

About the Author

[image: Author photograph: Liz Mistry]

Born in Scotland, made in Bradford sums up LIZ MISTRY’s life. Over thirty years ago she moved from a small village in West Lothian to Yorkshire to get her teaching degree. Once here, Liz fell in love with three things: curries, the rich cultural diversity of the city … and her Indian husband (not necessarily in this order). Now thirty years, three children, two cats (Winky and Scumpy) and a huge extended family later, Liz uses her experiences of living and working in the inner city to flavour her writing. Her gritty crime fiction police procedural novels set in Bradford embrace the city she describes as ‘Warm, Rich and Fearless’, whilst exploring the darkness that lurks beneath.

   


Also by Liz Mistry

Last Request

UK

US

Broken Silence

UK

US

Dark Memories

UK

US

Blood Games

UK

US

Dying Breath

UK

US




‘Silence is the most powerful scream’ Anon
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Prologue

Then: Marnie

It is the hottest day of the summer yet. That shimmering heat idling just above the grass. Even in my shorts and strappy T-shirt, just looking at it makes me feel sticky and tired. I want to laze under the massive spreading oak tree with my colouring books. Just sit quietly, with my own thoughts. Starting high school after the summer holidays preys on my mind. Such a big step. Such a massive change. I’ll be leaving my friends behind because, despite my arguments, they’ve decided the local comprehensive school isn’t good enough for me. I don’t get it. If it’s good enough for my friends then why isn’t it good enough for me? Do Mum and Dad think I deserve more than Alice or Fiona? That feels wrong to me.

Anyway, this was day five of my war against the parents. I’d tried arguing, I’d tried pleading and nothing had worked. Today I was trying silence. The only problem is my annoying little sister Jilly. Why can’t she just find something to do that doesn’t involve annoying me? God she is soooo lame. Sooooo annoying. There she is trundling out the back door, a plastic bag filled with picnic stuff hanging off her wrist and a smile as wide as one of those arches on the viaduct we’d visited the other week. I edge my way round the foot of the tree till I am out of view of the kitchen window and tuck my legs out of sight.

‘Marnie. Marnie. I know you’re there. I saw you crawl behind the tree. I’ve brought snacks.’

Aw shut up, Jilly. The heat is making me mardy and Jilly always brings out the worst in me. She’s always there. If she isn’t harping on at me about something, she’s following me and my pals around like a stupid collie dog desperate for a pat. I hate her sometimes. Sometimes I really, really hate her.

‘I know today’s your “not speaking to anyone day”, but you still got to eat, Marn. I’ve got ice lollies.’

The ice lollies are tempting. Little dribbles of sweat are trickling down my front and soaking into my new bra – my first bra. I stick my boobs out and study them – two fried eggs underneath a padded egg cosy. I don’t really need one yet, but Mum had insisted I should wear one before I went to high school – all the girls will be wearing them, Marnie – you don’t want to stand out, do you?

Even the memory of her words pisses me off. Who the hell is she to tell me to fit in? If I went to the comp in Baildon with everyone else, there’d be no need to fit in, would there? Why can’t she see that? Alice and Fiona don’t care if I wear a bloody bra or not. I wiggle my shoulders and study my boobs some more. I actually quite like wearing it. Maybe I just don’t want to admit that I’m growing up. Starting my periods was bad enough, but sprouting boobies is a step too far. Although they’re only small, they still jiggle when I run and that makes them rub against my T-shirt when I play football. At least the bra stops that from happening.

That’s another thing. There’s no football at the posh new school – well not for the girls anyway – probably not ladylike enough for them. They know how much I love playing football. They know how good I am at it. If I went to Baildon High, I’d get a place on the team, no probs. Now where am I supposed to play? You can take up a new sport, Marnie. Find something else you like doing – maybe hockey or volleyball? I don’t want to play bloody hockey or bloody stupid volleyball. I want to play football. That’s what I want to play. Tears well in my eyes and I brush them away before Jilly comes into sight again.

A shadow blocks the sun from me and there she is, all smiles and eagerness as she flops down beside me cross-legged. ‘Come on, Marnie. Have a lolly. You don’t need to speak, but you can have a lolly.’

Her face is all puckered up – her forehead all covered in lines and her lips are all wobbly, like she doesn’t know what to do for the best. I know she’s worried about me. I take pity on her and without smiling, I hold out my hand and she slaps the ice-cold, already-melting lolly onto my palm and then sidles right up to me and leans against the tree, her legs straight out in front of her.

‘Jilly, Jilly. I can see you out there. Your legs are sticking out from behind the tree. Have you seen Marnie? She’s got a dentist’s appointment in a bit.’ Mum’s voice penetrates the space between the kitchen window and the tree at the bottom of the garden with no bother. Jilly looks at me and shrugs. ‘Sorry, Marn. Should’ve kept my legs crossed.’

Still in silent mode I grab her hand as she gets to her feet and place my fingers near my lips, making a locking sign. Jilly smiles. ‘I won’t tell her where you are, sis. Course I won’t. I’ll go back up before she comes down here looking for you herself. You keep the snacks. There’s Oreos and Irn-Bru and crisps in the bag.’

