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Foreword

By Mark Billingham

I envy you … 

‘You’ being the person who’s about to read (or listen, if this is an audiobook) to Liar, Liar, the fantastic new thriller from Luca Veste. That in itself is reason enough for me to be envious, but the fact is, this is not only Luca’s new book, it’s the first in a brand new series – one which I can confidently predict will be a must-read for any fan of propulsive, character-driven and genuinely thrilling crime fiction.

Obviously, I don’t actually envy you, because I’ve read it already. Which is why I’m able to assure you that reading this book (or listening to it, and I promise I’ll stop doing this now) is going to be a major treat. Anyone who’s reading Luca Veste for the first time – a Veste-Virgin – will finish this book, take a few minutes to get their breath back, kick themselves because they haven’t read any of his books before, then rush to a bookshop to snap up his backlist. Anyone who’s already a fan will be as delighted as they’ve been thrilled, especially if they’re a fan of his early books.

But I’ll keep you in suspense about that a little while longer …

Since his debut novel, Dead Gone was published in 2013, Luca has written fantastic thrillers in a variety of sub-genres. After launching his first series and writing a number of standalone thrillers, he moved into the crime/horror crossover market with chillers like The Bone Keeper and has more recently written several US-set psychological thrillers, such as You Never Said Goodbye and Trust In Me. He’s one of those annoying writers who seem able to turn their hand to almost anything. Fine, so he hasn’t yet turned in a slim volume of romantic poetry, but I wouldn’t put anything past him.

There’s no question that Luca’s a writer who deserves to be more widely read. Of course, all writers think that about themselves, but the real writers are those, such as Luca, who just keep turning out fantastic books and leave the pesky business of sales and marketing to other people. It’s therefore tempting, when talking about Luca, to use some terrible cliché like ‘the best-kept secret in crime fiction’. The truth is though, that Luca is anything but a secret, because everyone in the crime fiction community knows him. He is a hugely popular figure, whether talking about his books at festivals, or appearing on stage as the hugely talented bass player in The Fun Lovin’ Crime Writers (alongside a far less talented rhythm guitarist!) He also knows more about our genre than just about anyone else I know, and that knowledge – especially when it comes to what readers are looking for – is there for all to see in the books.

OK, I’ve teased you long enough. So, this new series …

Those readers – and I’m one of them – who loved Luca’s early, Liverpool-set novels featuring Murphy and Rossi, can now let out a collective and deafening whoop. Because they’re back, baby, and Luca is once again writing about his beloved home city. While this new book – and those still to come – pays homage to his Scouse/Italian heritage, he writes with enormous power about the city he calls home and knows better than anyone. The character of Liverpool is firmly front and centre once again: its humour, its resilience and of course its amazing history. I’m happy to see that The Beatles get several mentions (though Luca remains tragically mistaken in his theory about why they broke up). He writes wonderfully about every building, street and alleyway, especially those …darker places where some of his less-than-lovable characters hang out.

And ‘less-than’ lovable’ is putting it mildly.

So, strap in, because you’ll be turning the pages of Liar, Liar so fast that some kind of finger injury is almost inevitable. I can’t guarantee you’ll receive any damages, though. Luca’s a Scouser, remember. I can guarantee that you’ll enjoy the ride and hope that you’ll celebrate the return to Luca’s familiar stomping ground with the rest of us in the best way possible and buy all the forthcoming books in the series. You won’t be sorry.

Oh, and if you run into Luca at an event, tell him he’s wrong about George Harrison.

Mark Billingham

London

2026




Dedication

To Val and Jo – two of my favourite people in the world and the best adoptive mums I could ever ask for. Love you both so much.




Epigraph

‘Family not only need to consist of merely those whom we share blood, but also for those whom we’d give blood.’

Charles Dickens
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Before …




The day Mark met Sofia Bonucci was unextraordinary.

The day she died was the end of everything.

Mark should have done things differently. He knew it the moment he stepped out of the lift and felt the thick, rotting smell drifting along the corridor. A mix of cheap aftershave, damp, and the lingering tang of whatever greasy takeaway the residents of the block of flats lived on.

It was late. Too late. And he shouldn’t have been there alone.

But he’d told Sofia he would come. That he’d check up on her, while she was hiding out.

All of it unofficial.

A promise he’d made without thinking.

Because Sofia Bonucci had looked him in the eye two days earlier and said, ‘Please. He scares me. I just need somewhere to hide out and I can’t ask anyone in my family for help. And you know why.’

A request Mark shouldn’t have heeded.

One he hadn’t logged.

One he hadn’t mentioned to anyone.

One that would cost him everything.

Flat 23’s door was ajar. Mark froze. His pulse quickened.

‘Sofia?’ he said, his voice soft, purposeful. He reached towards the door and pushed it open with his fingertips.

The flat was dark except for the multicoloured flicker of a television, muted. A single bare bulb swung slightly in the hallway, as though some unknown force had brushed past it seconds before.

Everything Sofia had said began to replay in his head. How she’d ended up here – the actions Mark had taken, the rules he’d bent to do so.

Not just bent.

Broken.

Sofia’s ex-boyfriend – her ‘not really a boyfriend any more, but he won’t leave me alone’ problem – Mark knew had a history of volatile mood swings and drug use. The type of bloke Mark was so used to dealing with.

And it had nothing to do with the Bonuccis and their reputation or links to the drug world. Sofia had stayed well away from her family’s darker edges. She’d worked a year or so in one of their legitimate businesses – a restaurant on Seel Street in town – before she’d moved on. She struggled with anxiety, with finding work, with confidence.

Mark had never said it out loud, but he thought she was a gentle soul. Too gentle. Meek. As if she hadn’t come from that family at all.

