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Prologue

A shrapnel of rib bone pierces the thin, slippery membrane of his right lung. Yellow pus, carrying the pungent stench of rotten meat, leaks from the broken and infected skin on his back. The jagged rusted spring from the mattress has embedded itself just below his shoulder blade.

Distorted voices drift in and out as though someone is messing about with the volume on a cheap radio. He screams, but there is no sound. The parched muscles of his throat have trapped the broken notes of distress.

‘You need to stop.’

‘What the fuck are you doing? I told you to stop.’

His body contorts, his toes stiffen, and the blisters burst as scalding heat spreads across the bottom of his feet. The rope tightens and cuts further into the exposed flesh on his wrists. Blue veins push and glow against the translucent skin as his blood struggles to flow freely.

Heavy footsteps make their way towards him. He painfully turns his head towards the wall.

‘What are we going to do? We can’t… what are we—’

‘Stop talking.’

Seven words are on repeat in his head. I don’t want to die. Please stop.

He hears a whisper as a spasm rips through his body and his head thrusts back against the bloodstained, moss-covered wall. The force creates a second fracture in his skull. He feels the warm heat of someone else’s skin on his chest. A brief respite. Hot air cloaks his ear. He hears a whisper.

‘Leave.’

Hands push hard against his chest and a third rib cracks in half and pierces his left lung, cutting off his breath.

Tears soak the cloth that covers his eyes.

‘You’re going to kill him.’

Please.

He dry-heaves and inhales the smoke of heavily perfumed incense. The cough rattles the broken bones in his chest. Rotten phlegm fills the back of his mouth and coats his tongue.

He tries to kick out. A second pair of hands pushes down on his thighs which compresses the lateral femoral cutaneous nerve against coiled and thick scar tissue and ignites a torrent of pain. He feels as though he’s being burnt alive from the inside.

‘We need to go.’

‘Look at him. Laying there like a dog.’

A hand grips his jaw and squeezes.

‘I told you that he had the devil inside of him.’
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Henley stared at the calendar on the desk. It was one of those feel-good calendars. Enjoy Every Moment was emblazoned in gold against an abstract print in bright primary colours while the date stared back at her. Monday 17 February. There was nothing special about the date. No landmark occasions, not even a dentist appointment. It was just a day.

‘Are you OK?’

Dr Isabelle Collins stopped pouring green tea from a glass teapot as Henley placed her head between her knees.

‘I’m fine,’ Henley replied. She closed her eyes and waited for the familiar but uncomfortable moment to pass.

‘Are you sure?’

‘It doesn’t happen all the time. It doesn’t mean anything.’

‘It all means something. Would you like to tell me what it was that set you off?’

‘No,’ said Henley, straightening herself up.

‘I’ve been telling you that these sessions usually work best when you talk,’ Dr Collins replied as she continued to pour herself a cup of tea into a porcelain cup. ‘It’s 7.43 a.m.’

‘And you’re disappointed that I haven’t opened up in the past twelve minutes.’

‘A watched pot never boils, Anjelica.’

‘God, you sound like my mother.’

‘Hmm, that’s the first time that you’ve mentioned her in five months. In fact, that’s the most that you’ve said in the first fifteen minutes of a session.’

‘I thought you said that a watched pot never boils.’

‘That’s true, but the second that you take your eye off the pot, it’s bound to spill over. I told you in our very first session that I had no intention of wasting your time or mine. I would get a cat if I was looking for non-verbal company.’

‘You’re a bit snappy this morning,’ Henley said with a raised eyebrow.

Dr Collins shrugged. ‘As I said, it’s been five months. I want to be in a position to satisfactorily send you on your way, knowing that you’ve done the work, reached a place where you’re able to accept what happened to you and live your life without the fear that you’re going to implode. You need to talk honestly about what’s happened to you, and that includes the loss of your mother.’

‘Just because I mentioned my mum doesn’t mean that there’s suddenly going to be an outpouring of grief,’ Henley said. She ran her finger round the collar of her polo neck and pulled it away from her skin.

‘I’m not asking for the wailing and gnashing of teeth, but perhaps some recognition of the fact that it will be a year since your mother passed?’

‘I’m aware of that.’

‘And it doesn’t concern you? That sense of cold detachment.’

‘It’s not detachment. I can’t detach myself from my mother like she’s an investigation that I’m working on, but I can compartmentalise so that it doesn’t keep me up at night.’

‘“It”? The fact that it’s not keeping you up at night or that you’re not thinking about her during the day, right now, in this moment. You’re dismissing her.’

Henley stared back at Dr Collins. She had lost count of these moments. The challenges that she couldn’t defend herself from. Dr Isabelle Collins didn’t subscribe to the touchy-feely practice which Henley’s previous therapist, Dr Afzal, had used. Henley had suffered through three sessions with Dr Afzal before she threw in the towel. Dr Collins stabbed, provoked and then sat back and watched. Henley still hadn’t worked out if this was how Dr Collins treated all her patients or if Henley’s mere presence wound her up every second Monday morning. Henley shuffled in her chair and resisted the urge to take off her jacket, even though Dr Collins had made sure that the temperature of her office was near tropical.

‘It concerns me that you’re still not willing to talk about your mother or your old boss, DCS Rhimes,’ said Dr Collins.

‘I don’t need to talk about Rhimes, and my mum is not the reason why I’m sitting in this chair,’ said Henley. ‘I know where she is. She’s in an oak casket, six feet underground at Brockley cemetery. Plot number 19R5QA.’

‘But you don’t know where Olivier is?’

Henley stiffened at the sound of his name. She’d done her best to forget about the man who’d intended to add her to his long list of murder victims, not once but twice. Henley had spent too much energy trying to convince herself that Peter Olivier was dead and that he couldn’t touch her, but there were days when she swore that she could feel his breath on her neck.

‘I know that we’ve been through this, but we’re five months in. Logically, what does your brain tell you? Imagine yourself talking to a victim’s family.’