For some reason Jilly bends down and kisses the top of my head, the scent of her strawberry shampoo tickling my nostrils. ‘Don’t let the Beep Beeps get you down, Marn. Don’t ever let the Beep Beeps win.’

The incongruousness of her words makes my lips twitch. Her use of Beep Beeps instead of bastards is just soooo Jilly and I have an urge to whisper I love you, Jills, but I don’t. Her words strengthen my resolve to remain silent. Jilly’s never kissed me on the head like that before and I don’t know why she’s done it now. But it feels good. Like we’re a team. Like, all of a sudden, my annoying little sister has grown up. Then it hits me. She’ll miss me when I go to high school. She’ll miss seeing me in the playground or walking beside me to school. Things are going to change for her too, not just for me. Why didn’t I realise that before? I’m the worst big sister ever. I smile at her and wink and she skips back up the garden, her skinny legs all angles and knobbles.

With Mum’s voice fading away I close my eyes and suck on my lolly, savouring its orangey tang. Even with Jilly covering for me, Mum will find me eventually. Course she will. She’s nothing if not relentless, my mum. I sigh as the last slush of ice slides down my throat, giving me brain freeze. For now, though, I can savour the quiet. I hadn’t realised being silent would be so hard. Never realised before how often I used my voice – how many words spluttered out of my mouth. The strain of swallowing my words was hard. All through breakfast, she’d bombarded me with questions, then threats, then angry words, but I’d held firm. But who knew how long that would last?

As a dark cloud dims the colours behind my eyelids and the warmth of the sun dissipates, I shiver, sensing the shadow looming over me. Unsure whether Jilly has come back or whether my mum has found me I pretend not to know anyone is there. They’ll speak soon enough. Jilly can’t stay quiet for longer than two seconds and as for my mum, she’ll be fuming by now.

But, nobody speaks. The silence thickens and I wonder if maybe Mum is playing me at my own game. That’s when rough hands grab me by my shoulders and haul me to my feet. Sweat and stale smoke pervade my nostrils as I struggle against those calloused fingers that are digging into my skin. I could open my eyes. I could break my silence. I could scream. But I don’t. I’ve no idea why I don’t. I just don’t – I can’t. My heart hammers so hard and a gush of something dark and scary fills my head. I can’t even swallow. The sticky orangey lolly taste clags up my mouth, like superglue sticking my tongue to the roof of my mouth. I want to struggle. I know I should, but my legs and arms won’t move. Like the rigid sticks of Whitby rock we’d bought at the seaside, they won’t bend. I try to force my fingers into fists so I can lash out and make him let go, but nothing happens.

The dark in my head makes me dizzy and, eyes still closed, I sway and my mouth fills with vomit as his hands move to my waist and haul me off my feet into the air. The movement makes me swallow my own sick and my eyes fill with tears as it burns my throat. As he lifts me through the air, I tighten my eyes even more, hoping that he’ll throw me on the grass and run away. But no, instead he hoists me up until I land belly first over his shoulder. That’s when I take a peek. Bouncing along on his back, his legs marching beneath me, I see the lush green of my lawn turn into cobbles and I know he is taking me out of my garden and onto the cobbled path leading to the car park on the edge of the moors.

Why does no one stop him? I lift my head, hoping to see Mr Grayson our nosy old neighbour walking his dog, or even the paperboy with the spots and the weird piercings, but nobody is about. On we go, over the car park pebbles, little wisps of dust whipped up by his boots as he marches on. Then, with his wheezing breath in my ear, the bleep of a car unlocking sounds, followed by the creak of a door opening and moments later I am thrown onto a hard surface, the impact robbing me of my breath as, blinded by the sun, I blink up at him.

Again, I open my mouth to scream, but again no sound comes out. I am in the boot of a car and silent. As he looms over me, his features warped by rippling rays, that’s how I stay: silent. No voice, soundless. To be silent is the only control I have left. As I wet myself, I vow I won’t speak again. Not till I can whisper the words to my sister that I should have spoken earlier. I love you, Jills. My heart hammers so loud I think it will burst and all I can do is look at him as tears trickle down my cheeks. He grins. The scar on his cheek moves like a writhing snake as he leans over me. It is only then that I see he has something in his hand. As his ugly face comes closer, I try to scramble backwards away from him. He laughs – all loud and nasty – and pinches my arm.

The prick when it comes nips and my eyelids flutter as he slams the boot shut. All at once I am in a dark space where all sights and sounds are cut off. And then there is nothing …




Chapter 1

DI Nikki Parekh would have missed the entrance if she hadn’t caught sight of the round mirror reflecting in her headlights on the opposite side of the road, indicating a concealed drive, as she crept along in her Touran. DS Sajid Malik was beside her, clutching his seatbelt as if that would protect him should Nikki misjudge one of the tight bends in the rural lane and send them plummeting into a ditch or through one of the dry-stone walls that bordered fields. ‘Relax, Saj. This is it. You can stop panicking now.’