Which is why it wasn’t right that she’d ended up with the man she had. And who, with Mark’s help, she was hiding from.

But now, something felt wrong.

Mark stepped inside, heart hammering. ‘Sofia?’ he said again, louder. ‘It’s Mark.’

There was movement ahead – a shape shifting behind the half-open bedroom door. He reached for his radio automatically, then swore under his breath when his fingers found only his jacket seam.

He’d left it in the car.

Another rule broken. Another mistake.

He approached the door slowly. ‘Sofia, talk to me. Are you okay?’

No reply.

The air felt wrong. Still. Heavy. Empty. He pushed the bedroom door open.

And then he saw her.

Sofia was slumped on the floor, one leg bent awkwardly underneath her, hair fanned across the cheap wooden laminate. Her skin looked pale grey in the flickering light, her lips parted slightly as though she was still trying to take in a final breath.

Mark’s throat closed.

‘No, no, no …’

He dropped to his knees, hands trembling as he reached for her neck. Lifeless. No pulse. The skin beneath his fingertips already beginning to settle. He took his hand away, realising it was wet. Held it up to the light and saw black.

Mark felt the world tilt.

Sofia was dead.

And he hadn’t kept her safe.

A soft noise behind him made him turn.

A man stood in the doorway, his face in shadow. Mid-twenties. Wild-eyed. Tattoo on his neck. Shirt stained with sweat.

Mark’s stomach dropped.

‘What did you do?’ Mark said, frozen in place.

The man stared, breath ragged. His voice cracked.

‘She just kept crying, and crying, and I told her to calm down … I told her, I couldn’t … she wouldn’t listen.’

Mark stood abruptly, his anger finally giving him strength. ‘What did you do to her?’ The words came through gritted teeth.

The man backed away, as Mark took a step towards him. ‘No, I … she wouldn’t listen to me, and we were fighting and it … it just happened.’

Mark’s fists clenched. It was then he saw the knife in the man’s hand, still dripping blood. As his eyes fell on it, it dropped to the floor.

There didn’t appear to be any sound. Mark watched it fall in slow motion, the thudding, clanging noise not permeating his ears. His chest shook with the effort to stay calm. Failing.

He should have brought backup. Should have told someone about the flat and who was staying there. And why. Should have told someone he was coming.

Should have stopped this spiral days ago, before it turned fatal.

But he hadn’t.

He’d let it unravel.

And now Sofia was dead on the floor, because Mark Fletcher – the supposed consummate professional, the trained man – had mishandled it every step of the way.

The ex-boyfriend stumbled out of the flat, sobbing incoherently. Mark didn’t chase him. He reached for his phone with numb fingers, staring down at the screen.

Who was he supposed to call first?

Emergency services?

His boss?

It came down to a simple question … which conversation would ruin his life the fastest?

His vision blurred. He blinked hard.

He’d crossed a line tonight and not out of malice or carelessness. No. It had been out of arrogance. Thinking he could fix something quietly. Thinking he could bend the rules, bend procedure for the sake of compassion.

All for nothing.

Sofia had been in danger. She’d been overwhelmed, frightened, and alone.

And Mark had wanted to be the hero again. Instead of saving her, he had condemned her.

He sank onto the floor beside her, shaking, the phone still heavy in his hand.

This … this was the moment everything would fracture.

There would be suspension. An inquiry. The media, both print and social, would come for him.

The Bonuccis’ rage would be swift and brutal.

The shaky threads of trust within the unit would be torn apart.

All of it would start here.

In the flicker of a television. In a flat that smelled of damp and mould and loneliness.

With a woman who only needed someone who would listen when she’d said, please, help me.

Mark opened his phone and pressed three numbers, voice breaking when he finally spoke.

‘I need police, ambulance …’

Too late. It was all too late.

And behind it all, a single, harrowing truth burned into him.

This was his fault.

And someone would make him pay.

If he didn’t do it to himself first.




Nine Months Later …




One

It is wrong to start this at the beginning. Only because no story should open with someone waking up. It’s too passive, too slow. We want to be thrown straight into the action. Almost joining a passing train, heading to its destination, with no thought to where it began its journey.

Only, this story doesn’t start like that.

It begins with Mark Fletcher waking up.

It was almost as if he had been asleep for a very long time. A deep sleep – one without dreams or nightmares. Total darkness. No memory of being disturbed in the night, no memory of even going to bed in the first place.

It was almost as if he had been born that morning. Snapped into existence.

Then, reality began to emerge around him. The feel of the bed underneath him – the mattress he had been conned into buying, on finance, from some company that only sold online. It was okay, but he didn’t think it would last as long as the website had promised.

Only, it didn’t feel like it normally did.

Didn’t feel familiar.

There was soft light, creeping through the curtains. Only, he didn’t have curtains. He had those boxed-in blind things that cost an absolute fortune, which he wished he’d never agreed to get.

Still, it didn’t click.

He was slowly coming around, but his eyes refused to open fully. There was already a pulsing headache forming in his forehead. At his temples. His mouth felt dry, his tongue lolling lifelessly in his mouth. He swallowed, but that only made it worse. Mark wanted to reach across to his bedside table – there was always a glass of water waiting there from the night before. However, he couldn’t seem to make his arm respond to his brain’s command. There was some strange kind of disconnect, where parts of his body didn’t want to move or work, as if they had gone on holiday and neglected to mention it.

For a moment, he forgot about the previous nine months and imagined that he would open his eyes to see Lisa lying next to him. Or up and doing her makeup at the dressing table near the window. Turning around to give him an eyeroll as if he should have been up already.

