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The Thames is preparing to race back to the sea, currents twisting like sinews of muscle. Endless rain has upset its smoothness, reflected lights scattering in a blur of silver. A man stands beside it, gazing across the water’s moonlit surface, listening to the voices of the drowned. They whisper to him at night, begging to be remembered. It has taken him hours to walk here, reciting a litany of bridges: Lambeth, Vauxhall, Chelsea, Albert, Battersea. The journey has exhausted him, but the first soul is within reach. He senses it in his quickened breath and the excitement pulsing in his chest. 

It’s late when he finally enters the churchyard. Traffic hums on Battersea Church Road, and the gravestones jostle him, standing and falling like soldiers in a battle zone. He forces himself to concentrate before stepping over the threshold. There’s a stink of incense and stale communion wine, lights bright enough to dazzle. He drops onto a pew at the back of the nave, lets his forehead rest on the balls of his hands until a man’s voice addresses him.

‘Evensong’s over, I’m afraid. I’m just locking up.’ An elderly priest, white-haired and pinch-faced, peers down at him. Only his eyes are memorable; cornflower blue, unblinking. ‘I’ve seen you before, haven’t I? You’re soaked through. Come this way, my friend. There are towels in the vestry.’

Dust motes hang in the air. There’s a moment’s stillness before the hammer falls. The first blow strikes the priest’s temple, his body crumpling. The river’s instructions grow louder as the man drags his victim back through the churchyard to the water’s edge. He has prepared for this moment, but it still fills him with horror. If he could choose he would walk away and let the priest recover, but the decision isn’t his to make. The next stage must be accurate. There’s a splintering sound as the chisel enters the old man’s skull, followed by a single loud scream. Now he must act fast so everything is complete before his spirit can escape. The priest is unconscious as the Stanley knife swipes along his brow then down his cheek. The blade makes cut after cut, slicing skin from bone. Nausea threatens to overwhelm him, but the man only has moments to complete the river’s orders. His fingers tremble as he ties the talisman to his victim’s wrist, binding the circle of antique glass tightly in place. 

Fast-flowing currents tug at his clothes as he wades into the river. When he’s waist deep, the tide seizes his victim from his arms, black robes fanning across the surface. The priest’s lifeless body drifts east as his soul blends with the river. Tonight the man’s duty is done. By morning the Thames will deliver the body to the correct destination, his secret washed clean. The man sinks to his knees, letting the black liquid close over him. Then he wades back to the shore and stands in the graveyard, staring again at the river while its lifeblood drips from his hands.
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Jude was awake when I returned to the hospital on Thursday morning. The light filtering through her window was grey as dishwater, and I could tell she was weakening. Last time her hands had gesticulated restlessly, but now she was motionless, only her head slanted in my direction, her eye circled by a network of exposed veins. I noticed again how beautiful her hair was, long strands highlighted with copper, gleaming on her pillow.

‘How are you today?’ I asked.

‘Living the dream. Can’t you tell?’ A laugh gurgled from the respirator, and I pictured her before the attack, upbeat and full of irony. ‘I’ve been watching Clint Eastwood movies – Pale Rider, Unforgiven, Gran Torino. Films make more sense to me than all this.’

‘I bet they do.’ Westerns had a clearer moral code, the baddies always caught and punished. ‘I’ve been interviewing some of your friends, Jude.’

‘Which ones?’

‘Natalie and Jamal.’ 

She flinched, but her ruined face was impossible to read. ‘What did they say?’

‘Jamal’s quite angry, isn’t he? Was he always like that?’

‘Not about personal things. Injustice upsets him, that’s why he chose social work.’

‘Was he ever violent towards you?’

Her hands twitched at her sides. ‘Of course not. His gentleness was one of the things that attracted me.’

‘Natalie thought he’d hit you. She said she came back once and your room was in a mess.’

There was a long pause. ‘I can’t talk about that.’

‘You promised to be open, Jude.’

Her voice was quiet when she finally replied. ‘It was me that lost control. He made me so angry I hurled things at him, then felt terrible.’

‘What had upset you so much?’

‘His defeatism. We never agreed about our future.’ Her voice fell to a whisper. ‘I wanted to stay with him, but he only saw obstacles.’

‘He thought your father hated him.’

‘That’s Jamal for you – he believes the world’s out to get him. Dad’s always let me make my own choices.’

‘He said that a family problem had upset you, something to do with your dad. Can you tell me about that?’