Sajid, released his grip on the belt but continued to sit rigidly beside her. ‘You’re a bloody menace, Nik, you know that?’

Nikki grinned. Saj hated being a passenger, which was fine by Nikki most of the time because his Jaguar was infinitely more comfortable than her vehicle. However, shock horror, his precious Jag had developed a fault that caused the windows to keep going up and down at random. Thus, it was in the garage till tomorrow morning and Sajid was forced to slum it with Nikki in her car. Nikki had quite enjoyed riding with Saj when the windows played up – not because she enjoyed being unexpectedly hit by driving rain or wind, but because of Sajid’s reaction to the indignity of it. He’d taken it as a personal affront – as if the car had developed the electrical fault solely to inconvenience him. Because his reaction had been so extreme, Nikki had taken great delight in recording the entire event, starting with the beetroot bloom that had suffused his face, encompassing the darkening frown that had pulled his brows over his eyes and ending with the diatribe of swearing that erupted every time the window swished up or down.

Of course, he hadn’t been best pleased when she’d shared the recording in the team’s WhatsApp group – but hey-ho, that was life and, despite being reduced to travelling in the Parekhmobile, he seemed to have forgiven her. One glance at his face had her reconsidering her earlier assessment because Sajid’s glower was enough to curdle milk still in the cow’s udder.

She guided the car onto the drive and slowed right down to navigate the bends that swept unendingly before them. ‘Come on, Saj. It was only a joke.’

‘You didn’t have to share it though, did you?’

He had a point. She didn’t have to share it; however, she’d really, really wanted to. ‘I’m sorry. Mates again?’

Before Saj could reply, Nikki slammed her foot on the brakes sending Sajid pitching forward, grabbing for the dashboard as he attempted to brace himself. ‘For fu …’

‘Now, now, now, Saj. No need to swear. Look.’

In front of them a massive house dominated a parking circle with an ornate fountain in the centre. Even in the murky dark, the glow from strategically placed lights highlighted the picturesque feature. Nikki opened the driver’s window and the tinkling of the fountain filtered through. Parked all around the fountain were police cars and CSI vans with uniformed officers dotted around setting up the outer cordon. Crime scene tape, secured in place across the front of the house – which was really a mansion – by metal stakes, fluttered against the breeze.

‘Crap, the first responders should have secured a wider cordon. All these vehicles will have obscured any possible tyre tracks or signs of entry to the house.’ Her gaze moved from the officers busily trying to expand the tape around the circumference of the house to the sweeping stairs that led up to the huge arched front door. ‘We’re talking serious money here, Saj. Serious dosh.’

Saj cracked his door open and stepped from the vehicle, his eyes scanning the scene before them, his head shaking from side to side as if in awe that someone could actually live in such a dwelling. ‘What exactly did Ahad tell you, Nik?’

She shrugged. ‘Not a lot. Gave me the address and told me to get over here as senior investigating officer for a home invasion with fatalities. Didn’t even say who called it in, so you know as much as I do.’

She joined her partner on the overcrowded drive, pulled her coat collar up against the drizzle and approached the officer holding the crime scene log. ‘DI Nikki Parekh and DS Malik. I’m taking over as SIO on this one. Okay to go in?’

After signing in, she and Sajid suited up and made their way under the tape and up the massive sandstone slabs that led to the entrance. As she walked, her eyes scanned the scene, trying to get a feel for what might have gone down inside. ‘Bloody hell, Saj, check this out. Who needs a door that tall? It’s massive – like over eight feet tall and it’s double the width of my front door. I mean are they giants or something?’

After pushing the door open, she saw that the CSIs had already placed metal treads for them to follow. This was not the sort of property Nikki was usually called to and the chill that had made its way into the building with the coming and going of police and paramedics gave the old building a slightly eerie feel. It wasn’t just its obvious grandeur; it was the sheer opulence of it. Nikki was more at home in inner-city terraced houses or working-class ex-metro estates. Here, she had to work hard to resist feeling out of her depth. It shouldn’t matter where the crime scene was, or how rich the victims had been, but this was surreal and the only frame of reference Nikki had was when she’d visited Harewood House in Leeds or some other stately home. She’d never attended one where someone actually lived – or in this case – died. She grimaced at the thought.

The owners were clearly more than just “well off” and in this rural Bradford village, there was normally little need for CID presence. Nikki couldn’t recall ever being called out to this area for a suspicious death in all her ten years of being a detective. Oxenhope folk didn’t usually commit murder and the sorts of crimes usually perpetrated here were robberies, which of course Nikki’s team didn’t deal with. ‘You reckon this is a burglary gone wrong, Saj?’

Beside her Sajid peered at the spacious hallway with its panelled wood walls, strategic lighting and shiny floor, and shrugged. ‘Could be, but I doubt DCI Ahad would send us if that was the case. It’s usually D Team who liaises with robbery when that happens. Farah will know.’ He stepped forward and did a slow turn, shaking his head as he rotated. ‘This hallway’s bigger than mine and Langley’s entire flat, Nik.’