The knots in Henley’s shoulders tightened. She breathed in and thought back to what Pellacia, her boss and ex-lover, had told her from his hospital bed.

‘I would tell them that no one could survive that water,’ said Henley. ‘He’d already been injured before I even… before he attacked me.’

‘But you’re still doubtful that he’s dead?’

‘I’m not doubtful.’

‘You told your husband that Olivier was dead.’

‘It’s what he needed to hear. How would that have helped us if he believed that Olivier was still out there?’

‘But how is that helping you?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You still haven’t let go, Anjelica. There won’t be any room for anything else in your life, the longer that you hold on to the notion that Olivier is still alive.’

‘Maybe it would be easier for me to let go if I’d seen Olivier cut into bloody pieces, with his intestines all over the carpet like his copycat, Dominic Pine, but that didn’t happen.’

Unfazed, Dr Collins picked up the hardback notebook which she’d tucked down the side of her chair and opened the pages. ‘I prescribed you a lower dosage of Zopiclone last month. Is that not helping?’ she asked.

‘Oh, it helps all right,’ said Henley. ‘It knocks me right out, but I can’t function when I wake up. I feel like I’m moving about in a fog.’

‘So, what you’re telling me is that you’ve stopped taking them?’

‘I need to do my job.’

‘Which job is that? Wife, mother, or detective?’

Henley felt a flush of anger wash over her. ‘Is that a criticism? Are you suggesting that I put my job over my… my duties at home?’

‘I can’t answer that for you. You can make that your homework? Be honest with yourself about what you want.’

‘I know what I want. I want to be able to wake up and not have the feeling that someone is crushing my chest. I want to not end the day in an emotional mess.’

‘That’s not going to happen until you finally decide what it is that you really need to come to terms with. Olivier is a trigger but you and I both know that you’re holding on to a lot more than that.’ 

[image: ]

The snow began to fall. Henley zipped her coat as far as it could go and pulled her hat firmly onto her head, stepping out of the converted warehouse on Shad Thames, where Dr Isabelle Collins lived and worked, and onto a cobbled street slick with black ice. Icicles hung dangerously from the iron gantries that connected the buildings on both sides of the street. Henley chastised herself as she walked towards her car. She’d been the one to ask for help. She’d handed Dr Collins’s creased business card to Rob and begged him to make an appointment for her. An appointment that Henley had cancelled twice. She had promised herself that she would bare her soul, convinced that it would be easier to talk to someone who had no attachment to her. The minute she had sat down on the pale green sofa she had clammed up, spilling the steaming hot coffee from her overfilled cup onto the scarred skin of her right hand. Henley felt like a fraud.

‘Oi. Step away,’ Henley shouted out, spotting a traffic warden approaching her car. She tried to run but stopped and grabbed the lamp-post when she lost her footing on the icy pavement.

‘This is residents only,’ the traffic warden said as he took out his hand-held computer.

‘Not on this side of the street. Mate, do not start with me,’ said Henley. She reached her car and pulled her car keys out of her pocket. ‘Controlled parking doesn’t start until 8.30 a.m. and it’s only…’ she checked the time on her phone, ‘8.29 a.m. Step back.’

Henley resisted the urge to flash her warrant card in the traffic warden’s face as he reluctantly stepped back, and she opened the car door. She turned on the engine and waited for the car to warm up as the snow fell onto the windscreen and the pavements began to fill with people begrudgingly making their way towards their jobs in the city, then she made her way back to the Serial Crime Unit.
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Uliana Piontek held on tightly to the handrail as the double-decker bus suddenly hit the brakes at the bus stop opposite Deptford DLR station. She craned her neck to check the time – 13:32 flashed on the digital display. Road diversions and an accident on Blackheath Road meant that the 53 bus, and Uliana, was late.

Uliana pressed the stop button and uttered ‘excuse me’s as she forced her way through the large cluster of passengers standing unnaturally close to each other. Trapped, she leant over the head of an overweight woman in a puffa coat, pushed the red emergency button and jumped off the bus, leaving the cursing driver behind her.

Neon blue flashing lights reflected off the shopfront windows and the sharp sound of sirens pierced the cold air. Uliana didn’t bother to stop. She kept her head, burying her face in her oversized purple scarf as she made her way towards the art deco building that was once a cinema, a bank, a Vietnamese restaurant and was now Deptford’s first megachurch, the Church of Annan the Prophet.

The agreement was that she would clean the church at 8 p.m. on Saturday evening and at 1 p.m. every Monday and Wednesday. Ninety pounds. Cash in hand. The pastor had said that she would be richly rewarded in heaven, and then he had put his hand on her knee when she had agreed to the arrangement. Whatever the pastor may have been thinking, the only thing that Uliana was initially prepared to do on her knees was pray or plug in the vacuum cleaner, but that had been before he had offered her another hundred quid. She turned up the volume on her phone, hoping that the enhanced bass would force out the mental image of the pastor grabbing her hair and forcing her to her knees.

Uliana ignored the catcalls from her eastern European compatriots who were working on the building site on the other side of the street. She waved at one of the employees of the graphic design agency that occupied a small unit next door to the church as he stood outside smoking.

‘Shit,’ said Uliana as she spotted the pastor’s car, a brand-new silver Range Rover Discovery, in the makeshift car park. The winter sun bounced off a tarnished gold crucifix that was hanging from the rear-view mirror. Uliana inserted the key into the lock, but only had to turn it once before she felt the door give way. Something wasn’t right. She stepped into the darkened foyer and blinked twice as her eyes adjusted. A thin stream of subdued light crept through the office door to her right.

‘Caleb,’ Uliana called out as she turned on the foyer light and made her way towards the office. The room was empty save for Caleb’s coat on the armchair. The only sound came from the filter in the small aquarium in the corner. She went up the stairs for the vacuum cleaner and dragged it back down, silently cursing why no one had the good sense to put the cleaning equipment in the cupboard on the ground floor. She plugged in the vacuum, turned up her music and began to clean, pushing the hoover through the double doors that led into the church.