There was an interval before she replied. ‘It was nothing, just the usual chemistry. We’re so alike, we wind each other up sometimes.’

‘Jamal made it sound much more serious.’

‘He misunderstood what was going on.’

‘He still wants to visit you. Would you allow that?’

The monitors above her bed bleeped loudly, her heart rate soaring. ‘He can’t. Tell him to stay away.’ 

‘Are you sure that’s what you want?’

‘Jamal never saw me like this.’ The noise from her machines gradually faded. ‘His conscience is too strong. If he’d known how bad it was, he’d have kept coming back, trying to help. I had to let him go.’

‘It’s your decision, Jude. I won’t try and change your mind.’ I sat back in my chair. ‘Natalie’s a loyal friend, isn’t she?’

‘The best ever.’

Jude talked about her exploits with Natalie in a shaky voice. They had taken a riotous skiing holiday, with so much booze and après-ski that they missed the slopes completely some days. The carefree friend she described didn’t match the tense young woman I’d met at Pembroke’s. Jude’s description of Natalie made me realise that her attack had caused a ripple effect, changing her friends’ lives irreversibly. She spoke of a life that had once been full of adventures, which matched the bravery she’d shown in cutting her boyfriend adrift. To have survived so long by herself in a sterile hospital room took more grit than I could even imagine.

‘A couple more tough questions. Natalie thought someone might have been violent towards you as a child. Is that true?’

There was no reply. All I could hear was the whisper of people chatting in the corridor, and the breathing apparatus pumping air into her lungs. 

‘She gets confused sometimes. Take what she says with a pinch of salt.’

‘She seemed very clear-headed to me.’

‘Why would I lie?’

‘Jude, if we’re going to find him, you can’t hide anything.’

‘You’re looking in the wrong direction.’ Her tone was growing truculent. ‘There’s nothing more to say.’

I took a deep breath. ‘We’ll talk about it another time. I need to know everything about your past, including the secrets you’d like to bury.’ Her folded arms showed that she had no intention of opening up, so I had to move on. ‘I’ve been through the transcripts of your evidence after the attack. You said Jamal was the only serious boyfriend you’d had, but that’s not true, is it?’

Her hands twitched upwards again. ‘What makes you so sure?’

‘You were a gorgeous twenty-two-year-old girl. I can’t believe he was your first.’

‘Why? Did you have dozens of lovers at my age?’

‘Just three or four. Some lousy choices, actually.’

My candour seemed to unlock her defences. ‘There was one serious fling. I was crazy about him but it was a mistake.’

‘I need his name, Jude.’

It took ten minutes to wheedle it out of her: Paul Ramirez, one of her university lecturers, a married man. They’d had a six-month affair before she met Jamal, but apart from his name she wouldn’t yield a single detail. It seemed incredible that the police investigation hadn’t probed deep enough to uncover him. Their incompetence deserved a formal complaint, but I was beginning to suspect that Whitehall had warned them to use a light touch. Jude’s body language revealed that she was starting to tire.

‘Mum told me Father Owen had died, but she wouldn’t say what happened to him.’

‘You don’t watch the news?’

‘It’s too bleak most of the time.’

‘But you know his body was found by the Thames?’

Her hands froze in her lap. ‘You think it’s started again?’

‘It’s not clear yet. The police are looking at the evidence. Were you close to Father Owen?’

Her head shifted by a fraction on her pillow. ‘He used to visit me every month. He always said it didn’t matter that I’d lost my faith, he had enough to spare.’

Jude’s ruined face couldn’t reveal her emotions, but I was learning to interpret them from her gestures. The way she’d deflected every question about her childhood made me wonder which members of her family she was protecting. By the time I left, she’d shut down completely. She gave a single nod when I suggested that we try memory recovery techniques next time I visited. The gesture was more a dismissal than an acceptance. Despite her injuries, it was clear that her desire for privacy had survived intact. 


I was dreading my next appointment. Now that I was officially included in Burns’s investigation of Father Owen’s murder, the coroner’s office had agreed to let me attend the post-mortem. Despite my squeamishness, the links between Jude’s attack and the priest’s murder had to be followed up. Burns would be witnessing the procedure too. The building loomed closer as I walked, a huge white edifice that looked brand new, dominating the western stretch of the Euston Road.