Nikki smiled. Sajid’s flat was one of the designer ones built in Bradford’s historic Lister Mills to appeal to millennials with spare cash and it was a far cry from Nikki’s own much-loved, but well-worn inner-city terraced home. Whilst Nikki was more Primani, Sajid aspired to be more Gucci and Vuitton, so this sort of wealth would definitely blow his mind.

As DC Farah Anwar approached, Nikki studied her face. Anwar was one of the calmest, most unflappable officers on Nikki’s team, yet judging by her pallor and the rigid way she held herself, the scene had affected her. ‘You okay, Farah?’

After exhaling, long and slow, Anwar nodded. ‘Not one of the easiest scenes to view, boss, but I’m fine. Victims are the Salinger family; mum – Patricia, Dad – George, kids – Jason aged sixteen and Karen, aged eighteen. It’s tragic. Just bloody tragic what’s been done to them.’

Affected by the distress that was evident in Anwar’s slumped shoulders and tight lips, Nikki shuddered. Anwar was a solid officer and not much fazed her. Whatever had happened here in the Salinger house would not be pleasant. How could it be? The mere thought of an entire family being annihilated in their own home sent icy tingles up her spine. The idea that someone could have no compunction in either snuffing out an entire family during a burglary, or could hate a family so much they would murder all of them was inconceivable. However, Nikki had seen so many soul-destroying things during murder investigations that she realised that sometimes the inconceivable became a harsh reality.

The Salinger family like any other would have secrets. Of course, some of them would be irrelevant to Nikki’s investigation into who had killed them, but some of them would hold a clue to who had committed this barbarous act. Even the most diabolical killers had a motive or a reason for committing their crimes – albeit sometimes a distorted one based on fantasy. Nikki hoped that the perpetrator of this crime had a more prosaic motive, because those at least were usually a little easier to untangle. ‘Who called it in, Farah?’

Farah rolled one shoulder as if to dislodge an unpleasant thought and grimaced. ‘It was an anonymous tip-off. Female voice said they wanted to report an attack and gave this address. They then hung up. The responding officers arrived twenty minutes after the 999 call and found the front door ajar. They entered the property and found the scene.’

An anonymous call … that was strange. ‘Where did the call come from?’ Even as Nikki asked her next question she knew what the answer would be. And Farah soon confirmed her suspicions.

‘The landline.’

Okaaay, so twenty minutes prior to the police arriving someone in this house had been alive. It remained to be seen whether that person was a suspect or a witness. It was time now to view where the murders had happened, so that the victims could be transported to the morgue. ‘Want to walk us through it?’

Anwar’s eyes flitted to the open front door behind Nikki as if she’d prefer to escape through that than to walk her bosses through the scene, but she straightened her shoulders and gave an abrupt nod. ‘Okay. This way.’ She paused. ‘It’s not pleasant and. Well you’ll see – it’s very confusing.’

As Nikki and Sajid trailed after Anwar down a long chessboard marbled hallway, with dainty highly polished tables on which sat alabaster statuettes of women in various ballet dance poses, Nikki soaked up the essence of the family who had lived here. How the other half lives – or dies. The thought made Nikki exhale. Whilst many of the victims her team found justice for were from poorer families and marginalised groups, the wealth of these victims would have no impact on how Nikki progressed the investigation. Whilst they would receive no preferential treatment – Nikki gave her all to whatever investigation she led – they would definitely have all the skill, energy and resources at her disposal until she found their killer or killers.

Along the wall, the theme of alabaster dancing women was echoed in paintings and photographs. Nikki paused at one of the photographs. Although the dancing female figure was the focus of this particular image, before her – as if part of her audience – stood an older man and a younger male and female. The photographer had captured a moment of pure joy with the ballerina in mid jump, her movement graceful and fluid, her smile, in profile, iridescent, as if she could not be happier. The expressions of the spectators facing her reflected pride and total immersion in the older woman’s delight. The dancer – presumably the woman of the house – was probably in her late forties, as was the older man – who Nikki presumed to be Mr Salinger. The two younger figures were their children, both of whom appeared to be in their late teens or early twenties.

As she absorbed the vitality that shone from the photograph, Nikki realised that these people were probably the murdered victims. She took a moment longer to make sure that their images in life were firmly embedded in her mind, and then she turned and followed Farah and Sajid through a doorway to the right.




Chapter 2

It was worse than Nikki had expected and as confusing as Anwar had indicated. A Monopoly board, set for five players, lay in the middle of the mahogany dining table. Judging by the street cards, dice and Monopoly money scattered over the floor near each of the five seats, some with blood spatters on them, others with splodges of blood, which to a blood spatter analyst would tell its own story – the game had been in mid swing when the killer struck.

Still following the CSI treads, Nikki moved closer, but maintained a distance from the bodies. She wanted to take in the scene in its entirety before homing in on the specifics of the victims’ positions and suchlike. ‘Five players?’