Uliana Piontek smelt Pastor Caleb Annan before she saw him, and she recognised the scent of blood that had been spilled by force.
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‘We all lost,’ said DS Paul Stanford as he held out a Quality Street tin in front of Henley.

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ Henley asked as she took off her coat and flung it onto a spare desk. ‘Are there any toffee pennies in there?’

‘You might want to keep your coat on. The heating’s on the blink again. Either that or they’ve forgotten all about us and haven’t paid the bill. There’s a hundred and forty pounds in the pot and no toffee pennies.’

‘Why is there a hundred and forty quid in there?’

Stanford rolled his eyes in mock exasperation. ‘Remember our bet?’ he said. ‘On him. Our illustrious fully fledged Detective Constable Ramouter.’

‘What have I done?’ Ramouter asked from his position in the kitchen where he’d been eyeing the bottom of a mug with disgust.

‘This is ridiculous,’ Henley said. Her ears picked up the whirr coming from the electric fan heaters and the ice-fuelled wind whistling outside and rattling the glass.

‘You lasted, Ramouter; that’s what you did,’ said Stanford. ‘We had a bet on how long you would last in the SCU.’

‘And you didn’t think that I would last six months?’ asked Ramouter as he picked up another mug.

‘Mate, I didn’t think you would last six days. I’ll have a coffee if you’re making.’

‘You shouldn’t be so mean to him,’ said Henley as she took off her scarf and pushed it against the rotting frame of the window to block the icy draught that was sweeping across her desk.

‘How am I being mean? I’m paying him a bloody compliment. After everything that happened, no one would have blamed him if he’d bolted for the door.’

‘Well, he didn’t. He’s stuck with it. So, what are you going to do with the money?’

‘I could give Ramouter the money. He could spend it on a train ticket to Bradford or something.’

‘Now who’s getting soft,’ Henley said. The phone on her desk started to ring.

‘Or I could book a table at the curry house down the road. It will be team-building.’

‘Or a normal Friday night out with you falling asleep in your chilli chicken.’

‘Cheek of it,’ Stanford replied as Henley picked up the phone and Ramouter appeared by his side with a mug of steaming coffee for him.

‘Right. I see,’ said Henley, reaching for the pad of blue Post-it notes on her desk and a biro with a chewed cap. ‘I didn’t realise that we were still on duty. Can you send me the CAD details? No, I can’t get it myself because the system has crashed again. Thank you. Who found the body? Right.’

Henley pulled off the Post-it note and stuck it to the side of Ramouter’s mug. He peeled it off and looked at quizzically. ‘Depending on traffic, we should be there in ten minutes.’

‘You’re not going to have time to finish that,’ said Henley, putting the phone down and grabbing her scarf.

‘There’s a body in a church?’ Ramouter said as he read the note. ‘Seriously?’

‘That’s what it says.’

‘Why are we dealing with this?’

‘We’re dealing with it because the borough commander decided that the Serial Crime Unit should be helping out Homicide and Serious Crime with their caseload,’ Henley replied wearily.

‘Anyone would think that we were just sitting here watching Netflix all day,’ Ramouter moaned. ‘Is it even a murder?’

‘We won’t know until we get there, will we.’

‘Can I say it?’ asked Stanford, a grin spreading across his face.

‘No, you can’t,’ Henley replied. She picked up her bag and headed towards the door, with Ramouter in tow. She knew Stanford well enough to know exactly what he was going to say.

‘I bet you a tenner that it was the Reverend Green with a candlestick in the library,’ Stanford shouted out as Henley slammed the door shut behind her.

‘I’m not telling you again. Step away from the tape.’

‘What’s going on?’

‘If I knew I was going to spend the afternoon standing out in the freezing cold I would have stayed in bed this morning.’

‘I bet that they’ve found a body or something.’

‘Look, those CSI lot have turned up.’

‘I only popped out for a coffee and now the old bill are saying that I can’t go back into my own office.’

‘Sod this. I’m going home.’

‘I’m telling you that they’ve found a body.’

‘Wouldn’t be the first time.’

‘I don’t understand these kids. Too busy stabbing each other up. No value for life.’

‘You can dress it up as much as you like. It’s Deptford innit.’

The murmurings of the curious and disgruntled crowd met Henley and Ramouter as they walked towards the scene of the crime.

‘This is a church?’ Ramouter asked as he looked up at the creamcoloured façade of the brickwork. ‘I was expecting something a bit more… I don’t know, church-like. Maybe a steeple. This looks like a bank.’

‘It used to be a NatWest when I was seventeen. The space was once cheap to rent. Not so sure now,’ Henley replied.

‘I did a quick Google search—’

‘Of course you did.’

‘And there’s another seven churches on the Broadway.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ said Henley. ‘Betting shops, churches and chicken shops on literally every London high street.’

Henley and Ramouter held up their warrant cards to the officer behind the police tape. Henley scoped the gathering crowd. Nothing about them raised any alarms, but she knew from experience that some murderers were voyeuristic by nature.

‘Look likes Dr Choi is here,’ Ramouter said, pointing out the car of Henley’s friend and the Serial Crime Unit’s favourite pathologist, parked between a police motorbike and small white transit van that had ‘Forensic Services Crime Scene Investigation’ marked in black font on the side.

Henley stopped and looked around the small car park. There were no security cameras. She felt a sense of calm as she walked closer to the crime scene. It was a welcome emotion and a respite from the anxiety that was usually coursing through her veins, which she could keep at bay if she bothered to take her prescription to the chemist. She spotted the police officer that she was looking for leaning against the side of a police car, flipping through the pages of his notebook with a pen in his mouth.

‘PC Tanaka? DI Henley from the SCU.’

PC Tanaka looked up and then stood to attention a little bit too quickly as Henley walked towards to him.