Then, reality slowly crept in. They hadn’t shared a bed in months, and no one cared what time he woke up any more.

His eyes peeled open a touch. Just so he could see the blurry outline of his bedroom. Well, the end of the bed at least. The white ceiling above – stippled Artex that was an absolute nightmare to replace. Mark knew that to be the case, having done it in every other room in the house over the past few years.

Back then, it had felt that at least he was working towards something. A better home, a better life. A fresh start, a new beginning … all those clichés. He was happy, for the first time in forever.

Everything was going his way.

Not so much lately. It seemed as if all his luck in life had lasted a few short years and then completely deserted him.

In a stable relationship, a future planned out, a professional life that couldn’t have been going better.

All gone in the blink of an eye.

Now, he was left with that one Artex ceiling, an empty bedroom, and no plans for the rest of the day, week or year.

Only, this ceiling wasn’t Artex.

At first, Mark thought he’d fallen asleep on the sofa again.

But he was definitely in a bed.

But, staring at the perfectly smooth white ceiling, he was absolutely certain of one thing.

This wasn’t his bedroom.

This wasn’t his living room.

It wasn’t even one of the other two bedrooms. He knew all that was in those were boxes and emptiness.

His head was fuzzy. And he felt as if it was stuck in a vice. And a thousand other things.

Nothing felt right.

Mark opened his eyes more fully now, trying to make sense of the nonsensical.

It didn’t initially occur to him that he might be somewhere other than his own house – that’s where he’d been in his last memory. Sitting at home, swearing as the picture buffered on his TV screen, his dodgy Firestick thing not working properly as usual.

He’d been drinking. He knew that at least. Not much, as it was supposedly a school night – or a weekday, as a normal adult would call it – maybe a few cans.

Half a bottle of Jack Daniels would have been nicer, but he was trying to watch his intake. It had increased somewhat in the previous few months.

Swearing, checking his Wi-Fi connection, and then …

There wasn’t a single memory that followed it.

Where the hell was he?

Maybe he’d become frustrated with not being able to finish watching Squid Game, Only Murders in the Building, or whatever show it had been that he was bingeing. That he’d left home and gone to the Sefton Arms down the road. Met someone at that pub and gone home with her. And that was where he was now.

There was no chance of that happening. Even blind drunk, he wouldn’t have dared talk to someone there.

He’d have been too worried they’d know who he was, and that wouldn’t have ended well.

His head was starting to pound now. A monumental hangover was all he needed. It would mean another day would be lost, another twenty-four hours that would slide into the darkness – another blackout in his life.

Which had been pretty much the previous few months, to be fair. He wouldn’t like to examine this period of his life too closely at the end, he thought.

He’d have to drink through it – the only real cure for a hangover is just to get drunk again. None of that Worcestershire Sauce and vinegar rubbish. A fry-up or a McDonalds breakfast. None of those really worked.

Just drink through it and hope that you’re too pissed to realise you feel like death. Until it happens all over again.

To do that though, he needed to get up, figure out where the bloody hell he was, and then find the nearest supermarket. Worked as a plan, he guessed. As long as he hadn’t done anything stupid in the previous night’s blackout.

He just had to get up.

He rubbed his eyes and winced at the pressure on them.

It wasn’t going to be easy.

He took his hand away, opened his eyes fully, and looked to his side. From what he could see, it wasn’t familiar in the slightest.

He realised he wasn’t under the covers. He was lying on top, fully clothed. Even wearing his trainers. A pair of white and black Nike Air Max Invigors that he’d spent far too much time choosing. They had been a treat – moving on from the Lonsdales Lisa always made fun of.

He was really showing her, now she wasn’t around any more.

He must have been out of it to pass out, fully clothed, with no memory of how he got there. Really starting to hit rock bottom, he thought.

Could anyone blame him though, after what he’d been through?

Mark turned on his side and brought himself up, with far too much effort, until he was sitting on the edge of the bed. His head swam a little, light-headed, the room threatening to spin out of control. He blinked a few times, swallowed back what he hoped was saliva, but knew it definitely wasn’t by the way it burned his throat.

He took a few deep breaths and looked towards the end of the bed.

It was still too dark to make out much in the room, but he could see something that turned his stomach in a way he really didn’t need.

A pair of feet on top of the covers in the space next to the one he’d just vacated.

‘Dammit.’

His voice was barely above a whisper, but it still sounded far too loud. He couldn’t have whoever it was lying in that bed waking up.

Mark risked a gaze up from the feet to the legs they were attached to, supressing a groan that emanated from somewhere within. He imagined flashes of a night he could remember. The touch of skin, breath on his shoulder, a moan in his ear.

It didn’t happen. It couldn’t have happened.

Besides, he may have sometimes forgotten to take off his socks, but he couldn’t imagine he’d had sex still fully clothed.

Mark’s eyes continued upwards, crossing a torso, before they rested on the face of the person who he’d shared a bed with.

The first thing he realised was that he had absolutely no memory of the face. There was zero recognition there. It was a complete stranger to him.

The second thing was that it was a man.

He may have been out of it the previous night, but he wasn’t sure that would lead to his sexual orientation changing. Stranger things had definitely happened, he supposed, but he wasn’t sure that was the answer.

The man was clothed too. On top of the covers, in much the same manner as he had been.

There was a difference, and it took Mark more than a beat to realise what it was.

The man wasn’t breathing.

The rise and fall of his chest, which should have been every few seconds, hadn’t happened in at least twenty.

Then, there was the hole in the middle of his forehead.

Black, the unmistakable smell of copper in the room. Blood.

Mark was holding his breath. Transfixed on what he was staring at.

