to give thanks
for the unbreakability of your head,” Sanne said.

To her relief, he grinned. “Thank you. Coming from an
atheist, that means a lot.”

“Yeah, I nick your god for a minute or two. Do you
think she’ll mind?”

“I think she’ll be fine with that.”

“How very benevolent of her.”

Sanne propped her feet on the dashboard and let
Nelson concentrate on the road, the only noise the grinding of his
teeth as he negotiated a succession of sharp bends. The snow
reverted to sleet before stopping altogether, but the dearth of
vehicles travelling in the opposite direction told them that the
summit was impassable.

“Drop me off at the top of the track, and I’ll walk
the rest of it,” she said, spotting the approach to her cottage,
though the landmarks were softened by snow. The unadopted access
lane was steep and treacherous in the best of weather, and the pool
car issued to Nelson for their court appearances hadn’t come with
four-wheel drive. In past winters, she had often abandoned her
Corsa in the closest lay-by and hiked home.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Positive. Even if you got down there, you wouldn’t
be getting back up. You’re welcome to kip in my spare room, but I
reckon Abeni would like to clap eyes on you for once.”

He pulled the car to a careful stop at the verge. “I
did tell her I’d try to make it home for tea. At this rate I’ll be
lucky if she’s not fed it to the cat.”

“So kick me out here and head back to your lovely
wife.”

“I don’t know, San. You’re not dressed for a
trek.”

“Pop the boot for me. I put a pair of wellies in
there this morning when I saw the forecast.” She was already
halfway out the door, the cold air stinging her lungs and pricking
her ears. When the boot sprang open, she gripped the cold metal for
balance as she replaced her smart shoes with battered wellies. Her
feet instantly went numb. She had remembered the boots but
forgotten to pack thicker socks.

“Text me when you get in,” Nelson said, his brow
knitted.

“Yes, Mum.” She waved him off, yelling, “You text me
too!” as he made a U-turn.

He stuck his thumb up through the open window but
yanked it back when the car skidded. Sanne waited until the brake
lights disappeared round a bend and then gave him a count of fifty
just to be certain that he hadn’t slipped into the first ditch.
From forty onward, all she could hear was the sharp breeze rustling
through the frozen ferns, and her own heartbeat.

“Okay then,” she said.

White mist puffed out in front of her, and snow
crackled beneath her boots. She pulled on her hat and gloves,
looking up to see countless pinpricks in the clearing sky. The
clouds released an almost full moon, and she let it guide her path,
picking her way around puddles and favouring patches of snow over
the icy stones. After a day sequestered in court, she relished the
opportunity to stretch her legs. She broke into a clumsy trot, with
the wellies slapping against her shins and threatening to upend her
into the hedgerows. The first glimpse of lamplight in the window of
her cottage made her shoulders sag, though. She slowed to a walk,
scuffing her toes against loose pebbles like a reluctant child. She
was tempted to keep jogging, to see how far she could get before
exhaustion set in and she had no choice but to come home.

Not being prone to dramatic gestures, however, she
merely took out her key and unlocked her door.

The kitchen was as frigid as the outside, the logs in
the wood burner long since reduced to ash. She didn’t have the
energy to fetch new fuel and relight the burner, so she settled for
the easy option, filling the kettle for a hot water bottle. Dirty
snow melted from the grips of her wellies and ran across the tiled
floor, and she stared at the puddles of grey water, too knackered
to work out at first how they had got there.

“Bollocks,” she said, kicking off the boots and
toeing them back toward the doormat. Dragging the mop in one hand,
she put the kettle on the stove with the other and sparked up the
gas.