‘Ma’am,’ said PC Tanaka.

‘This is my colleague, DC Ramouter.’

‘Shit,’ said PC Tanaka when he dropped his notebook. ‘Sorry.’ He brushed off slush from the cover. ‘It’s bloody freezing.’

‘You were first on scene?’ Henley asked.

Tanaka nodded. Henley could tell that he wanted to get it right. Giving a senior officer information about a murder scene was a lot different to dealing with burglaries, domestics and breaking up a fight between a couple of crackheads at the bottom of the high street.

‘We, that’s the sarge, Sergeant Rivers, and I were driving back to the station. We’re based around the corner at Deptford station. We had just finished our shifts and was coming back from the McDonald’s up the road…’

PC Tanaka paused and took a breath.

Henley felt sorry for him as nerves or possibly shock overtook him. She saw a look of sympathy on Ramouter’s face as they both waited for PC Tanaka to continue.

‘Sorry, guv, I mean ma’am,’ said PC Tanaka, straightening himself again and lowering the volume on his crackling police radio. ‘As I said, we were heading back to the station and one of the guys who works in the design agency practically threw himself onto the bonnet of the car. He was screaming about a body. We found the cleaner in hysterics in the staffroom of the agency. She refused to leave and take us to the church. I left her with the sarge and I went into the church and yeah, I won’t forget what I saw.’
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Henley stepped around the remains of PC Tanaka’s McDonald’s lunch. Inside, the church felt sterile and unwelcoming, but the familiar scent of incense and holy anointing oil reminded her of her uncle’s church services. She could also smell blood. The scent of death anchored itself to her nostrils and tickled the back of her throat as she entered the church’s inner sanctum.

Henley stopped at a life-size cut-out of a well-dressed black man standing with his arms outstretched, with what Henley could only describe as something reminiscent of a halo over his head. All who enter my Church of Annan the Prophet will be saved. Further along the wall was a gold-framed photograph of the same black man next to a black woman.

‘“The Prophet, Pastor Dr Caleb Annan, and First Lady, Serena Annan”? I don’t get it,’ Ramouter asked.

Henley sighed and watched her breath escape into the air and then evaporate. ‘That’s what they call the pastor’s wife. It’s an American thing.’

They were a good-looking couple. More glamorous than spiritual and, in Henley’s opinion, more high maintenance than charitable.

‘Does she do anything? The first lady?’ Ramouter asked.

‘Depends. Sometimes, they’re just a face, a trophy to parade, but more often than not they’re just as active as the pastor.’

Henley was aware that they were both doing the same thing. Delaying the inevitable.

‘What sort of church is this anyway? It doesn’t seem like your usual songs of praise.’ Ramouter paused at a mock scroll that was nailed on the door that led into the church itself. ‘“We are a lively and welcoming church and will always receive those who are ready to be saved,”’ he read, before pushing the door open.

‘Come on,’ Henley replied, readjusting the elastic bands of her mask that were cutting into the skin behind her ears. Hazy winter light streamed through the gaps of the heavy red velvet curtains. The church auditorium was vast. There were at least three hundred chairs separated by an aisle. Henley looked up at the balcony which she guessed housed another hundred seats. The church hadn’t been cleaned. Empty water bottles, coffee cups and sweet wrappers littered the ground.

Pastor Caleb Silas Annan was forty-three years old and lying in the foetal position on his left side underneath the altar. His long legs were bent underneath him, but his left shoe was missing, revealing a mustard-coloured sock with a small hole on the heel. The first row of chairs, which had once been arranged meticulously to face the raised stage where the altar stood, were scattered across the floor. Henley spotted a black suede loafer underneath a chair.

‘They’re Gucci, in case you were wondering. Not my thing at all,’ Anthony Thomas, the senior crime scene investigator, said as he followed Henley’s gaze from the lone shoe to the white cloth that was half hanging from the altar and covered in bloodied handprints like a crude child’s painting. Two brass candlesticks were on the floor next to the pastor. A large bible covered in faux brown leather, with a broken spine, was by his head. The pathologist, Dr Linh Choi, was crouched down next to him, deep in concentration as she placed a gloved finger on a wound in his neck.

‘I didn’t think that you would be gracing us with your presence,’ said Anthony as he made his way towards Henley.

‘I didn’t realise that we were on duty,’ Henley explained. ‘You’re lucky that you got us. How are you?’

‘Same shit, different toilet. Overworked, underpaid, underappreciated and it’s absolutely cutting in here. Anyway, I’ve got a little present for you.’ Anthony unclipped an evidence bag from his clipboard and handed it to Henley. After twenty-five years working in the forensic services, Anthony was reluctant to give up his trusted old clipboard and hard-copy reports in favour of the temperamental cheap tablets that had been issued by his department. ‘I see that you’re still with us, DC Ramouter? We haven’t chased you back to the moors yet?’

‘You say that every time you see me,’ said Ramouter.

‘Consider it a sign of me taking a vested interest in your emotional well-being.’

‘I appreciate it. Ta,’ Ramouter replied as Henley handed him the evidence bag. He squinted at the photograph on the light pink UK driving licence that was due to expire in three weeks’ time.

‘How long has he been dead?’ Henley called over to Linh.

‘Anywhere between twelve and eighteen hours.’ Linh groaned as she stood up. ‘God, my knees. You all right?’

‘Not bad,’ Henley replied, kneeling next to the body. ‘He was stabbed?’

‘Multiple times, in the chest and in the back. His very expensive cashmere jumper is soaked through.’

‘What do you reckon?’ Ramouter asked as he joined Henley; his oversuit rustled when he clasped his hands behind his back. ‘Burglary gone wrong?’

Henley shook her head. ‘From what we’ve seen so far, all of the struggle has taken place right here. It doesn’t feel like a burglary unless CSI find signs of a disturbance taking place in here. PC Tanaka said that the cleaner was late for work and when she arrived, she realised that the door hadn’t been deadlocked.’