A dead man, lying in the bed he’d just woken up in.




Two

A simple job, Alex had been told. Just a couple of hours, digging a small trench until they hit the pipes and then a quick replacement and job’s a good ’un. Nothing strenuous, almost a grand for a morning’s work. Early afternoon finish, tops. He’d have to share it with two other lads, but as a cash-in-hand job goes, it was a good one.

That was what it was supposed to be anyway.

Only, they were on day two of the job.

The back garden, as far as you could call it that, was a wreck when they’d turned up. Alex shouldn’t have been that surprised, given it was on a council estate in the middle of Liverpool, but still … who keeps a rusted supermarket trolley next to a Wendy house with no roof? Or a broken washing machine with its door hanging on for dear life.

It had taken a couple of hours just to clear a pathway for the trench. Half three the previous afternoon before they could even start digging. Which meant the ‘few hours’ was starting to look like something that could stretch into the weekend.

The woman who kept peering through the closed curtains in the back room hadn’t even offered them a brew.

Some people.

‘Danny, anything left in that bottle?’ he said, leaning on the handle of the spade, wiping a sleeve across his sweaty brow. They’d started at eight a.m. and not got very far. ‘Parched again.’

‘Sorry, Alex,’ Danny replied, barely making a dint into the ground at his end of the garden. ‘Finished it half an hour ago. Marshy will be back from the shop in a minute. Why don’t you ask her indoors if she’ll give you a glass of water or something?’

Alex considered it for a moment, then picked up the spade again. ‘Forget it.’

He continued digging into the earth, adding to the mound of hardened soil with every swoop of the tool. Could have been worse – at least the sun wasn’t blazing overhead, he thought. A nice breeze would have been good though. Anything that would cool the sheen of sweat forming on his skin.

‘He best bring me a can of proper Monster, that’s all I’ll say. Last time he came back with some own-brand crap and I didn’t get off the toilet for two days. I’m sure it was that.’

‘Yeah, course, not that dodgy kebab you had later on, after we came back from the pub.’

‘Nah, I eat from there all the time and almost never have a problem.’

‘What’s that there?’

Alex stopped for long enough to shoot Danny a look, as the younger lad appeared at his shoulder. He’d not been paying attention – too busy thinking about his stomach growling away and the hangover he’d been trying to ignore since waking up – to realise that the ground he’d been digging away at had suddenly changed.

‘Bin bags or something,’ Alex replied, scraping the end of the spade across the mud. The colour was different though, a lighter shade of brown, rather than the dark, almost blackness of the previous soil.

‘You don’t think it’s …’

‘What? A stash, you mean?’

‘I don’t know.’

Alex leaned back, looking from Danny to the house again. ‘You hear stories like, but don’t you think she’d be out here keeping an eye on it?’

‘Maybe she doesn’t know anything about it? We know who owns this place. Could be anything. Could be someone’s score buried here.’

Alex looked at Danny, the young lad’s eyes even wider now. Dreaming of stacks of notes, hidden away in a bin bag and buried in the back garden.

‘You hear about that sort of thing,’ Danny said, repeating himself as he crouched down onto his haunches. ‘That’s all I’m saying.’

There was a small spark inside Alex at the thought. After the nightmare of the previous couple of days, it didn’t hurt to dream a little.

‘I doubt it, but may as well check,’ Alex said, a grin appearing on his face. ‘Got to dig this lot up anyway, I suppose.’

Alex dug his spade into the earth, thinking it wouldn’t take long to uncover what was buried.

He was wrong.

Apart from the small smattering of black plastic, there was nothing else to be found nearby. Not that the fact had stopped him. Now, his interest had been piqued. He wanted to know why the colour of the soil had changed. He continued digging for another half hour or so.

‘What’s going on?’

Alex didn’t stop digging as he heard Marshy’s voice behind him.

‘Thought we’d found something, but think we were wrong,’ Danny said for them. ‘Drug dealers round here, isn’t there? Thought they might have stashed away money.’

‘There’s something here,’ Alex said, panting more and more with the effort. ‘The soil’s harder to move here.’

‘Let me have a go,’ Marshy said, taking his jacket off and jumping the few feet down into the hole Alex had somehow created without realising. He took the spade from him and continued to dig.

‘What is that?’ Danny said from above them, as Alex moved over Marshy’s shoulder to see what he had unearthed more clearly. ‘It’s not money, is it?’

‘I don’t know,’ Alex said, squatting down and moving some of the soil from around the black industrial bag which was being uncovered. ‘Let me get into this thing.’

‘I’m just glad it wasn’t one of those unexploded bombs you hear about,’ Danny replied, a small giggle escaping him. ‘That would have been just our luck.’

Alex didn’t answer, moving in front of Marshy as the other lad stopped digging, allowing him to try to rip open the bag.

‘It feels weird,’ Alex said, his hands now tearing at the plastic, blackened from the dirt around it. ‘It’s not money, I don’t think.’

With one more tug, the bag finally gave way.

Alex stumbled back into Marshy, who in turn scrabbled up the hole and cleaned out Danny.

‘What’s going on? What is it?’

Alex could only hear Danny on the periphery of his consciousness, still moving backwards slower than Marshy had, eyes locked on what had fallen out of the bag.

One hand, still attached to an unseen arm.




Three

Mark’s first reaction was to panic.

There’s a ridiculous notion that in times of crisis, you have one of two reactions – fight or flight.

Mark’s instinct was to scream and get as far away from the dead man as possible. Only, he didn’t do that. He couldn’t breathe, his heart seemingly trying to batter its way out of his chest. He could feel sweat forming all over his skin.