The mortuary was so well hidden in the basement that I arrived ten minutes late. A Latin inscription was printed above the door: Hic locus est ubi mors gaudet succurrere vitae. There was no time to lament my lack of classical education; the pathologist’s assistant rushed out with a worried expression on his face. 

‘Dr Lindstrop isn’t thrilled, she hates delays. DCI Burns is already here.’

The pathologist’s expression was thunderous when I entered her theatre. She looked around sixty, grey-haired with a portly figure, anger turning her cheeks scarlet.

‘Sorry I’m late. The Tube’s at a standstill.’

‘And so am I, Dr Quentin, because of your lateness. Do you know how many more autopsies I have booked today?’ I shook my head, aware that opening my mouth would increase her rage. ‘Three. I won’t get home till nine tonight. Stand by the wall, please, and reserve your questions until the end.’

Burns’s voice resonated behind me. ‘Calm down, Fiona. Remember your blood pressure.’ 

She dismissed his comment with a swipe of her hand. ‘And the same to you, Don. One more noise and you’re outside.’

Dr Lindstrop turned to survey the old man’s corpse and I nodded at Burns. He looked so ill at ease that I remembered the last post-mortem we’d attended together when he’d passed out cold. I watched Lindstrop circling the marble slab, but avoided focusing on the old man’s face, a raw mess of blue and red. His body was pitifully thin, skin sagging across his ribs, naked apart from a white sheet covering his pelvis, as though the pathologist was saving his blushes. I made an effort to steady my breathing and hoped that Burns was doing the same. It was evident that fainting in Dr Lindstrop’s theatre would not be tolerated. She was concentrating so hard that she seemed to have forgotten she had an audience.

‘You poor old fellow,’ she whispered to herself.

The pathologist shone her torch on the priest’s damaged face, then stepped back to examine each limb in turn, intoning a list of bruises and contusions into the microphone that hung from the ceiling. It interested me that she handled the man’s skin delicately, reserving her tenderness for the dead instead of the living. She examined the glass disc that hung from his left wrist, then cut the leather tie and deposited it on a tray. With an instrument small as a toothpick she scraped under the priest’s nails. 

‘If he fought his attacker, skin or hair cells may still be under here,’ she muttered in our direction. ‘Even if he was submerged for hours.’

Her assistant labelled the specimen jar and placed it on the tray. Now that she was fully absorbed, Lindstrop seemed to have forgotten her outrage. When she leant down to examine the man’s skull more closely, I could no longer avoid looking at his wounds, my empty stomach churning in protest.

‘Category A craniofacial injuries,’ she told the microphone
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   Clare Riordan and her son Mikey are abducted from Clapham Common early one morning. Hours later, the boy is found wandering disorientated. Soon after, a pack of Clare's blood is left on a doorstep in the heart of the City of London.

   

   Alice Quentin is brought in to help the traumatised child uncover his memories - which might lead them to his mother's captors. But she swiftly realises Clare is not the first victim... nor will she be the last.

   

   Read on for an extract from the opening pages…





Chapter 1

Saturday 11 October

The trees on Clapham Common are aflame with autumn colour. A couple are holding hands on a park bench, watching the leaves turn from red to gold in the early sunlight. They’re sitting in a deserted copse, the path ahead shrouded by thickets of hazel.

‘Maybe they won’t come,’ the man says, the chill already sapping his strength.

‘Give them time. Not panicking, are you?’

‘Of course not. It was my idea, remember?’

She leans over to kiss him, face shadowed by the collar of her black woollen coat, but the moment of intimacy soon passes. The man strains forward as he hears footsteps crunching on gravel – someone racing towards them through the trees.

‘Now,’ he whispers. ‘Let’s put it right.’

The first jogger is a slim brunette in a blue tracksuit. A young boy drifts in her wake, his smile wide and unquestioning, frame so slight that his sweatshirt flails in the breeze. The man steps out from the shadows and grabs the jogger from behind; she fights hard, a look of stunned recognition on her face. Her elbows gouge his ribs as she yells at the boy to run, but the woman has already caught him. The child goes down fighting, thin form collapsing as he inhales the anaesthetic, a blindfold covering his eyes. A chloroform pad is pressed to his mother’s mouth, before she’s dragged into the bracken.

The couple lift the victims’ inert bodies on to the back seat, their car camouflaged by thick foliage. The man’s hands fumble as he covers them with blankets, morning traffic thickening as the woman slips into the driver’s seat. The most dangerous stage is over; all they have to do now is deliver mother and son to the laboratory. When the man peers under the blanket, Clare Riordan’s face is pale as candle wax, the child’s body curled behind the driving seat. His gaze shifts to the road ahead.