‘It could have been opportunistic if the door wasn’t locked.’

Henley shook her head again as she stood up and pointed at the large candlesticks on the floor.

‘Those candlesticks are brass and cost, at a minimum, three hundred quid. Why not take those? And did you notice the pastor’s car outside?’

‘That massive SUV?’ Ramouter answered. ‘Would be hard to miss it. It’s straight out of the showroom brand new.’

‘You’re going to check out the registration details when we get back. I wouldn’t be surprised if he bought it outright and claimed it against the church.’

‘A bit cynical, isn’t it?’

‘You’ve still got a lot to learn, Ramouter, but the point is, if this was an opportunistic burglary, why not take the car and all the candlesticks? Nothing of value has been taken; well, not from what I can see,’ Henley said, walking around the altar. Linh sat back on her haunches, tapping her pen against her notebook.

‘So, the cleaner, Uliana, thought that the pastor had come in early, but that wouldn’t make sense if he’s been dead for up to eighteen hours,’ Henley mused. ‘He either opened the door to someone he knew last night, or maybe an unhappy parishioner stayed behind, or…’

‘It could still be a burglary gone wrong,’ Ramouter said again with a shrug. ‘Whoever it was might have been caught by surprise. This guy here confronted them, they killed him and ran.’

‘From what I can see,’ said Linh as she got up, stretched and stood almost protectively next to Henley to absorb the impact of Ramouter’s unwarranted bout of mansplaining, ‘this is frenzied and vicious. If it was a surprised burglar, I would expect maybe one or two stab wounds and that would be it. As far as I can see, he’s got wounds on his hands, on his shoulders, his back and his face.’

Henley leant in closer to the pastor. A thick gold chain holding a large diamond-encrusted and bloodstained crucifix nestled in the creases of his neck. Henley’s cheek flinched at the gaping hole in the pastor’s own cheek. The open wound exposed his jawbone, molars and a mottled tongue nestled among the congealed blood. The pastor’s right eye was open. The pupil was fixed and dilated. Dried blood coated his eyelashes like poorly applied mascara.

‘Let’s look around,’ Henley said to Ramouter. She shivered as a chill ran down her neck. The walls were covered with either gilded framed extracts of bible scripture or photographs of Caleb captured in animated preaching.

‘Oh, for crying out loud,’ Henley muttered as she paused at the large photograph of Pastor Caleb preaching next to a quote from the Bible.

‘“But the Lord said to him, Go, for he is a chosen instrument of mine, to bear my name before the Gentiles and Kings and the sons of Israel,”’ Ramouter read out. ‘Is our dead pastor saying that he’s God’s chosen instrument? A bit full of himself, isn’t he?’

‘Don’t speak ill of the dead. At least not yet,’ Henley said as she pulled back the heavy faux-velvet curtains. The floor-to-ceiling windows needed a clean and were incapable of being opened. Henley looked up to see large air-conditioning vents on the ceiling. It was an improvement on the churches from her childhood where you were either freezing your arse off in the winter or wondering if some unholy deal had been made with the devil as you sweltered in the summer.

‘Why don’t you go and see how forensics are getting on in the offices?’ Henley said to Ramouter as they walked out and entered the foyer. ‘I want you to make sure that all documents, laptops and tablets are seized.’

‘Will do.’

‘And ask them if there’s been any sign of the murder weapon. I doubt that the killer would have been stupid enough to leave it behind, but you never know. I’m going to look upstairs.’
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The large space upstairs had been converted into a series of rooms, each separated by partition walls that looked as though they’d once been part of a conservatory. Henley stood in the doorway of a makeshift television studio and watched as a CSI officer took photographs while a second carefully dusted for prints. The rear wall had been painted green and in front were two brown leather armchairs with a glass coffee table in the middle. A large crucifix was on the table next to two glasses of water and a half-empty jug, all covered with black fingerprint dust. In the corner of the room was a tripod stand with a video camera. The camera hadn’t been turned off and a light flashed red and blue intermittently, presumably signalling that the battery was dying. Henley thought that it was likely that someone may have forgotten to turn the camera off, but she would have been an idiot to ignore the possibility that the pastor may have been operating the camera but was disturbed by his killer. Henley made a mental note for the camera to be sent to Ezra, the SCU’s forensic computer analyst, to check if anything had been recorded. On the right side of the room was a large table which had been set up to record podcasts. Two microphones, headphones, an audio interface and a laptop had been abandoned next to a new iMac computer that, thanks to Ezra, she knew would have cost in the region of five grand. There were no signs of a disturbance taking place upstairs.

Henley moved towards the storage room, and stepped in. There was a shelving unit at the back, covered with a sheet. She pulled the sheet aside, and saw that there was a door behind the unit.

‘What the hell?’ Henley said to herself. The door was bolted shut, with a padlock. The shelving unit was empty and Henley pushed it aside with ease. She placed her finger under the shackle and felt it give way. It hadn’t been locked. Henley opened the door. The nauseating smell of urine, faeces and damp ambushed her senses, and she began to cough uncontrollably. Henley’s eyes failed to adjust to the darkness as she brushed aside tears, but her ears picked up the sound of scurrying in the corner. She pulled out her phone and turned on the torch. The light illuminated white pools of hardened wax on the floor and candles that had burnt down to the wick. Water trickled down moss-covered walls, and the tail of a dead rat hung from a red bucket in the corner. It had been years since Henley had been sick at a crime scene. She had hardened herself to not be overcome by disgust when she saw a dead body, but sometimes it was the little things that turned her stomach. She couldn’t find the words as she turned her phone to her left, illuminating the edge of a stained mattress on an old bed frame. Broken rusty springs protruded from the cheap, fraying material. A thick, metal chain, secured around a pipe, bound the ankles of two dirt-streaked skeletal legs. The skin on the bottom of the feet was a patchwork of blackened blistered skin. A dead cockroach and rat droppings covered a sunken stomach. The light from the torch bounced against the hard shape of ribs pushing against thin, purple-veined skin that was covered with dried scabs and burns. Red rope, encrusted with dried blood, had been tied around his wrists. He was completely bound.