Although lunch had been half a sandwich, and nerves
had made her skip breakfast altogether, cooking anything for her
supper seemed like a waste of time when she was planning to fall
straight into bed. Nibbling on a biscuit while the kettle boiled,
she took out her phone to check her messages. Having bypassed two
texts, she hovered over an e-mail from her boss, scared to death of
opening it, its empty header an ominous sign. As the kettle began
to whistle, she slid it from the stove and jabbed her finger on the
e-mail, most of her attention fixed on avoiding the steam and
extinguishing the gas. By the time she was finished with the
kettle, the message hadn’t gone away, but the trembling in her
hands had stopped.

As was customary, Detective Inspector Eleanor
Stanhope hadn’t beaten around the bush: See me in my office,
7:30 a.m., regarding the Mulligan case.

Sanne had been expecting the summons—the EDSOP
grapevine was lively, and very little passed Eleanor by—but that
didn’t assuage the dread that sent black dots spiralling across her
eyes. She closed the e-mail and scooped the remnants of her biscuit
into the bin. The phone lay on the counter like a portent while she
screwed the top onto her hot water bottle. It would be so simple to
break its jinx, to pick it up and read the unopened texts, but she
knew that would make everything worse. Clutching the heated bottle
to her chest, she turned out the kitchen light and walked upstairs
in the dark.

*

Megan Fielding shivered as a pair of cold feet inched
their way up her legs and came to rest between her thighs. The
mattress dipped and rocked gently, and Meg opened her eyes in the
half light as chilled but nimble fingers unfastened the buttons on
her pyjama top and grazed across her torso. The press of warm lips
against her throat made her shiver again.

“Is it still snowing out there?” she asked, not
really caring one way or another, as the fingers circled her
breast.

“No, but everything’s frozen.”

“Including you.”

“Including me. This helps, though.”

Meg chuckled. “I’ll bet it does, Dr. Woodall.” She
pulled Emily closer and kissed her nose. “How did you get on with
your asthmatic?”

“He died.” Emily put a finger over Meg’s lips. “Shh,
no work.”

“No work.” Meg nodded and then sucked in her breath
as Emily pushed a hand beneath the elastic of her pyjama bottoms.
“Jesus Christ.”

“Funnily enough,” Emily murmured, “I’m much warmer
now.”

Meg sighed, every bone in her body seeming to melt
into the bedding. “I’m very happy to be of assistance,” she
said.


Chapter Two

Meg woke to the smell of cinnamon and to a soft kiss
on her cheek. She smiled, rolling over in layers of quilt that
twisted around her legs and reminded her that she had never put her
pyjamas back on.

“Morning.” Emily set a mug of tea on the bedside
table and held out a plate of raisin toast. She was dressed for
work, having somehow managed to shower and make breakfast without
disturbing Meg.

“Morning.” Meg sat up and tugged the quilt until it
covered her naked chest. “You spoil me, y’know. I’m used to fending
for myself.”

Emily perched on the edge of the bed. Her hand
carried a faint scent of perfume as she ran her fingers through
Meg’s hair. “I like spoiling you. Indulge me.”

Meg bit into a slice of toast, remembering to swallow
before she spoke. “Consider yourself indulged. Shit, is that the
time?”

“Afraid so.” Smoothing the wrinkles from her shirt,
Emily headed into the small en-suite bathroom, where Meg heard her
run the tap and begin to clean her teeth. Then the door closed,
muting the sounds, and Meg pushed the mug aside, running her hand
along the top of the cabinet in a futile search for her phone.
Light flooded the bedroom as the door opened again, and she changed
course, picking up her tea, but Emily was already stooping by the
bedside.

“I must’ve knocked it off with the mug,” she said,
passing the mobile to Meg. “I didn’t hear anything from it last
night. Did you?”

“No.” Meg sipped the tea, aiming for nonchalance and
apparently falling short, since Emily stayed on her knees and put a
reassuring hand on Meg’s thigh.

“I’m sure she’s okay, but why don’t you call her if
you’re worried?”

“I might,” Meg said, knowing she probably wouldn’t.
“It’s just difficult, you know, with all this.”

“With us.”