‘Not far now, almost there.’ He repeats the words like a mantra.

Close to their destination they pause on a side street, a delivery van blocking their way. But when he looks back there’s a flicker of movement. Through the rear window he sees the boy sprinting across the tarmac.

‘Jesus,’ the woman hisses. ’I thought the doors were locked.’

The man’s heart thuds as he spills out on to the road, his skin feverish. The boy has vanished. His gaze skims over houses and empty front gardens. At the junction he comes to a halt, heaving for breath, frustration flooding his system. Thank God the child didn’t see their faces. The mother will be killed once she provides the information they need, but her son is beyond their reach.





   Chapter 2

   Monday 13 October

   The city smelled of bonfires and decaying leaves. At eight a.m., the mid-October chill was fierce enough to turn my breath to smoke as I walked down Carlton Street, pedestrians marching to keep warm. The prospect of running my first team meeting at the Forensic Psychology Unit was making my stomach queasy. Public speaking always brought panic as well as excitement. Despite years of training as a psychologist, I still expected the walls of my professional life to tumble whenever I faced a crowd.

My outfit had been selected with abnormal care: a charcoal grey dress from Jigsaw, no-nonsense boots with three-inch heels, hair pinned into a business-like French pleat. The ensemble was on the severe side of smart, softened by an outrageously expensive Hermès scarf. Power-dressing was a trick I’d used for years. At five foot nothing, blonde and weighing seven stone, I was easy to ignore. Strangers often treated me like a child, even though I was thirty-four years old.

I pulled my iPod from my bag, Scott Matthews’ mellow voice soothing me as I reached Dacre Street. The tall brownstone which housed the Forensic Psychology Unit of the Met was discreet to the point of invisibility. It looked like any other genteel home in St James’s Park, with nothing to indicate that two dozen psychologists were hidden inside, solving the nation’s worst cases of murder, rape and organised crime.

The receptionist offered me a sympathetic smile. It was no secret that some of the senior consultants had opposed my appointment. For decades the FPU’s management had gone unchanged, with Christine Jenkins at the helm. It had gained a world-class reputation but followed its own mysterious rules. In such a closed environment, any newcomer was bound to threaten the status quo.

The building’s odd smell hit me as I climbed the stairs: furniture polish, dust and secrets. The corridors were lined with worn carpet and photos of pioneers from the halcyon days of psychoanalysis: Carl Jung, Freud, Melanie Klein. Given half a chance I’d have gutted the place and enlarged every window to admit more light. My office was a small anteroom beside the consultants’ open-plan workspace, but it was a thrill to see my new title, ‘Deputy Director’, on the door plaque. Most shrinks saw the FPU as the Holy Grail. The unit worked at the cutting edge of criminal psychology using the Home Office’s latest software.

I was running through my agenda a final time when someone rapped on the door. My boss walked in without waiting for a reply. Christine looked thinner than before, as if she’d been making too many trips to the gym. Her bobbed grey hair hung in a precise line, matching the stark elegance of her clothes: black trousers, a white silk shirt, discreet pearl earrings.

‘Ready to wow them, Alice?’

‘More or less.’

‘Let’s have coffee at Enzo’s later, to celebrate your new role. There’s something we need to discuss.’

The announcement was typical of her cryptic style, every statement a double-edged sword. A year of acquaintance had convinced me that she’d missed her vocation – her air of mystery would have made her the perfect spy.

Twenty consultants had gathered round the long table in the meeting room. My tongue sealed itself to the roof of my mouth; most of the psychologists had international reputations, their average age fifteen years older than mine. The only person to grin at me was Mike Donnelly, whose white hair, overgrown beard and stout build made him a dead ringer for Santa Claus. Apart from Christine, the irrepressible Irishman had been the only colleague to congratulate me on my promotion. There was silence as I introduced the first agenda item, but most people contributed to the discussion, despite the stiff atmosphere. During the meeting I kept the atmosphere light, attempting a joke about the vagaries of psychology. Most of my colleagues looked relieved by the end, more smiles than I’d expected as they filed from the room. Only one consultant stayed behind. Joy Anderson had scarcely spoken to me since my appointment; she wore a fussy high-necked blouse, her expression combining gloom with hostility, long grey hair scraped back from her face.