‘Ramouter!’ Henley shouted out as she leant in closer towards the man’s wrists. The skin had been worn away; the tightened rope had cut him to the bone. ‘Ramouter!’ she yelled again. ‘Linh, Anthony! I need someone up here now.’

Henley leant in closer to the young man. Death cemented the pain that was deeply etched in his face. His cheekbones were sharp. Dried vomit caked the edges of his cracked lips. Overgrown and damp brown curls hung limply across a forehead that was smudged with dirt. A thick rosary hung from a nail on the wall behind him. A small bible was on the mattress, on the right side of his head; the pages opened to Revelations 20:10:


And the devil, who deceived them, was thrown into the lake of burning sulphur, where the beast and the false prophet had been thrown. They will be tormented day and night for ever and ever.



‘What the hell?’

Henley stumbled back at the sound of Ramouter’s voice. She tripped over the bucket and fell onto the dead rat. ‘Don’t do that! You scared the life out of me.’

‘Sorry, guv. Are you all right?’ Ramouter asked as he rushed to Henley’s side.

‘I’m fine. Where’s Linh?’ Henley quickly scrambled to her feet and brushed down her body. She looked up and saw a light switch with a black fingerprint on the panel. There was no way that she could turn on the light without destroying what could be crucial evidence.

‘Coming,’ Ramouter said slowly as he stood unmoving at Henley’s side, his eyes transfixed by the body. ‘She was just about to drive off when you called. Is he dead?’

Henley nodded.

‘Why on earth would anyone… This is…’ Ramouter stammered. He held his hand to his mouth and stepped closer to the body. ‘It’s fucked up.’

‘I need some air,’ Henley said, overwhelmed by a wave of nausea. She made her way to the door and bumped straight into Linh who had a CSI investigator behind her.

‘Hey, what is it? Are you all right?’ Linh asked Henley. She placed her black case onto the ground and pulled on a fresh pair of latex-free gloves.

‘I’m fine. I just need to step out for a bit. He’s over there.’

Linh pulled down her glasses from the top of her head and walked towards the body.

Henley drew back the hood of her oversuit as heat swept over her. She welcomed the sharp shock of cold air as she stepped out into the corridor. She’d seen dead bodies before, so there was no reason why this one should have shaken her up so much. After a few minutes she made her way back into the room, watching from the doorway as Linh assessed the body. Ramouter looked on quietly as the CSI officer gently lifted the man’s body and Linh inserted a thermometer into the man’s rectum.

‘Hmm,’ Linh muttered as she pulled it out and read the temperature.

‘Why are you hmmming?’ Henley asked, stepping back into the room.

‘Shh.’ Linh reached into her case, pulled out a stethoscope and leant over the body.

The only sounds came from the passing traffic outside and the dull activity from the church downstairs.

‘Anjelica,’ said Linh, ‘we need an ambulance. He’s still alive.’
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He should have been dead. His pulse was weak. His blood pressure low. He was dehydrated and all twenty-four of his ribs were broken. His skull was fractured, and he had a subarachnoid haemorrhage. His kidneys were damaged with a lower bronchial viral infection in his lungs. His body had violently convulsed when the paramedics had pierced the top of his left hand with a cannula, inserted a saline drip into his veins and placed an oxygen mask over his face.

‘He looked dead,’ said Ramouter as the ambulance doors closed, the blue lights started to flash, and the sirens wailed. ‘He smelt dead.’

‘He must have been there for weeks.’ Henley took off her blue overshoes and oversuit, threw them into a black bin bag and quickly put on her coat.

‘Do you think the pastor knew? A motive for killing him, perhaps?’ Ramouter asked.

‘I would be surprised if he didn’t, but if he did, whether that was the motive for his murder? I don’t know, but one thing I’m sure about is that whoever killed the pastor had no idea about that poor boy imprisoned upstairs.’

‘We don’t actually know that. What if the killer knew and just left him? It could be as simple as that.’

‘It could be, but…’ Henley checked the time on her watch. It was after four o’clock and she knew that there was no way that she would be making it home in time to give her three-year-old daughter, Emma, her bath and put her to bed. ‘Nothing is ever simple.’

‘So, we’ve got a murder and an attempted murder to investigate?’

‘Let’s just hope that it stays that way,’ Henley said as the church doors opened and a body bag containing the pastor was wheeled outside into the waiting private ambulance. Its windows blacked out and its occupant encased in anonymity.

‘So, our victim…’

Det. Supt Stephen Pellacia paused and looked up at the ceiling as the sound of ancient pipes rattling violently against each other reverberated throughout the building.

Twelve seconds later, DS Stanford placed his hands against the radiator next to his desk and shouted out, ‘We’ve got heat.’

‘Yay,’ DC Roxanne Eastwood responded sarcastically as she pulled down the sleeves of her jumper and pulled her hoodie over her head.

‘As I was saying,’ Pellacia said. ‘Our victim. Who is he, Henley?’

Henley tried to catch Pellacia’s eye as he spoke her name, but he wouldn’t look directly at her. Instead, he focused on the space just above her head.

‘Which one?’ Henley responded in such a way that it forced Pellacia to look at her. He rubbed away at the bags under his eyes.

‘The dead one.’

‘The dead one is Caleb Silas Annan.’

‘But he calls himself The Prophet Dr Caleb Silas Annan,’ Ramouter concluded.

‘The Prophet?’ Pellacia asked disbelievingly. ‘How do you know that?’

‘It’s written on the posters and the newsletters that were in the foyer and it’s all over the church website,’ Ramouter explained. ‘He actually named the church after himself, and he’s definitely not a doctor.’

‘And you know that how?’