Then, the rush of nausea forcing its way up through his body. He bolted across the room, only just making it in time to vacate whatever damn thing he’d eaten the previous day into the toilet in the bathroom.

From what little came out, it didn’t appear he’d done much eating.

He flushed and staggered over to the sink. He ran the tap and splashed his face with cold water, hoping that would help in any way. All it did was give him a wet face and soaked the top of the T-shirt he was wearing. He caught sight of it in the mirror above the sink – it was the black AC/DC one he’d worn maybe twice in the previous year. Red lettering, making it look hellish.

Casting his eyes over the bottom of his face he took in the week-long stubble. The gauntness in his jaw and cheeks. His once conventionally good looks withering away. Lisa used to say he reminded her of Tom Hardy. Now, he looked more like Tom Hardy if he’d been in a terrible accident. Or had a wasting disease. He didn’t want to gaze into his eyes right then. In case he didn’t like what he saw reflected.

Mark was in a room with a dead man, with no memory of how he’d got there.

Unless, of course, his imagination really had run away with itself. Mark closed his eyes for a moment, leaned on the sink, and breathed in deeply.

‘Come on, get it together.’

Mark never used to talk to himself. Used to think people who did so had a screw loose or something. He’d often walk into the kitchen and catch Lisa muttering to herself. He’d make a big joke about how he should have her committed, while she protested that there wasn’t anything weird about it. Now, Mark caught himself talking under his breath all the time. Maybe there was something about people that gave them an unnerving desire to constantly fill the silence that comes with loneliness.

Or, he was losing his mind. There was always that possibility of course.

And who would blame him, after the year he’d had?

Mark stepped away from the sink, opening his eyes and turning back to the open door. Moving slowly into the room proper, he hesitated, before looking across at the bed.

The man was still lying there. Mark looked away quickly, as if he’d been caught staring at something he shouldn’t have been. He glanced at the wall and saw a light switch. He didn’t think about it too much – he reached over and turned it on.

This wasn’t a normal room. On the back of the door were Fire Escape instructions. A peephole in the centre, at head height. He turned slightly and saw the weird thing that you put a suitcase on against the wall.

Hotel room.

That was one question answered, at least.

A hotel room.

He moved slowly towards the bed, forcing himself to watch the chest of the man lying there.

He had a bullet hole, as Mark had thought, in the middle of his forehead. He took the man’s wrist in his hand and waited for a pulse, feeling the cold, clamminess of the skin against his own and knowing it was a long-lost cause.

Dead.

Mark looked to the ground next to the bed and, without thinking, he reached down and picked up the pillow lying on the floor. He turned it over as if he were going to place it back on the bed, then noticed the hole in the middle. What looked like blood around it.

It had been used as a silencer of sorts. Not that it would have done much to stifle the noise of a gunshot, but perhaps enough to make someone second-guess it. And besides, most people who heard a bang in Liverpool would think firework, rather than gun.

Well, perhaps that was still the case. Maybe, in some parts of the city, firework wouldn’t be the first thing that came to mind.

Mark dropped the pillow back on the ground and ran a hand across his head, trying to clear his mind and failing spectacularly.

He knew what he was supposed to do. He was supposed to call for help. To call the police, the ambulance, tell them to come quickly, and all that responsible citizen rubbish. To answer all their questions, to the full extent, and hope for the best.

But this was the second time in a year that he’d been faced with this situation. Last time, he’d called for help and his life had been destroyed as a result.

This was a dream. It had to be. This couldn’t be happening.

Mark took a step back and forced himself to look at the dead man.

Nothing about him was familiar. He wasn’t someone he recognised.

And that was something he had to work out. 

He began patting down his pockets, checking to see if everything was where it would usually be. In his front left pocket, a tube of Carmex, a few coins. His back left pocket, a few receipts. His back right pocket, his wallet. He took it out to make sure all his cards were still there. Nothing was missing.

His phone wasn’t in its usual place in his right pocket.

He walked around the other side of the bed. Something had woken him and he now had a memory of what it may have been. His phone was lying on the floor, next to the bedside table. He picked it up and checked the notifications. Sure enough, there was the missed alarm.

It was 8:22.

Thursday morning.

He thought back to his last memory. He was certain it had been Wednesday, around early evening, maybe? Just after tea. He’d got a takeaway curry from K-Tams down the road. He could even remember starting to eat it – Special Curry, Fried Rice. A few spring rolls on the side.

But he didn’t remember finishing it.

Fourteen hours. That was what he was missing.

He opened his phone and looked through his recent call history, his messages. Nothing jumped out – in fact, there was nothing for days. A bunch of notifications were sitting there, but nothing relevant. Sky News, BBC News, Liverpool Echo. Sky Sports, BBC Sports.

Nothing that gave him any answers to his current situation.

He checked the news ones just in case. Nothing doing.

Mark pocketed his phone. He thought about everything he’d touched. Everything he’d breathed on, handled, looked at … he was all over this room already. Which meant forensically, he was screwed.

He glanced back at the bed and the dead guy lying there. He had to get out of there.

Mark pulled out his phone and navigated to Google Maps, finding his own location.

He was in town. Liverpool city centre. Which, at that moment, was almost akin to relief. At least he wasn’t somewhere he didn’t know.

Mark made his way to the door and flicked back the cover on the peephole. From what he could make out, it looked as if the corridor outside was empty. He pulled on the handle, the door opening slowly with a little more effort required than normal, and he slipped out.

As the door began to close, he stopped and looked back. There was a Do Not Disturb sign hanging on the handle outside. As it shut fully, he made sure the sign stayed exactly where it was.

Mark was standing in the corridor, aware that he wasn’t moving.