‘I was away when you were appointed, Dr Quentin. I hope you’ll enjoy working with us. I’m afraid I don’t know anything about your professional background.’

‘Thanks for the welcome,’ I said, smiling. ‘My last consult­ancy was at Guy’s. I’ve been researching violent personality disorders and childhood psychopathology.’

‘And you’ve consulted on some high-profile cases?’

‘Four successful murder investigations. Why don’t you come by my office one afternoon for a chat? I’d like to hear about your research.’

Dr Anderson held my gaze. ‘Forgive me for saying this, but you seem inexperienced to run such a complex organisation.’

‘Christine’s still in charge. As her deputy I’ll be allocating cases and resources. Now, I should let you get back to your work. Feel free to set up a longer meeting when you have time.’

She gave an abrupt nod before walking away. The consultants were still standing in the corridor, chatting in cliques. They gave the impression of a group that had melded into a single unit over time. It could take months to tunnel under their defences. I retreated to my office, but no one knocked on my door while I grappled with my new computer.

Enzo’s was deserted when I arrived at eleven. From a distance, Christine’s tension showed in the set of her shoulders as she pored over a report. She shut the folder abruptly when I approached, her smile on the cool side of professional. I still couldn’t tell if a personality existed under all that sang-froid.

‘Dr Anderson’s not my biggest fan, is she?’

‘Joy’s not keen on change, that’s all. She’ll come round.’

‘This century, I hope. You never take breaks, Christine, this must be important.’

‘We can talk here without being interrupted. Let’s order, then I’ll explain.’

Informal chat clearly unsettled her. Our conversations never strayed beyond professional matters, and I had no idea whether she lived with a partner or alone. The silence was thick enough to slice by the time our drinks arrived. She took a sip of her espresso as I waited for her to announce that she’d been offered an OBE or promoted to the Home Office. Instead she slid a manila file across the table.

‘I want you on this case, Alice.’

I scanned the first page. ‘This story’s national news. The woman went running with her son at the weekend and never came home.’

‘Whoever abducted her left a sample of her blood outside an office block. It was in a hospital plasma bag, labelled with her name.’

‘Where’s the boy?’

‘A psychiatric nurse is caring for him in a safe house. I want you to consult on the case and supervise his care. Since the police picked him up two days ago, he hasn’t said a word.’

‘That’s not surprising. Seeing your mum abducted would silence most kids.’ I turned to face her. ‘Do I get a choice about this?’

Her eyebrows rose. ‘Another therapist has seen him already, but the kid attacked him.’

‘Badly?’

‘Just a few bruises. The boy hit out, probably to show he wasn’t ready to talk.’

‘Mike Donnelly’s got more experience with disturbed kids. Why not use him?’

‘The therapist needs to be female; the boy’s close to his mother. He’s got no male relatives, and you’ve worked with traumatised children. We need the facts before he forgets them. You could live in the safe house until he opens up.’

‘The maximum intervention would be alternate days – more often could be damaging. Even then it might take weeks to win his trust.’

She gave a forceful smile. ‘You can start this afternoon, Alice.’

I leafed through the pictures in the crime file. The boy’s mother was an attractive brunette of around forty-five, hair tied in a sleek ponytail. Something shifted in my chest when I studied the photo of her eleven-year-old son. My brother had worn the same vulnerable look as a child: thin-faced with ethereal blue eyes, dark hair crying out for a trim.

‘Why’s he in a safe house?’

‘The police think the abductor tried to take him too. He’s got no family apart from an aunt who doesn’t see him regularly; Riordan took out an injunction against her for harassment.’

‘Where’s the father?’

‘He died in a road accident when Mikey was five. The boy took it badly, by all accounts. His school says he was mute for six months afterwards. He’s bright for his age, sporty and artistic, but finds it hard to integrate.’ She put down her cup. ‘There’s one more thing you should know – Don Burns is the SIO. Scotland Yard wanted a safe pair of hands.’

‘I thought there was an embargo on couples working together.’ Very few people knew about my relationship with Burns; I’d only told Christine in case it led to a conflict of interests.

‘Head office has made an exception.’

‘Who told them about our relationship?’

She gave me an old-fashioned look. ‘Word travels, Alice.’

‘The timing’s wrong. I’d rather focus on my job and allocate another consultant.’

‘No one else would be as effective. This case will be big news; you and Burns both know how to handle the press.’