DC Anwar, nodded. ‘Exactly. That’s only one of the things that’s confusing.’

Nikki’s eyes moved from the discarded board game to the four lifeless figures slouched in various poses around the dining table, each apparently killed by knife wounds, and saw what Farah meant. Five players, but only four bodies and, as far as Nikki could see, no weapon. ‘The killer took the weapon?’

‘It’s not been found yet.’

Perhaps they’d be lucky and it would be found in the grounds of the house – not that there was any guarantee that it would offer up any forensically useful information if they did find it. A fifth person had been in this room at the time of the attack on the Salingers, which made that person either the killer or a witness. Who was this mysterious fifth person? Hopefully fingerprints would reveal that little mystery. Chances were, it was someone the family were familiar with – who settles down for a game of Monopoly with a stranger? So – family member, friend of the parents or friends or partner of one of the kids? Or none of the above? Nikki shrugged. It was too early to be sure and there was no certainty that the fifth person was also the killer.

Still focused on the empty chair – the only one with no corresponding dead body, Nikki frowned and tried to make sense of what she saw. This chair had, by the look of it, been pushed back from the table with some force and had toppled onto the floor, which might indicate a hasty, startled movement. Perhaps an argument had broken out among the players. However, either of the victims on each side of the chair may have toppled it as they struggled. The order of events was very murky. If this unidentified person was the killer, had they brought the weapon with them to the Salingers’ home and used it to kill all four in a frenzied premeditated knife attack? Or had they found one on the premises and used it? Had this person jumped to their feet, toppling their chair in the process and lunged with deadly intent at the people with whom they were relaxing? That seemed unlikely, but in Nikki’s experience “unlikely” wasn’t always definite.

Besides, could a single killer wielding a knife kill all four victims? Had the mysterious player had an accomplice or indeed had a burglar panicked and lashed out at the family. If that was the case, then where was the other person? Perhaps they too had been injured during the attack – but they’d have to wait for all the blood analyses tests to come back before they knew that.

If the fifth player was the killer, what had motivated them? An argument over a board game seemed extreme, but stranger things had happened. Perhaps an argument blew up about something that had been brewing for ages? But it all seemed strange to Nikki. Why settle into a game if your intention beforehand was to kill? To lull your prey into a false sense of security? Whatever had prompted the attack, the absence of both the weapon and the fifth person was troubling. Perhaps the missing player was a witness who had escaped the killer. If so where had they gone and had it been them who made the call to emergency services? If they’d sought safety elsewhere then wouldn’t they have heard from them? Or, had they been pursued and were now lying injured or dead somewhere nearby?

It was, as Farah said, all very confusing. ‘Have the uniformed officers span out and check the grounds and into the woods. I don’t care how late it is, I want neighbours roused and their outhouses and gardens searched. Maybe there’s another victim out there and if so we need to find them.’

Content that she’d gained as much information as she could from studying the empty chair, Nikki’s eyes wandered round the periphery of the room. Ornately decorated, the area, gleamed with rich burgundy paintwork, carefully angled lighting pointing at various artworks and pristine matching furniture. It spoke of understated wealth, whilst the entire house was the opposite of understated. Compared to Nikki’s home with its jumble of well-used, well-loved furniture, the only artwork on display being photos of her, Marcus and the kids on various outings, Sunni’s elaborate and abstract drawings of Dr Who characters and the Rubster’s perfectly proportioned caricatures of friends and family, the Salingers’ home was orderly. Despite lacking the loving chaos of Nikki’s, it could not be accused of being cold and imposing. This was a family home too, just a more organised, less frenetic one than Nikki’s.

However, the homeliness of the Salingers’ abode was forever marred by the blood spatter glistening in pools on the real wood floor and the spray drops stretched up the walls indicating that the killer had struck repeatedly, sending droplets flying with each thrusting movement. No doubt the forensic blood spatter analysis would confirm this. By the actions of someone earlier this evening, the Salingers’ lives had been snuffed out and this home had been transformed into a murder scene. What a tragic waste of life.

From Nikki’s analysis of the crime scene, George Salinger was the first victim. He was still in position on his chair, slumped forward with numerous wounds to the side of his neck and back. Taken by surprise, no time to defend himself? As Nikki studied the remaining victims she shook her head. ‘This doesn’t add up, Saj. You see it?’

‘Yep. If Mr Salinger was killed first, then the others had time to react. Why have they hardly moved from their places round the table?’

Nikki eased round the periphery of the room, her eyes drinking up every clue they could. She’d be able to study the crime scene photos and videos at her leisure later, but she’d only get one chance to see everything in situ. ‘The boy – Jason – was the next one. Look, he’s slumped by the side of his chair as if he was going to assist his dad. See how his body’s angled towards Mr Salinger?’ Nikki once more shook her head. If Jason saw his dad being stabbed by a knife-wielding attacker, his expected response would be to either have jumped to his feet and closed the distance between himself and his dad in an attempt to help him or confront the attacker, or to run in the opposite direction to escape.