Henley smiled as Stanford gave her a knowing wink. He knew that she was feeling a bit proud of Ramouter at this moment.

‘I checked with the General Medical Council and he’s not on the database as either a registered or unregistered doctor. In fact, from a quick Google search, I don’t think that he’s a doctor of anything, but he is known,’ said Ramouter.

‘Known to us?’ asked Pellacia.

Henley nodded as she handed out copies of Annan’s criminal record. ‘We haven’t formally identified him, but he’s on the police national computer. The PNC search shows that Caleb Silas Annan has three aliases: Kaysen Abani, David Onyeka and Edward Silas Annan. In 2008 he was convicted of fraud at Southwark Crown Court and received a prison sentence of three and a half years.’

Stanford let out a low whistle from his corner of the room. ‘Must have been a big one. You don’t get three and a half years for having a dodgy driving licence.’

‘No, you don’t,’ said Pellacia, turning the pages of Annan’s record. ‘Whatever he got convicted of had to be high value. It says here that he was bailed to return to Stoke Newington police station on the twenty-first of February.’

‘Well, he won’t be making that date,’ said Stanford.

‘Do we know why they were investigating him?’ Pellacia asked, ignoring Stanford.

‘The system is down, so I’ve no idea,’ Henley answered. ‘I’ve asked Joanna to contact the custody sergeant at Stoke Newington to find out who the officer in the case is and why he was arrested. In terms of next of kin, he appears to be married to Serena Malikah Annan who, unlike her husband, doesn’t have a criminal record.’

‘Has anyone told her that her husband is dead?’

‘Not yet.’

‘What do you mean, not yet?’ Pellacia’s lips silently moved as he counted. ‘It’s been almost five hours since his body was found.’

‘I know that.’ Henley tried to keep her voice level and calm. ‘But I didn’t want a couple of local PCs to do the job and Serena Annan wasn’t at home when Stanford and Eastwood went round earlier. Ramouter and I are going round there later to try to deliver the news.’

Ramouter’s head swivelled around with surprise. ‘We are?’

‘Yes, we are. The last thing I want is a couple of green PCs to tell Mrs Annan that her husband has been murdered and then for her to just be hanging around waiting for us and the family liaison officers to turn up.’

‘Have you at least managed to sort out the FLOs?’ asked Pellacia.

‘I’ve managed to grab Bethany Stewart and PS Levine. Bethany wasn’t exactly over the moon about it.’

‘She’s never over the moon about anything.’

‘You can hardly blame her. She’s the FLO on three murder cases and a missing person’s investigation. We’ll be on our way, as soon as she texts me with their ETA.’

‘And the other victim? Any idea who he is?’

‘None at all,’ said Henley. ‘He’s been admitted to intensive care at Lewisham Hospital. The last I heard, the doctors weren’t even sure if he would make it through the night. Hopefully, he will.’

‘Attempted murder or murder, doesn’t make any real difference,’ said Pellacia. The phone in his office began to ring and Henley’s phone pinged with a text.

‘It makes all the difference,’ Henley said, and indicated to Ramouter to grab his coat. ‘At least for one family there may be a bit of hope.’ 

[image: ]

The closure of the Rotherhithe Tunnel earlier in the day meant that the traffic now snailed along the A2. As the lights turned red on Blackheath Hill, Henley kept her eyes focused on the road. Across the dual carriageway, and in the middle of the heath, was the place where Olivier had stabbed her nearly three years ago.

Ramouter let out a low whistle next to her as he tapped away on his phone.

‘What are you looking at?’ Henley asked.

‘I wanted to see how much the Annans’ house is worth. They bought it a couple of years ago. Guess how much it sold for?’

‘It’s Blackheath. Probably something ridiculous. One and a half million.’

‘Nope. Two million. Six bedrooms, four bathrooms, roof terrace. Do you know what I could buy in Bradford with that amount of money?’

‘The entire city of Bradford,’ Henley replied with a smirk as the traffic finally began to move.

‘Wow, that’s just… what would you call it?’

‘Facety. But on a serious note, why are you checking?’

Ramouter shrugged. ‘You said that he had previous for fraud. I wouldn’t have thought that he would have been earning that much on a pastor’s salary, even with a sixty grand SUV parked outside the church. How do you even make money from running a church?’

‘You’d be surprised.’

‘He could be responsible for our other victim being locked up and tortured half to death. You can’t have someone locked away in the church that you named after yourself, and not know about it.’

‘You’ve got a real bee in your bonnet about the fact that he named the church after himself.’

‘It just seems a bit pretentious.’

Henley sighed as she took the second exit on the roundabout and drove onto Shooters Hill.

‘If, and I mean if, it turns out that Caleb Annan knew about the man in the locked room, then we will deal with it, but remember, Caleb Annan will always be our murder victim. Nothing changes that.’

A crescent moon hung above a three-storey house freshly painted in pebble grey. Henley was silently impressed as she drove across the gravelled driveway.

‘How many of these have you done?’ she asked Ramouter.

‘What do you mean?’

‘How many times have you had to knock on someone’s front door and tell them that their loved one is dead?’

Ramouter placed his scarf around his neck but kept his eyes down. ‘Never,’ he replied, opening the door.

‘Have you even been with another officer—’

Henley was cut off as the sharp cold air squeezed through the crack of the door and brushed against her face.

Ramouter shook his head. ‘You’re not going to make me do it, are you?’

Henley didn’t get a chance to reply as a motion sensor was activated and placed the pair of them in the spotlight.






7

The woman who answered the door didn’t fit the house. She was in her mid-twenties and she wore no make-up. Her hair was covered by a tightly wrapped navy and white headscarf, but loose strands of black hair escaped from the sides. Henley couldn’t place the woman’s ethnicity, but she looked as though as she’d done everything to conceal her beauty. Henley held up her warrant card.

‘Good evening. My name is Detective Inspector Henley, and this is my colleague, Constable Ramouter.’