I knew from experience that journalists would be desperate for information, the story producing millions of clicks on websites by triggering every parent’s worst fears. Christine’s stare continued longer than felt comfortable. I had no choice but to accept a case which might result in a vulnerable boy learning that his mother had been murdered. The prospect was so sobering that I didn’t reply. It looked like my boss was feeling the pressure too. When she stood up to leave I noticed again how thin she’d become; in the two months since my job interview, she’d dropped a dress size. She insisted on paying the bill, then left me to choke down the last of my cappuccino.

I was still preoccupied on my return to the FPU. Even though my hand had been forced, the case already had me hooked. By the time my cab arrived, Clare Riordan’s polished smile was imprinted on my mind. I tried to put myself in her son’s shoes as the taxi cut south through Holborn, heading for the river. My eyes drifted across the suits milling on the pavement, clutching coffee cups large enough to drown in. The child had rejected all help so far, attacking the trauma therapist then curling into a ball. Despite Christine’s good faith, there was every chance he’d treat me the same. I pulled my phone from my bag to send Burns a text, but got no reply. Now that he was DCI for the whole of King’s Cross, he was responsible for hundreds of staff. It took a small miracle to reach him during work hours.



   The safe house was on a cul-de-sac in Bermondsey, the copper beeches beside it blackening in the fading light. A squad car was parked outside, but neither of the two uniforms batted an eyelid when I approached; clearly small blondes didn’t feature on their list of potential threats, even though I could have been armed to the teeth. The semi-detached house had little kerb appeal. Built from crude yellow bricks, its ground-floor windows were obscured by a high fence, the front garden a tangle of overgrown lavender.

When I rang the bell an Indian man of around my age answered so rapidly that he must have been waiting on the other side of the door. Gurpreet Singh had a gentle expression; he was medium height with a lean build, black hair in a short ponytail. He gave a tentative smile as I shook his hand.

‘Good to meet you, Alice.’ He led me down the hallway. ‘Mikey’s watching TV. I’ve been letting him do pretty much what he likes, provided he follows my routine for meals and bedtime.’

‘Sounds like a wise strategy. Has he been speaking?’

‘Just a few words. I haven’t seen him cry or smile yet, but it’s only been forty-eight hours. The other therapist pushed too hard. He used dolls to make him re-enact as soon as he arrived.’

‘I’ll try to be more subtle.’

‘A word of warning: don’t get too close. He’ll lash out again if he feels cornered.’

The skin on the backs of my hands prickled as Gurpreet led me into the lounge. There was something disturbing about the room, the air sticky and overheated; drab olive-green walls, the furniture threadbare. Mikey Riordan was huddled on the settee. He looked too small for an eleven year old, wispy dark hair framing his face. The boy kept his gaze fixed rigidly on the TV. A line of bruises trailed from his temple to his jaw, eye socket turning every shade of the rainbow. He seemed so frail that I had to stifle a wave of anger; too much empathy would only cloud my judgement.

‘This is Alice, Mikey. Are you okay seeing her by yourself, or do you want me to stay?’ Gurpreet stood there for a full minute, the boy’s unblinking stare fixed to the screen. ‘Okay, I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.’

The child was watching a cowboy film with the sound muted, a dozen men on horseback were firing silent bullets at a runaway train. I made a deliberate effort not to stare as I sat on a floor cushion, remembering the guidance about body positioning: traumatised children only relax if they feel physic­ally in control. I kept my eyes on the TV as I spoke.

‘I like westerns too. All those horses make me wish I could ride.’ His likeness to my brother at that age was even clearer now. Twenty years ago, Will had worn the same lost expression, fidgeting in the same restless way.

‘I’ll be here for an hour, Mikey. There’s no pressure to talk, but if you feel like chatting, that’s great. I’m helping the police look for your mum, so you can ask me about what’s happening.’

He still didn’t meet my eye, but his shoulders relaxed. Knowing that my visit would be short seemed to ease his mind, and my calm tone of voice probably helped too. Gurpreet reappeared with a tea tray. He placed a glass of milk in front of Mikey and handed me a cup of tea, hovering in the doorway for a few minutes before disappearing again. We sat in silence until the film ended, then I took a pack of coloured pencils and two small sketchpads from my bag, placing one on the sofa, close enough for him to reach.

‘I hear you like drawing, Mikey. I do too, but I’m not much good.’