“Yeah, with us.” The phrase felt weird: not
unpleasant or wrong, just strange. “You better get going. The roads
will be a disaster if it’s snowed.”

Emily accepted the change of subject gracefully.
“There’s no snow, but I need to be in early anyway. I’ll see you at
handover.” She gave Meg a kiss flavoured with mouthwash. “Are you
staying here today?”

“I’m not sure. I might head home, check whether the
pipes have frozen and swap some clothes over. Was there something
you needed me to do?”

“Oh, no. I didn’t know whether to try to nip back
here for lunch, that’s all.” Emily adjusted a clip and checked her
hair in the mirror. She ran a finger over a smudge of lipstick,
rubbing until she was satisfied with the result. Intrigued by the
ritual, Meg attempted to spot the difference when Emily turned
around, but nothing seemed to have changed. She still looked fresh
and lovely, and she was regarding Meg with such a wanton gleam that
it made Meg want to call in sick for the both of them.

Laughing, Emily shook her head and held up a finger
in warning. “I’m going to go now,” she said. “Before you get us
into trouble.”

Meg waved her off with a piece of toast, scattering
crumbs on the quilt.

“The Hoover’s in the cupboard next to the kitchen,”
Emily called over her shoulder.

“Yeah, yeah.” Meg licked her finger and used it to
dab up the crumbs, her phone still gripped in her other fist. She
waited for the rattle of Emily’s key in the lock before flipping
open the protective leather casing. There were no new messages, no
missed calls or e-mails. “Fucking hell, San,” she whispered.

She debated sending Sanne another text, something
cheerful and irrelevant that would be easy to respond to, but
nothing she thought of seemed right. She wondered at what point
they had stopped being able simply to chat. She pulled her knees up
and wrapped her arms around them, the phone dropping unnoticed to
the bedding. Somewhere outside, a siren wailed, its two-tone horn
blasting off the buildings and fading away almost immediately. In
the flat next door, Christa marked six a.m. by switching on a
blender and turning up her television to compensate. Meg put her
hands over her ears, breathed through her nose, and did her utmost
to tune it all out.

*

Sanne stood by her kitchen window and gazed out onto
frosted pastures and hills whose summits gleamed white beneath the
moon. Bearing the weather in mind, she had set her alarm for
earlier than usual, but there had been no new snow overnight, so
she’d had extra time to sweat through the first shirt she had put
on and almost throw up her breakfast into the toilet. She hated
being in trouble, and she was under no illusions regarding her
upcoming meeting with Eleanor. It made her feel eight years old
again, hemmed into a corner by a clique of girls in the year above
who didn’t understand exactly why she was their target, just that
she was odd enough for them to single her out. She knew that the
circumstances were completely different, that this time she
deserved whatever was coming, but it didn’t lessen the panicky
sensation fluttering in her stomach or the urge to draw the
curtains, lock the doors, and hide beneath her bed with a blanket
over her head.

The idea of trying to squeeze in among the junk
stored under her bed brought a smile to her face. She stacked her
breakfast dishes and rubbed her eyes with her fingertips, and five
minutes later, she was out of the door, bundled up against the
subzero temperature and cracking the ice on the hens’ water
trough.

“Morning, girls.” In the torchlight, she spied the
rooster snuggled in the corner of the coop, his flock surrounding
him. “Morning, Git Face.”

They had plenty of food left, so she started the
engine on her Land Rover and kept her fingers crossed until she was
sure that it wouldn’t cut out. Although a thick layer of frost
covered the windows, the heater performed a small miracle by coming
on when she turned the dial. Opting to stay in the warmth and let
the windows thaw slowly, she dug out her mobile and finally read
Meg’s messages, the first wishing her good luck in court and the
second asking her how she had got on.

I fucked everything up and I’m in deep shit,
was what she wanted to say, but that would only make Meg worry and
try to phone her. Everything’s fine, don’t you be fretting,
she typed. Say hello to Emily. It was a long time before she
pressed send.