And the thought that kept pushing its way through … that he wasn’t sure if he’d killed a man. Because that’s what the evidence pointed towards. Two men in a room and one of them is dead. It’s usually the one still alive that’s the murderer.

Thoughts shot through his mind, tumbling and falling over each other, as they pushed their way to be all he could think about.

That he was running away from a crime scene. That he could be a murderer.

He’d left his prints, his DNA, all over that room.

He’d be caught on CCTV, no doubt about it. Maybe even leave a witness or three on his way out.

There was a black hole where his memory should have been. What if he’d killed the man? What if he’d done it and couldn’t even remember it. 

Mark wanted so much to be one hundred per cent sure of the answer and it hurt that he couldn’t be.

The carpet underneath his feet was drawing him in. One of those crazy patterned things that usually only belonged in Stephen King novels or Wetherspoon pubs. It made his eyes go blurry, as he took stock.

His breathing grew ragged. A heartbeat away from a full-on panic attack, if he didn’t get a hold of himself. Mark wanted to slump to the ground, but there was something inside him that wouldn’t let it happen.

He turned and looked at the door. In black, the numbers 248 stared back at him.

There was no obvious way out, so Mark turned right and broke out into a half-jog, half-walk, trying to keep his pace even, without drawing any attention. Not that there was anyone watching. At the end of the corridor, he found a stairwell, next to a set of lift doors that didn’t look too appealing.

By the time he reached the end of the stairwell, he was slightly out of breath.

If there hadn’t been any cameras or CCTV on the floors upstairs, he was less sure that would be the case in the main reception area. And that wouldn’t matter too much anyway – once he left the building, his every move would be covered in the city centre itself.

There were more CCTV cameras in town than ever before. Hundreds of them. Monitored twenty-four hours a day, from a centralised team. If someone was looking for Mark, they wouldn’t have to try very hard.

He pushed his way through the door at the bottom of the stairwell and emerged into yet another corridor. This one looked a little better than the one upstairs, but it was still not even on the level of a Premier Inn or a Travelodge.

It was only a short walk before daylight began to stream through. Mark winced at the sight of it. He turned a corner and almost fell over a tiny woman, who suddenly appeared from nowhere. He staggered, nearly losing his balance, before righting himself.

‘Sorry,’ Mark mumbled, his throat dry, scratched to hell. ‘Didn’t see you there.’

‘No one ever does …’

Mark was already moving towards the door that led outside. He was almost there, when he heard a shout from behind him.

‘Hey, you dropped this.’

Mark paused, almost tasting the freedom of fresh air. Turning, he saw the tiny woman holding something out towards him. He stepped forwards and took it.

‘Don’t wanna lose that,’ she said, the American accent cutting through the air between them. ‘They’ll probably charge you a hundred bucks for a new one.’

Mark nodded and pocketed the keycard and turned away.

Finally, he made it outside and stepped out onto the street. He looked left and right, getting his bearings.

Castle Street. Up at the top end of town, close to the waterfront. A couple of minutes walking and he could be at the Liver Buildings. The opposite way, he’d be in the shopping centre, heading towards Liverpool One.

Go left, it was the crown court. Go right, town hall, Exchange Flags, and then the road that led to the new Passport Offices and towards the edge of town and Costco.

Mark started running towards the waterfront.

He passed by a mix of people – some clearly heading to offices. Others getting a head start on a day of shopping. Tourists walking towards Mathew Street and the various Beatles landmarks that existed there. Passing the darkened window of McGuffie’s bar, he continued past restaurants, before turning the corner onto Water Street.

Mark jogged past his favourite Indian restaurant, Mowgli, head down, not taking any notice of anyone walking in the opposite direction. Singular minded, simply needing to get to the waterfront as fast as possible. Within seconds, he was by the India Buildings, ignoring the splendour of the beige Georgian facades. Finally, he reached the bottom of the street and waited impatiently for the lights to change, so he could cross over.

The level of traffic was normal for that time of the morning. Normal being far too many cars for the Strand to be a calming way to traverse the city. The lights finally changed and he crossed over, finding himself standing between the Cunard building and the Liver building.

He slowed a little, as he passed the statues of The Beatles, until he reached the riverfront.

Mark placed both hands on the railings. The river Mersey in front of him – the Wirral in the distance. The river didn’t feel calming or expansive to Mark the way it did for others. The water moved with a steady, indifferent certainty, brown and swollen, carrying things away without ever asking what they were or where they’d come from. Mark sensed the weight of it immediately – the feeling that the river had seen worse than him and would keep moving long after his name was dragged through whatever came next. Ferries slid across the surface, as if nothing had changed. Looking down at the murky water he wondered how cold it would feel.

How long the drop was.

It was almost mesmerising. Intoxicating.

Mark was breathing hard from the effort of running. A year ago, he could have run that distance in his sleep.

He closed his eyes and tried to clear his mind. It didn’t work, of course, but he forced himself to take some deep breaths, hoping no one was watching him too closely.

He could feel the cold harshness of the railings that separated him from the river below. Felt the weight, boring into the palms of his hands.

Mark’s fingers left the railing slowly, the ghost of the cold still pressed into his palms. He pulled his phone from his pocket, the black screen reflecting a face he barely recognised. His thumb twitched towards the power button, then stopped.

There were only a handful of people in the world he could call. Half of them wouldn’t answer, and the other half … well, they’d ask questions.

He knew who he should call – Sean. His oldest friend. And someone who could be trusted. Sean would know what to do. Only, something was stopping Mark from doing that.

Maybe it was because Sean was from a world that Mark had spent so much time battling against. He skirted that line between normal life and criminality. And he was sure Sean would either know how to deal with a dead body or know someone who did.