This boy had done neither. It looked like he’d attempted to get up to assist his dad because his chair was pushed slightly back from the table. He was facing his attacker but was struck by a debilitating blow that stretched from the front of his neck to the side and, judging by the blood loss, it had penetrated his jugular casting arterial spray up and over the board. The lad’s response times were all wrong.

‘Why the delay in his movement from the chair?’ Nikki wafted her hand at the other two victims ‘Why did none of them respond very quickly?’

Sajid had moved round the table. ‘Well, Mrs Salinger’s ankle’s in a cast, so perhaps that explains why she’s barely moved.’ He shrugged. ‘As for the others – maybe their fight-or-flight responses were delayed. Maybe they were so surprised by the attack that they just froze.’

Nikki was unconvinced by Sajid’s arguments so far, but he was still theorising. ‘Maybe there was more than one attacker. I mean that might explain it.’

But Nikki was focused on the fifth chair. The chair where the person playing had bought Bond Street and Fenchurch Station. ‘Who sat here? Who was the other person playing this game?’ She turned to DC Anwar. ‘They searched the house on arrival?’

‘Yeah. They’d cleared the entire property before I arrived.’

Nikki nodded and turned her attention back to the board game. ‘This is all very weird. You don’t break out a game of Monopoly with a stranger, do you? I mean it’s a game you play with people you know, isn’t it? In our house Monopoly can last for hours. God, I remember one Christmas, largely because of Marcus’s machinations, it dragged on for over three days. We couldn’t use the kitchen table and it became very competitive and tensions ran high.’

Sajid, who was prowling the room using the tracks laid out by the CSIs snorted. ‘You’re not suggesting the game itself was the motivation for this, are you?’ He moved his arm around to encompass the entire horrific scene.

‘No, no. Course not. It’s just weird. Whoever the fifth person is, they sat round this table and now four people are dead. We need that ID sharpish. Whether or not they’re our killer, they must know something, and we need to know who they are and what they know. What about security footage? A house like this will have security all over the shop. Anything that tells us who their visitor was?’

‘We’re having trouble accessing the system. It’s password-protected, but we’ve contacted the security firm and hopefully, in the circumstances they’ll bypass the need for a warrant and allow us access quickly.’

Nikki’s gaze finally came to rest on the daughter: Karen Salinger. She studied the way she was slumped over the table, her chair still tucked tight to the table edge and her head angled to the side. She could almost have been sleeping – if not for the blood-drenched strands of hair draped around the gaping neck wound. Again, the knife wound seemed to have hit her jugular and incapacitated her quickly. Her arms hung to either side of her body and the only evidence of blood on her fingers was the gloopy drips that trailed from the wound to her fingertips before dropping onto the carpet. Her palms were clear of blood, which indicated that she’d made no attempt to staunch the wound to her neck.

After witnessing first her dad and then her brother being stabbed repeatedly, Nikki would have expected Karen to either try to escape or defend herself. ‘Who the hell is this fucking fifth player?’ Nikki turned to Anwar. ‘Get the fingerprints processed ASAP, hound the security firm till they release the home security recordings and get the footage analysed pronto. Also get uniforms trawling friends and relatives.’

Her gut clenched, releasing an entourage of angry maggots squirming in her belly, warning her that this case was going to be complicated. It was always like this. It was a sort of heads up for her to prepare herself physically and mentally for being fully immersed in a complicated investigation for a long and draining period of time. This was her first official case as detective inspector and senior investigating officer, and she’d no intention of messing it up. This entire scene was atypical and at present they didn’t have enough information on the family. It was time to order her team to uncover every secret held by each member of the Salinger family. She looked at Farah. ‘What’s his job? Where does his money come from? What does his wife do? I need to know everything about them.’

Gracie Fells, the crime scene manager, approached. ‘Can we start bagging evidence in here now?’

Nikki hesitated. She appreciated that Fells had her job to do and that getting the evidence analysed forensically was important, but she shook her head. ‘Sorry, Gracie. I think this scene warrants being seen by the pathologist in person. You’ll have to wait till he’s happy to let you take over. I want to nail down the choreography of the attack and Langley’s our best chance of doing that.’

Fells’s lips tightened, but Nikki ignored her reaction. They were rebuilding their professional relationship after a disagreement a while back, but Nikki stuck to her guns. ‘Can you contact Langley? See if he can get here quickly? I really want his take on how everything went down.’




Chapter 3


I spy with my little eye something beginning with B … Betrayal.



When I find out what they’ve done, red-hot rage floods through me and incandescent fury possesses me. Shards of orange and yellow lightning streaks slice through my eyes and into my brain. My hands clench into fists and as I stride about the room, I want to land one into each of their faces. Ungrateful, disrespectful little creatures. After all I’d done for them, they repay my kindness with this. Scarface had given them instructions – clear instructions. They knew the score. Knew all too well what was a stake and what was expected of them – they were to disappear. But look what they’ve caused. So much chaos.