*

Meg ate her second piece of toast sitting on the
floor by the living room’s patio doors. Neither the bedroom nor the
kitchen had a window, but from this vantage point she could watch
the sky lighten as the sun began to rise. The shadowy outlines of
nearby apartment blocks gradually became solid shapes, while the
orange streetlamps arcing over the bypass blinked off in a random
order. The window overlooked the courtyard of the complex, whose
residents were striding through it in a steady procession, their
schedules governed by a nine-to-five workday and the vagaries of
public transport.

Crunching her toast, Meg strained to see the hills
that surrounded the city, a sudden claustrophobia making her push
the doors open. She was three floors up, and the wind rushed into
the room, carrying with it a waft of diesel fumes and frying bacon.
Scowling, she slammed the doors shut again and took her plate into
the kitchen. Emily’s apartment was only four miles from Sheffield
Royal Hospital, so convenient for work that Meg often stayed over
during a run of shifts. It was a routine they had fallen into, but
Meg had never been a city girl, and five months down the line she
could feel the walls closing in around her.

She rinsed her plate and mug, splashing suds onto the
floor, heedless of the mess she was making. As she turned around, a
flash of silver caught her eye, and she picked up the small parcel
Emily had left on the table. She unfastened the ribbon binding it,
and the paper unravelled to reveal a box of chocolate truffles with
a note resting on top: No reason. I just like making you smile.
Em x

Meg laughed and shook her head, her bad mood falling
away. Back at her spot by the patio doors, she shoved the biggest
chocolate into her mouth and settled against the sofa to watch the
city wake up.

*

Anxiety washed over Sanne the instant she stepped
into the office. Her palms were already sweaty, and damp patches
beneath her armpits were making her replacement shirt stick to her.
Duncan Carlyle sniggered as she walked past his desk, but she
stared directly ahead, resisting the impulse to kick him in the
shin and focusing her attention on Eleanor’s office door. It was
shut, but she could see someone moving behind its frosted
glass.

“She said to send you straight in.”

Sanne spun around to face Fred Aspinall. He was close
enough to touch her, although she hadn’t heard him approach. One of
the thick files balanced across his arms slipped, sending a cascade
of paper to the floor, and he swore, attempting to keep the pile
under control while bending to retrieve the escapees.

Sanne put a hand on his shoulder. “I’ve got it,
Fred.” She crouched in his stead, both knees clicking loudly.

“Bloody hell, yours are worse than mine.” At
fifty-six, and with a considerable paunch, Fred wasn’t renowned for
his athleticism, but he succeeded in making Sanne smile.

“Fell runner’s knees. Occupational hazard.” She stood
and gave him the papers. “You, on the other hand, look positively
spry. What’s your secret?” She had heard rumours about a new lady
love for the triple divorcee, and the blush that spread to the tips
of his ears told her there was truth behind the gossip.

He seemed on the verge of answering but snapped his
teeth together instead and nodded over her shoulder. “You better
get in there.”

When Sanne looked up, she saw Eleanor’s door was
ajar. “Fuck,” she whispered. “Wish me luck, will you?”

“Be over before you know it.” He winced. “Your
bollocking, not your career, love.”

“Yeah, I hope you’re right. Only one way to find
out.”

She crossed the short remaining distance and knocked
on the door. Eleanor’s response was a curt and immediate, “Come
in.”

Sanne stopped in front of the desk with her hands
fisted by her sides. “You wanted to see me, ma’am.” She managed to
keep her voice steady, but there was no way she could unclench her
fingers.

Eleanor gave a single nod. “Before we begin, do you
want a Federation representative present?”

“I’d prefer not to, ma’am.” Sanne had already decided
against contacting a rep. She trusted Eleanor to be fair, whether
or not an independent witness was present. It might be naive, but
the fewer people involved, the better, as far as she was
concerned.