Henley’s introduction didn’t act as an incentive for the woman to fully open the door.

‘What do you want?’ The woman’s tone was gentle and soft, but with a slight musical lilt. She pushed a hand through the crack and took hold of Henley’s warrant card.

‘We’re here to speak to Mrs Serena Annan. Is she in? It’s important that we—’

The door slammed in her face.

‘Not very hospitable,’ said Ramouter just before the door opened again.

‘Is Mrs Annan expecting you?’ the woman asked. ‘She usually lets me know if she’s having visitors.’

‘This isn’t a social call,’ Henley replied, irritated. ‘Who are you?’

The woman shrank back as though she was a child being chastised by her parents.

‘Dalisay Ocampo. I belong to the family. I’m sorry. Come in.’

Henley maintained a poker face as Ramouter flashed her his familiar What the hell was that? look.

Henley and Ramouter stepped into the hallway. The house looked and smelt expensive. The air hung heavy with the scent of spicy fruit, similar to the glass bottle of her mother-in-law’s favourite bath oil, that Emma had helpfully thrown down the toilet. Henley should have been sorry, but she wasn’t. She had realised a long time ago that the only thing that would make her mother-in-law happy would be if Henley divorced her son.

‘Are these the Annans’ children?’ Henley asked, stopping at a mahogany side table with a photograph of two smiling children. A boy and a girl in their Sunday best. Staged and perfunctory.

‘Yes,’ Dalisay replied, almost conspiratorially, as though she was revealing information that she wasn’t supposed to have. ‘Maliah is seven and Zyon is five.’

Above the table hung a large picture of Serena Annan and her husband. On the left, a gold crucifix had been placed on the wall. It looked more decorative and opulent than a sign of religious acceptance. If it wasn’t for the photograph, Henley would have been hard pushed to conclude that this was a family home. No toys, odd pairs of shoes, or Lego on the staircase. No clothes drying on the radiator. No parcels sitting by the door. It felt clinical, as if the protective plastic had just been taken off the furniture.

‘Please,’ said Dalisay. ‘If you wait here, I will get Mrs Annan.’

Henley watched Dalisay place a hand on the stripped wood of the banister and carefully walk up the carpeted stairs as though she was afraid to leave an imprint.

‘This is unnaturally clean,’ said Ramouter. He stood to the side, his feet firmly placed on the wooden floorboards, careful not to step on the fuchsia-coloured rug in the middle of the room. There were more pictures on the wall. Weddings. Christenings. The standard school photographs of young children missing their front teeth. A white-bound bible was laid out on the coffee table in the middle of the room next to an opened laptop. Henley didn’t have a chance to check what was on the screen as a woman had entered the room.

‘Dalisay explained that you’re from the police.’ Serena Annan was taller than both Henley and Ramouter. Henley guessed that she was close to six feet in her slippers. Her hair had been pulled back into a loose bun. She closed the door behind her.

‘That’s correct, Mrs Annan. I’m Detective Inspector Henley from the Serial Crime Unit at Greenwich police station.’

‘And who are you?’ Serena turned around and faced Ramouter as though she had just become aware that there was someone else in the room and they smelt.

Ramouter introduced himself. He was polite, but Henley could see the slight etches of anxiety in his forehead. Something in her gut told her that Serena would not be surprised at the news that she was about to deliver. Three minutes had passed, and she had not yet asked about her husband. ‘Mrs Annan. I’m afraid that I have some very bad news to tell you. Your husband—’

‘Has something happened to him?’

‘I’m very sorry to inform you that Caleb has died.’

Henley waited for the usual protestations of You’re lying. You’re at the wrong house. You have made a mistake. I just spoke to him this morning, but he never came home. But there was only an unspoken and unnerving acceptance.

‘What happened to him? Was there an accident?’ Serena finally asked.

‘No. He wasn’t involved in a car accident.’

There were rules. There was protocol as to how you should inform the next of kin that their loved ones have been killed. There had been training about the appropriate language to use. Gentle language. Empathetic, but sometimes you just had to rip the plaster off. Something told Henley that Serena Annan could handle it.

‘He was killed, Mrs Annan.’

‘What do you mean, killed?’ Serena asked as she sat down on the sofa. She placed her hands on her laps and adjusted the large diamond ring on her finger. The skin of her forehead creased slightly as she focused on Henley.

Henley scanned Serena’s face for any signs of shock, denial or anger, but there was nothing. Serena’s lack of emotion made Henley uncomfortable.

‘Your husband’s body was found in the church by the cleaner, Uliana Piontek, at one fifty this afternoon,’ Henley said slowly.

‘Are you sure it’s Caleb?’

‘Well, he hasn’t been formally identified.’

‘And you said that the cleaner found him?’

‘Yes.’

‘She could have made a mistake. She’s not very reliable.’

‘We need you to formally identify Caleb,’ Henley said carefully.

‘You want me to do it?’

‘Unless you don’t feel able to—’

‘I’m more than capable,’ Serena said forcefully.

Henley continued to feel uneasy. She waited for any sign that Serena had been impacted by the news. There was nothing. No protestations. No murmurs of disbelief. No tears.

‘When do you want me to identify this… man that you found?’ Serena asked.

‘You don’t have to identify him right now and I wouldn’t ask that of you. This is a shock,’ said Henley. ‘You don’t need to do it alone. You could—’

‘I will have to let the family know,’ Serena said in a businesslike tone. ‘And the pastoral board, and… oh my God… the children…’

It was only then that Serena Annan showed any signs of cracking as she bit her lower lip and bolted out of the room.

‘Is it me or did she not seem that surprised?’ whispered Ramouter.

‘No, she didn’t,’ Henley said quietly. The doorbell rang sharply and she turned around and saw Dalisay, the woman who’d opened the door to them earlier, move swiftly through the hallway. There was the sound of a door opening and then Henley heard the familiar gravelly voice of Bethany.

‘Sorry we’re
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