How fucking dare they? How fucking dare they indeed?

As I prowl around my home, I visualise having all of this taken from me. Visualise losing everything I’ve worked so hard to preserve over the years. We should have been more cautious. It’s not like this is the first time we’ve released the petals in the wind. I overestimated our control over them. I should have anticipated that they might rebel, but after so long, it just didn’t seem likely. Especially not with her little friend to take care of.

My breath fights to escape my lungs and I massage my chest, till the sensation of drowning eases, before recommencing my stalking. I have to work out a strategy. One that will allow me to maintain the upper hand.

Thank God, Scarface was there. Thank God or I’d be down the station already. Thank fuck he sorted out the situation, took control. He’d questioned my decision to let them go, but I’d ignored him. It had worked before. Countless times. None of the others – bar one, had ever caused any problems and let’s face it we had no real option.

I slam my fist into the palm of the opposite hand, still wishing it was one or other of their pitiful, ingratiating faces. What have you done? I hadn’t expected this, hadn’t planned for it and am not sure how to deal with it. I pause. And focus my mind. I have a meeting soon and when the others arrive, I’ll have to be in control. No room for emotion, no room for anything. They must never suspect my involvement in any of this.

The burner phone I keep hidden in my locked bottom drawer rings, and I take a few slow breaths before answering with a single barked word. ‘Update.’

By the time the voice on the other end of the phone has updated me, some of the tension has left my shoulders. ‘You on top of things?’

Scarface pauses. I can almost hear the cogs in his brain whirr into action. He’s always been analytical in his responses. Always weighing up the pros and cons of his replies. ‘Work in progress I’m afraid. Need to keep our eye on the police activity, but I think all bases have been covered.’ His husky laugh grated against my ears. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll sort it.’

Of course he will. He always does. That’s his speciality – sorting things for me. I perch on the edge of my sofa, pour myself a whisky and think through all the information I have at hand. Then, I smile. I have the perfect scapegoat at my disposal and with that scapegoat comes an ever-brightening glimmer of hope for my continued survival. If I’m clever and cover my tracks, I can make this entire debacle work in my favour. I take a mouthful of the single malt and savour it on my tongue before enjoying the slow burn as it flows smoothly down my throat.


I spy with my little eye something beginning with V … Victim.



A laugh builds in my throat and releases along with my words into the empty room. Once more my intelligence and caution will pay off. My victim is no match for me. She’ll never see me coming.




Chapter 4

As Nikki paced up and down outside the Salinger property, the fine drizzle of rain, matching her mood, became a persistent shower. She’d been desperate to escape the confines of the house, imagining that she could smell the coppery blood even in the hallway and sense the property’s life light stuttering to extinction. She welcomed the freshness the rain brought as she waited for the pathologist, Dr Langley Campbell, to arrive. As well as being the pathologist, Langley was also Sajid’s fiancé and he and Nikki were friends. She trusted him implicitly and was eager to hear what he made of the scene. Come on, Langley, get a move on.

Nikki had learned that the property had been in the Salinger family for over fifty years and somehow the entire building seemed to be in mourning following the tragedy that had unfolded there earlier. Anwar had called in her sidekick, DC Liam Williams, and between them, they’d managed to contact George Salinger’s business partner, Derek Bland. Nikki would visit him when she was done here. To give him his due, Bland had been cooperative and informative when they’d spoken. He’d agreed to wait for Nikki’s visit no matter how late it was. On the phone he’d seemed devastated by the news and Nikki was keen to assess the depth of his grief for herself.

Williams having contacted Salinger’s personal assistant, Alicia Harper, was now en route to their offices in Leeds where he hoped to gain access to Mr Salinger’s electronic diary as well as interview the PA regarding any possible business conflicts. Nikki would take an initial statement from Derek Bland later and compare whatever information she got with that gained by Williams.

Neither George nor Patricia Salinger had living parents and, although Patricia had a sister currently living in Canada, George was an only child and his only relative was a much younger cousin, currently backpacking in Mexico. Sajid had settled himself in a small room adjoining the library and was in the process of trying to contact the sister and cousin.

Nikki’s peeked her head through the door of the Salinger library and couldn’t help pausing for a moment to scan the neat bookshelves filled from top to toe with books. She’d always considered that her kids owned lots of books and Marcus was an avid reader, but their random bookshelves, dotted in corners throughout her home, were put to shame by the grandeur of the Salinger library. On closer inspection though, Nikki noticed that none of these books bore the thumb-eared, well-used look of a much-loved and often-read book – unlike those in her house, which her three children and latterly Isaac had spent precious hours reading and rereading.

Her initial phone call with Salinger’s business partner and the PA had intimated that the Salingers had a small group of close friends, many business contacts and were popular. Neither could offer any insight into people who might bear the couple a grudge. Nikki had discovered that Mrs Salinger, a trained ballerina who once performed with the Northern Ballet in Manchester, was now retired and had recently, during a horse-riding accident, broken her ankle, which explained the cast on her leg. She was a patron of various charities, all of which would have to be followed up on. The boy, sixteen-year-old Jason, was just short of his seventeenth birthday and attended Bradford Grammar school, whilst his sister Karen was studying politics at Cambridge University. Oh, how the other half lived.