Eleanor ticked a box on a pre-printed form. “I spoke
to Margaret Harris at some length last night,” she said. She paused
for Sanne to acknowledge the name of the prosecution barrister
assigned to the Mulligan case. “It was late, and she was obviously
tired, so I’ll make allowances for that, but she was not at all
happy with you, Detective Jensen.”

Sanne flinched at the use of her official title. It
was a tactic that Eleanor rarely resorted to. “No, ma’am, I don’t
imagine she was.”

“‘Lacklustre,’ ‘hesitant,’ and ‘barely convincing’
were just a few of her more polite phrases. She wanted me to throw
the book at you, and I must admit that after listening to her
tirade for more than an hour, I am tempted to abide by her
demands.”

“Yes, ma’am.” For a fleeting second, Sanne wanted the
same, to have it all done with so she could go home and stop
pretending that she could function. Digging her fingernails into
her palms, she let the sharp pain excise that notion. It took all
her willpower, but she met and held Eleanor’s gaze. “I can only
apologise. I don’t have any excuses, and I know I let everyone
down. It won’t happen again.”

Eleanor leaned forward and considered Sanne in the
manner of a scientist scrutinising an unusual specimen. “What the
hell is going on with you? You look like death warmed over, your
most recent case reports are all substandard, and you’re going to
pieces on the witness stand. Is it the Cotter case? Some delayed
posttraumatic reaction?”

Sanne stiffened at the name, but she refused to use
Billy Cotter as an excuse for her behaviour, easy as that would
have been. “No, ma’am. It’s not that.”

“Because I can arrange counselling if necessary.”

“No, thank you.”

“Are you and Nelson having problems?”

“No.” Sanne shook her head emphatically. “Definitely
not.”

Eleanor pushed her glasses to her forehead and folded
her arms. “Which leaves me with family, finances, or the death of a
beloved pet.”

It was only the hint of a reprieve, but Sanne took
heart from it.

“It’s sort of a family thing, boss.” She left it at
that, hoping Eleanor wouldn’t pry, wouldn’t force her to reveal
that she felt as if her life had slowly broken into pieces over the
last five months. She didn’t need to voice the admission to know
how pathetic it would sound, and she resolved to get a fucking grip
on herself, if she managed to leave the office with a job.

“Anything you need support with?” Eleanor asked,
sounding less like a detective inspector now and more like a boss
who knew a fair bit about Sanne’s background.

“No, but thank you.” Sanne’s fingers ached as she
straightened them. She wondered whether her nails had drawn
blood.

“You’ve always been an asset to this team, but I
won’t hesitate to transfer you out if you become a liability.”
Eleanor dropped her glasses back into place and made a note on the
file in front of her. “You’re on a three-month improvement notice.
If there are no further issues after that time, the notice will be
removed from your records.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Sanne said, both relieved and
mortified.

Eleanor nodded. “You’re dismissed. Shut the door on
your way out.”


Chapter Three

It would have been so simple for Sanne to lock
herself in the bathroom, to stay there until most of her colleagues
had left the office on fieldwork assignments and she could face the
rest. She didn’t, though. She hadn’t earned her position as the
only woman on Eleanor’s team, and its youngest member, by being a
coward. Sticking to her usual route, she headed straight back to
her desk, which gave Carlyle another opportunity to grin at her and
earned her encouraging nods from Fred and George.

A mug of tea was waiting on her mouse mat, steaming
hot, with a pair of chocolate digestives beside it. Nelson had
judged the timing of her bollocking to perfection. He let her take
a couple of mouthfuls of tea and start in on the biscuits before he
spoke.

“How’d it go?”

“I’m still here.” She adjusted her grip on the
digestive, where the chocolate was melting in her sweaty fingers.
“Three-month improvement warning. I expected worse.”

Nelson was watching her carefully. They had worked
together for almost two years, and he was adept at gauging her
moods. “Still feel like crap, though, don’t you?”