If someone could look at the situation and stay calm, cool, it would be Sean.

But Mark didn’t call him, which left only one option. And Mark really needed to hear her voice.

He pressed the button, lighting up the screen as he scrolled through his contacts without really seeing them.

Seagulls wheeled overhead, their harsh cries echoing off the stone facades along the waterfront.

Mark found her name on the list, and pressed call. Putting his phone to his ear, he walked up from the waterfront and back towards town. Heard the dial tone in his ear, waiting for it to connect.

‘Hello?’

‘Hi Lisa, it’s me.’




Four

Detective Inspector Jack Kirkham parked up the car, unplugged the charging cable attached to his phone, and idled for a few seconds. It was a crowded street already – a residential area which turned more industrial towards the top. Carr Lane East, which Kirkham never quite understood, given what should have been called Carr Lane West was simply ‘Carr Lane’.

‘Just rename the road,’ Kirkham said, grumbling under his breath as he switched off the car’s engine. ‘Makes more sense.’

Carr Lane East was almost an artery that separated the housing estates of Croxteth and Norris Green. A forgotten border for most – for others, it was a battleground of warring factions. The road ran flat, flanked on both sides by rows of post-war semis with patchy front lawns and rusting gates. There was a football pitch of questionable quality, a school, run-down shops, all of them breaking up the monotony of estate life.

In daylight, the place looked harmless enough. School children weaving between parked cars, dog walkers cutting onto the muddy paths leading towards Croxteth Park. But at night, the road would change. Windows darkened early. Engines idled too long. And every footstep echoed just a little too loudly.

Kirkham lifted himself out the car, pulled himself to his full six foot one height, checked his reflection in the side mirror, and smoothed down a stray hair or two. He left the car and made his way towards the group of marked vans and cars a few yards further along the street, spotting a recognisable face as soon as he’d reached the hastily strung up cordon blocking off the pavement.

‘PC Moore, right?’ Kirkham said, lifting the tape and making his way towards what was obviously the hive of activity surrounding a house. ‘How’s it going?’

‘Can’t complain, sir,’ Moore replied, a tinge of red rushing to her cheeks. ‘And it’s Hannah, if you want it to be less formal.’

Kirkham remembered her now. A couple of years earlier, at some work night out, she’d told him he looked like Paul Mescal, giggled and tried to give him her number, sang Taylor Swift on karaoke, then been bundled into the back of a cab by a friend who had to plead with the driver to take her home.

He hadn’t told his wife, Sophie, about that part of the night.

Kirkham gave her a smile but waited for her to continue.

‘We’ve secured the area as best we can. Single occupant in the house, but the three workies who found the body are inside as well.’

‘Good, good,’ Kirkham replied, checking his watch for the correct time to note down. ‘SOCO here as well, which is a good sign.’

‘Must have been a slow day, sir.’

‘Is Hashem inside?’

Moore nodded in response, drew herself up to her full height slowly. ‘DS Hashem arrived about forty-five minutes ago.’

‘You don’t have to keep calling me sir, Hannah,’ Kirkham said, propping an elbow on the post at the entrance to the house. ‘Once is enough for me to know you’re respectful. Plus, it’s weird, given we’re close in age and I’ve seen you do karaoke.’

Moore blushed a little. Hesitated before speaking a moment. ‘Okay, sir.’

Kirkham shook his head and then slipped past the uniformed copper, walking down the flagged path to the front of the house. He scanned the surroundings as he did so, trying to spot anything out of the ordinary, but it couldn’t have looked more common if it had tried. White double-glazed bay windows at the bottom, a double-pane above them. Dirty brown bricks and a patch of grass which needed mowing, but wasn’t exactly overgrown. It was difficult to discern any difference from any of the houses on its row, apart from the decorative numbering on the pane of frosted glass at the top of the entrance. The front door was open, a uniformed officer Kirkham didn’t recognise standing guard. He parted his jacket to make sure the ID card hanging around his neck was on display.

‘Through the back,’ the uniform said, stepping aside to allow him past. ‘SOCO won’t let you outside without a suit though.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Kirkham replied, walking past him slowly. ‘I’ve done this sort of thing before.’

He waited for a mutter under the breath of the uniform, but was disappointed not to receive an answer. Kirkham made his way down a short hallway and found himself in a kitchen slash dining area. The small space was packed with various officers – both uniformed and plain clothed.

‘Thanks for joining us,’ a voice said from the back door.

‘I’m hardly late, Abs,’ Kirkham said, walking the few steps to join DS Hashem at the back door. She looked up at him with squinting eyes – brown with a hint of danger. Her dark hair was scraped back and tucked under a black cap. At some point in time, she’d stopped wearing a hijab, but Kirkham had never questioned why. Didn’t feel appropriate. She was five foot three on a good day, but Kirkham had been in enough tight spots alongside her to know that she made up for her lack of height with speed and an indefatigable nature. She’d outrun Paula Radcliffe any day of the week and he was certain she could outmuscle Molly McCann. Maybe. ‘Want to bring me up to speed?’

‘You didn’t even bring coffee?’

‘Have you seen the prices of a Costa these days? And the crap you get for the money? I’ll get you one later, from a proper place. Sophie says hello, by the way. Wants to know if you’re free for Sunday dinner?’

‘Well, you know I never turn down a proper roast from your better half. Tell her I’ll be there.’

‘Good,’ Kirkham said, peering over her shoulder. ‘Tell me then, what’s the situation?’

‘Three workies digging up the garden to fix a pipe underneath. Saw something plastic and probably thought they were about to unearth a stash of money. Although, they’re saying otherwise. Dug a bit further and uncovered a hand.’