With her own daughter, Charlie, currently in sixth form, with a view of attending Nottingham Trent to study criminology and law, Nikki was well aware how difficult the whole process was. Not only was Charlie putting in the hours studying, determined to meet the grades required of her, Nikki and Marcus were reassessing their financial situation because putting a child through university wasn’t easy for middle- and working-class parents. Thankfully, when her mum died, Nikki had earmarked most of her inheritance for her kids’ futures. She turned and studied the building behind her. With its ornate staircase and imposing towering stature, Nikki considered how very different the lives of the people who had once thrived in that home were to her own life. No money worries for them – well none that they knew about, so far. Everything looked hunky-dory, but Nikki knew that appearances could be deceptive.

As she returned to her pacing, Nikki mentally ticked off the actions she would order the following day: a deep delve into the family’s financials; as much background as they could find on family, friends and acquaintances; a visit to the lad’s school and the girl’s university – Anwar and Williams would do the first – both fledgling detectives were excellent interviewers. Their empathy and lack of arrogance generally helped people open up to them. Nikki hoped that would be the case this time, because so far, the two people they’d spoken to and who appeared to know the Salingers well had provided no clues as to motive. For the latter and in the interests of expediency she’d enlist help from Cambridge police for now. She could always travel there should the need arise later, but right now, she needed to focus her attention locally.

She blew a sodden strand of hair that had come loose off her face and wiped away the residual dampness as she considered possible motives for the crime. The circumstances of the murders bothered Nikki. With the house being in the sticks, the likelihood of a random act of violence was remote and the possibility of a burglary gone wrong seemed even less likely. The fact that the many valuable and easily tradeable items had remained in situ put the kybosh on the burglary gone wrong theory. Her trawl of the rest of the premises had revealed gold and diamond jewellery cast aside carelessly on both Karen
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End Game is one of those novels that came about because of a discussion I had with author Ayisha Malik at Bradford Literature Festival about the power of silence as a form of protest, self-preservation and more.

This idea struck a chord with me, particularly in current times when so many people seem to feel their voices remain unheard and, as a crime writer, I developed a storyline where silence for one character became their form of protest and their coping mechanism through the darkest of days.
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When human remains are discovered under Bradford’s derelict Odeon car park, DS Nikita Parekh and her team are immediately called to the scene.

Distracted by keeping her young nephew out of trouble, Nikki is relieved when the investigation is transferred to the Cold Case Unit, and she can finally focus on her family.

But after the identity of the victim is revealed, she’s soon drawn back into the case. The dead man is a direct link to her painful past.

As the body count begins to rise, Nikki must do everything she can to stop the killer in their tracks before anyone else gets hurt – even if it means digging up secrets she had long kept hidden …

For readers of Angela Marsons and LJ Ross comes a gritty new crime series featuring bold, brave and ferocious DS Nikki Parekh! This rip-roaring thriller will have you reading long into the night!

Click here to buy in the UK

Click here to buy in the US
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When Detective Felicity Springer is reported missing, the countdown to find her begins …

On her way home from a police training conference, Felicity notices something odd about the white van in front of her. A hand has punched through the car’s rear light and is frantically waving, trying to catch her attention.

Felicity dials 999 and calls it in. But whilst on the phone, she loses control of the car on the icy road, crashing straight into the vehicle ahead.

Pinned in the seat and unable to move, cold air suddenly hits her face. Someone has opened the passenger door … and they have a gun.

With Felicity missing and no knowledge of whether she is dead or alive, DS Nikki Parekh and DC Sajid Malik race to find their friend and colleague.

But Felicity was harbouring a terrible secret, and with her life now hanging in the balance, Nikki can only hope that someone will come forward and break the silence …

The next gripping crime thriller in the DS Nikki Parekh series, for fans of Angela Marsons and LJ Ross!

Click here to buy in the UK

Click here to buy in the US
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THREE LETTERS. THREE MURDERS. THE CLOCK IS TICKING …

When the body of a homeless woman is found under Bradford’s railway arches, DS Nikki Parekh and her trusty partner DC Sajid Malik are on the case.

With little evidence, it’s impossible to make a breakthrough, and when Nikki receives a newspaper clipping taunting her about her lack of progress in catching the killer, she wonders if she has a personal link to the case.

When another seemingly unrelated body is discovered, Nikki receives another note. Someone is clearly trying to send her clues … but who?

And then a third body is found.

This time on Nikki’s old street, opposite the house she used to live in as a child. And there’s another message … underneath the victim’s body.

With nothing but the notes to connect the murders, Nikki must revisit the traumatic events of her childhood to work out her connection to the investigation.

But some memories are best left forgotten, and it’s going to take all Nikki’s inner strength to catch the killer …

Before they strike again.

Click here to buy in the UK

Click here to buy in the US
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