She nodded, and felt less crappy for having admitted
it. “I wish she’d yelled at me. I’d rather deal with that than with
quiet disappointment.”

He smiled in recognition. “Took the mum route, did
she? My mum scarcely raised her voice, but she could set me on a
guilt trip for a month.”

“I think they must all go to some sort of course,”
Sanne said. “Mine would never shout at us. She just had this way of
making us feel awful for days after we’d done something wrong,
whereas my dad would throw a tantrum, belt us one, and then go to
the pub and forget all about it.”

“That was probably down to the cider, San.”

“Aye. One of the few advantages to having an alky for
a parent.” She sucked the chocolate from her fingers and used the
cleanest to switch her computer on. “Right. Roberts and Hussein.
Are you still okay with Burgess and Harrison?”

Her crisp return to their open cases made Nelson
grin. “I should be able to get mine off to the CPS by this
afternoon, and then I can take one of yours off your hands.”

She was already double-clicking her first file.
“Fabulous. I’m almost done with Roberts. If you get a spare hour,
how about you read my summary through and I’ll crack on with
Hussein?”

Nelson licked the nib of his pen in readiness. “I
love it when you organise me,” he said.

*

Sanne was midway through reading an interview
transcript and tapping notes into a second document when she heard
the footsteps approaching. She didn’t need to look up to know who
was behind her. It wasn’t the shadow falling across her desk that
gave him away—Duncan Carlyle was of average build, with a
nondescript profile—but he wore the same pungent aftershave every
day, and every day it made her want to stick her head in a bucket.
He had obviously waited until Nelson had gone to fetch a late
lunch, leaving her alone. She braced herself for the inevitable
diatribe, for him to tell her that she’d have been bumped back into
uniform if he’d had his way, and that it was only a matter of time
before she fucked up again and made Eleanor regret giving her a
second chance. Carlyle had been sullen and vindictive prior to the
Cotter case, but his bitterness had ramped up to a whole new level
in the aftermath.

“Hey, Sarge,” she said, a polite greeting intended as
damage limitation. When he didn’t answer, she minimised her notes
to prevent him reading over her shoulder. His proximity was making
her nervous, so she rolled her chair sideward, widening the gap
between them and allowing her to make eye contact. She only saw the
file as he dropped it onto her keyboard.

“You’re up,” he said.

She shook her head, reaching to pass the file back.
“No, Scotty and Jay just closed theirs. We already have four
open.”

He shrugged, and a smile elongated the feeble
moustache he had been growing since November. Something pink,
possibly a crumb of jammy toast, was stuck to the edge closer to
Sanne.

“As of”—he made a show of checking his watch—“forty
minutes ago, Scotty and Jay are helping me with a special project.
Which means that you’re up. Dead smack rat in Malory Park.
Enjoy.”

“Right.” She straightened the file. She couldn’t
argue with him. He would already have agreed to the allocation with
Eleanor, so her only option was to play him at his own game by
refusing to react. “No problem, Sarge. We’ll get right out
there.”

Her heart sank even as she forced brightness into her
words. No one would give a shit about another dead heroin addict.
There would be no cooperative witnesses and no media interest, the
motive would trace back to the drugs, and securing a conviction
would be next to impossible. The assignment was the equivalent of
Carlyle giving her a rope and kicking her toward the gallows. She
wondered whether she’d be able to keep her head out of the noose.
On the plus side, she had to admit that even a small chance of
pissing on his chips was attractive. She touched the side of her
face.

“Got a bit of something in your ’tache, Sarge.”

He frowned and dabbed at the offending crumb,
catching it on his finger and then floundering because he had
nowhere to wipe it. As his face turned scarlet, he shoved his hand
into his trouser pocket and strode away, almost colliding with
Nelson in the narrow aisle between the desks.

“Sanne Jensen, have you been upsetting the sarge
again?”

Nelson placed a paper bag in front of her, and she
handed him the file in an unfair exchange. One look at its cover
sheet told him everything he needed to know.