‘Just a hand?’ Kirkham replied, looking past Hashem and out into the garden behind her. A hive of activity now, a tent being erected to stop any neighbours seeing what they were going to be uncovering out there. ‘Thought you said it was a body?’

‘Yeah, well, for two of them seeing the hand was enough. One of them kept digging though. When he realised it was attached to an arm and a torso, that’s when he stopped.’

‘Who lives here?’

Hashem leant against the doorframe, away from what was occurring in the garden and waited for Kirkham to look back at her. ‘Twenty-eight-year-old woman and her two children. Both of them are in school at the moment, which is a blessing. It’s just the three of them.’

‘What’s her name?’

‘Heather Russell. She’s in a bit of a state. Only lived here a few months. The digging was down to the landlord apparently. A problem with the water pipes or something. I’m guessing it should have been sorted before he had another family move in, but you know … landlords.’

Kirkham turned away from Hashem and looked instead at the small kitchen. There was a patch of darker paint in three corners of the room, damp or mould patches which had been painted over. A small fridge-freezer was closest to the door, silver and covered in various paintings and drawings. All done by the unseen children, he suspected. Or, Heather Russell wasn’t exactly Da Vinci but oddly proud of her creations.

‘Where are they all now?’

Hashem crossed the kitchen to join Kirkham who had made his way back to the hallway. ‘In the living room, waiting to be interviewed further. Heather has been sent next door to a neighbour with one of the uniforms.’

‘We may as well speak to the lads first. Have they all been checked?’

Hashem produced her notebook from a pocket in her jacket and flipped to the correct page. ‘All three have a record, but nothing outstanding. One did a few months in Walton for assault, but other than that, nothing to suggest they’re murderers. Which isn’t much.’

‘Good,’ Kirkham replied, walking away and towards what he’d assumed was the living room. A couple of uniformed coppers were stood directly in front of him as he made his way into the room, standing by a mantlepiece and facing the wall opposite.

‘These the workmen?’

The uniforms nodded in unison, then took the hint and left, Kirkham first taking up their position and Hashem soon joining him.

‘Names?’

Kirkham waited as one looked towards another.

‘Don’t tell me, you’ve forgotten them already? One at a time, from left to right, what are your names … they’re the things people call you, when they’re not calling you something worse.’

Each man in turn gave them his full name, as Kirkham studied them. They were taking up all the available space on what was probably closer to a two-seater sofa than a three. Faces lined with graft and dirt, arms folded hiding the filth under their fingernails, he imagined.

‘Looks like you’ve got yourself involved in something you weren’t expecting, am I right?’

All three nodded, but didn’t respond aloud. Kirkham continued to stare, waiting for one of them to break. He decided it was going to be the one on the right who furrowed his brow, biting on his lip as he did so.

‘So, who wants to tell me the story then?’

The blokes on the left and in the centre glanced at the other man and waited. Kirkham gave himself a checkmark for being right.

‘We were just doing a job, you know, nothing else. We had to replace a part of the pipework that runs from the water mains and into the house. Wasn’t working properly, so landlord took us on to sort it out. We had no idea what was under there.’

‘Digging a bit deep for that, weren’t you?’

A quick, panicked look from the one on the left.

‘What company do you work for?’

Another glance between them. ‘The landlord hired us.’

Kirkham raised an eyebrow, made a mental note to follow up on that. ‘Who am I to tell you how to do your jobs though. You’re digging and find a body. Must happen all the time in your line of work?’

‘No … this was the first time.’

‘No dead animals or anything?’

‘We … we don’t usually do stuff like this,’ the bloke said, Kirkham remembering only his first name at that point. Alex. That was enough.

‘What do you do then. You know, usually?’

‘Just odd-job stuff here and there. We’ve got certificates and that. We just do as we’re told, you know.’

‘This was off the books, wasn’t it?’ Kirkham said, eager to move forwards now. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not interested. I just want to find out why you’re all so twitchy. I don’t think it’s anything to do with the body currently being dug up out there. Just a cash-in-hand sort of thing?’

There was a slight hesitation, but then Alex nodded on behalf of all three men.

‘Good, so now that’s out the way, tell me exactly what happened.’

Kirkham listened as Alex, in a quiet monotone voice, explained how they had found scraps of black bin liner, and thought there was something not right about what they were uncovering. There was a pause whilst something was left unsaid, but it didn’t really matter to Kirkham. 

‘Money, I’m guessing?’

There was no answer from any of the men on the sofa, but Kirkham knew the answer was yes. There were too many tales of buried treasure across Liverpool. Gangsters keeping their ill-gotten gains away from sight. Hashem used to keep a running tally of where stashes had been found over her years in the job. Kirkham preferred not thinking about it too much, but his favourite of hers had been ten grand in cash discovered in a chimney stack. The dealer who had attached it there with masking tape had to watch it burn after a uniform lit the open fire below it, as there was no central heating and it was the middle of a very cold January. He could imagine the smell of burning plastic and despair from the bloke who had to watch thousands of pounds destroyed in front of him.

‘So, you think you’re about to discover … something, shall we say. Then what happens?’

‘A hand popped out.’

If it wasn’t a serious moment, Kirkham would have found it difficult not to have had a fit of uncontrollable laughter at the simplicity of the statement. Even more so in the thick scouse accent which emanated from the young lad. As it was, he didn’t think it would be appropriate to even crack a smile. ‘A hand?’

‘Yeah, all weird looking. The other two did a runner, but … I had to check.’

‘Was there anything else in there that you saw?’

Alex swiped a hand over his closely shaved head, the bristles of hair crackling as he did so. ‘Only
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