“Sorry, mate,” she said.

“Don’t be. It’s not your fault he’s an arse.” Nelson
picked up the lunch bags again. “Come on. We can picnic at Malory.
I’ve heard it’s lovely in the winter.”

“You heard wrong,” she said, and caught the coat that
he threw at her.

*

“Third left off Balan. Second right, first right.”
Sanne traced the route with her finger, the map dog-eared by years
of similar treatment. “No, second right, then second right,” she
corrected herself, spotting another tiny street leading off the
feeder road.

“I hate this place,” Nelson muttered. He indicated
before switching lanes, preparing to leave the bypass and turn into
Malory Park. The sign for the council estate was a pock-holed,
graffiti-strewn remnant that might as well have borne the legend:
Abandon All Hope, Ye Who Enter Here.

Built six miles outside the city centre and encircled
by concrete flyovers that seemed designed to trap its residents
within its confines, Malory was a pit of crime and poverty, where
Sheffield Council housed its least desirable citizens just to keep
them away from everyone else. Sanne had grown up on a similar
sinkhole estate, but compared to Malory, Halshaw’s residents had
been model citizens, their houses almost palatial. Despite the
efforts of community projects and social workers and schools in
special measures, most of the kids raised on Malory stayed on
Malory, and the cycle of alcohol, heroin, underage pregnancy, and
chronic unemployment rarely got broken.

In a rush to get to a crime scene reported more than
three hours ago, Nelson and Sanne had eaten their lunch en route,
and Sanne’s egg sandwich sat uneasily in her stomach as Nelson
drove around Balan, the largest of the estate’s circular roads.

“Third left,” she said, aware that he had the memory
of a goldfish when it came to directions.

“What is it we’re after, again?”

“Twenty-six B Pellinore Walk. According to the file,
it’s an upstairs flat.”

She wiped the steam from her window, squinting
through a mist of freezing rain to the houses beyond the slick
pavements. Several were boarded up, bearing notices declaring that
everything of value had been removed. Their doors had been smashed
open anyway by enterprising or destitute residents distrustful of
authority. A tiny proportion of the occupied houses were in a
reasonable condition—their gardens not too overgrown, clean net
curtains behind their barred windows—but most were verging on ruin,
with a desperate air that made Sanne gnaw on the skin at the side
of her thumb.

“Three…four…” Nelson straightened fingers on the
wheel as he counted. “Five, oh, and there’s six.”

Sanne rolled her eyes. “Six sofas, or six
mattresses?”

“Both. I thought I’d go for the record. Ah,
seven.”

Wrecked furniture dumped in front gardens was as
ubiquitous on this estate as the pairs of muddy trainers tied
together at the laces and launched over the telephone wires. It was
easy to understand why: people either had no transport to get to
the tip or couldn’t be bothered trying to keep up appearances, and
the council levied a charge for removing large items. Sanne
remembered a tattered sofa sitting in her mum’s back garden one
glorious summer while she and Meg made it into dens, battered each
other with the cushions, and used it as an impromptu trampoline.
Her mum had eventually chopped it into pieces small enough to
carry, and given Sanne and her two siblings fifty pence each to
carry it bit by bit to the local dump. Though she had left it in
the garden for a while, she would never have kept it out the front
where anyone walking past could have seen it.

“There’s your eighth.” Sanne pointed out a mattress
and caught a glimpse of movement around a hole where the springs
had burst forth. “Ooh, do you get a bonus if it’s
rat-infested?”

“I’m not sure, but I think I should.”

“I’ll let it count for double. Are you happy
now?”

He beamed at her, his target surpassed.
“Delirious.”

She shook her head in despair. “Meanwhile, back with
our dead chap. Take your first right. That’s Pellinore, and the
evens are on, let’s see, your side.”

She counted down for him, stopping when she spotted
the Crime Scene Investigation van outside the address. Rain hit her
full in the face as she got out of the car. She bowed her head and
hurried across to 26B. Blue-and-white crime scene tape fluttered
around the tiny paved area where the wheelie bins were stored, one
loose end of ribbon taking flight in the wind. A young officer,
soaked through and visibly miserable, nodded at them as they
approached. They entered their collar numbers and the time into his
log and signed their names.

“SOCO still up there?” Nelson asked.

“Yeah, but I think they’re almost done. First on
scene is at Twenty-two A, with the bloke who called it in.” The
officer wiped a drip from his nose. “SOCO are waiting for you,” he
added in a tone verging on petulant.

Having both spent countless hours on similar
thankless assignments, neither Sanne nor Nelson commented on his
insubordination. Possibly grateful for the reprieve, he held the
door to the flat open and then shut it again behind them.

“Bulb’s gone,” a male voice called down almost at
once, pre-empting any attempt to switch on a light. “We left you
some clobber by the stairs.”

Panning around with his Maglite, Nelson located Tyvek
suits, booties, gloves, and masks. Sanne donned her outfit in
record time. In the close confines of the entrance, even the air
felt mucky. Avoiding a trail of crushed beer cans and what looked
like ingrained dog shit, she led the way upstairs and through a
single door that opened into the living room.

In lieu of curtains, someone had covered the window
with thick black paint. Even with her own torch, it took a moment
for Sanne’s eyes to adjust, and her sense of smell rushed in to
compensate. She put a hand to her face, pressing her mask inward to
shut out the stink of faeces, rotting dog food, and clotted
blood.

“Jesus Christ,” Nelson said, sweat beading on his
brow.

“We’re in the bedroom,” the voice called. “Tread
carefully.”

Sanne looked down, noting the mess of foil wraps and
needle-topped syringes glittering at her feet. There was only one
piece of furniture in the room: a sofa with a single, mismatched
cushion. On its arm, a Jif lemon balanced beside an overflowing
ashtray.

“Desperate times,” she said, tipping the plastic
lemon with a gloved finger. She would balk at putting the juice on
her pancakes, never mind mainlining the stuff, but addicts used it
as a handy though dangerous substitute for pure citric acid.

“It can make you go blind, you know,” Nelson said as
they tiptoed through the detritus.

“Yeah? No wonder! It tastes vile.”

His mask twitched, and the shape of his eyes told her
he was smiling. “From injecting it, not eating it, you pillock. I
Googled the finer points after we took that lad in from Halshaw.
Remember him?”

“Gap-toothed Brian with the manky leg ulcers? How
could I forget?”

She made a beeline out of the room, relieved to see a
bare but functioning light bulb in the hallway, not that it did
anything to improve the ambience. A short strip of uncarpeted
concrete led to a kitchen comprising a grease-covered oven and a
bin stacked high with polystyrene takeaway boxes, a bathroom with a
suite that might once have been eggshell blue, and a bedroom, from
which a blond man poked his head.

“Kept the place nice, didn’t he?” The Scene of Crime
Officer shook their hands in turn. “Ted Ulverston, Senior SOCO.
We’re not far from finishing up in here. I never thought I’d be
glad to get outside and breathe the Malory air.”

Sanne knew the feeling. As she stepped into the
bedroom, the stench became even more pronounced, the air stifling.
An electric heater still emanated warmth, having only just been
unplugged, and a grotesquely bloated and discoloured body lay
before it.

“Vic’s name is Andrew Culver, thirty-five years old.
First officer in here found a tattoo on his right forearm and got a
hit when she ran it through the PNC.” Ulverston stooped and tapped
the ink stretched taut across the swollen limb, leaving a trickle
of brown fluid in his wake. “Three stab wounds to the chest, one to
the abdomen, and one to the neck that severed the right common
carotid. Weapon is a serrated blade approximately three inches in
diameter, and the


























*


















cover.jpg
H0DE TUOTH THE DARY PENY SERIES