His lack of response filled me with concern. So far there had been no sign of non-verbal communication; he’d ducked behind a barrier of silence too thick to penetrate. Even my distraction activity was failing to drag him from his shell. I cast my eyes around the featureless room; it looked like the last occupants had stripped the place in a hurry. The only adornment was a vase of red chrysanthemums wilting on the mantelpiece.

‘I’ll try those flowers. Draw anything you want, if you fancy joining me.’

When I glanced at him again, his knees were folded against his chest. He hadn’t touched the pad, but he was watching my efforts. I spoke to him as my pencil skimmed the paper, explaining that I’d worked with other children who’d been through hard experiences. I knew how scared he must be, but he was in a safe place, and I hoped he’d let me help. His silence expanded like a gas cloud as I finished the drawing. When the visit was due to end, I held up my pad to show him my sketch.

‘Not great, is it? But it was fun trying.’

His expression remained solemn, pale gaze flickering across the page. Sometimes when you work with kids there are moments when it’s hard to maintain an appropriate distance, and this was one of them. He looked so fragile that I wanted to touch his hand. But he was holding himself together so tightly that any direct contact could blow his coping mechan­isms apart.

‘The pad and pencils are for you.’ I put my card on the coffee table. ‘You can text or call me, any time. Would you like me to come back tomorrow?’

His eyes stayed fixed on the floor, but his lips moved for the first time, producing a dry whisper. ‘Almost there. Not far now.’

‘That sounds like a yes. I’ll be here by five thirty, with pizza.’

I hoped he’d speak again but no more words arrived. Gurpreet was waiting for me in the hallway. I got the sense that he’d been primed for me to bolt, just like the others. He offered a wide smile, as if I deserved a medal for lasting the hour.

‘Shall we chat in the kitchen?’ I asked.

I regretted the choice immediately. The room’s shoebox dimensions coupled with mustard-yellow paint triggered my claustrophobia, but I ignored it as we sat down to discuss care strategies. The boy was displaying classic signs of hyper-reactivity: anxiety, sleep and appetite disturbance, as well as elective muteness. Loud noises and sudden movements terrified him, and there were signs of infantile regression. He went on the attack when agitated and had wet the bed both nights he’d been at the safe house, even though he was eleven years old. I made notes as Gurpreet described the child’s symptoms.

‘Has there been any re-enactment?’ I asked.

‘So far it’s just avoidance. He daydreams and fixates on the TV, but he’s getting more responsive. He seems tuned out, but I think he’s listening.’

‘How does he react to his mum’s name?’

‘Complete withdrawal. I’ve been reassuring him that the police are doing all they can.’

‘Does he accept hand-holding or a pat on the shoulder?’

‘Not yet. He bites or hits out if I go anywhere near.’ He held up his wrist to show a deep red scratch on his hand.

I gave him a look of sympathy. ‘He’s bound to be terrified. Once he accepts me I can spend alternate nights here.’

‘That’s good news. My own kids’ll forget me if I don’t go home soon.’

‘He said a few words just now: “almost there, not far now.” ’

Gurpreet nodded. ‘It’s his catchphrase, but there’s no real communication.’

‘It must mean something, if it’s the only thing he’s saying. Can you keep a log of any conversation? It could help us guess the context.’

I thought about Mikey Riordan’s symptoms as I walked home. It didn’t surprise me that he was unable to sleep. He’d already experienced far too much pain, losing his father at the age of five. Even if that memory was buried, it must surface often in his nightmares, and now the trauma was happening again. The secret to his mother’s disappearance could be locked inside his head. My only chance of piercing his shield of silence would be to stay close, trapped in the airless living room of the safe house.



   Burns welcomed me to his flat on Southwark Bridge Road that evening with his phone wedged between jaw and shoulder. He dropped a distracted kiss on the crown of my head before waving me through to the lounge. A towel hung round his neck, wet hair almost black, his expression distracted. I still found myself staring at him in amazement sometimes. He was the opposite of the men I normally fancied: tall and solid as a heavyweight boxer. All of his features were exaggerated, from his raw cheekbones to his broken nose and dark eyes with their take-no-prisoners stare.

He towered over me as he slung his phone down on the coffee table. ‘How did the team meeting go?’

‘The consultants aren’t thrilled by my arrival.’

‘They’re just scared you’ll outsmart them.’

‘Maybe I will. This job’ll make me an expert on every homicidal psychopath in the land.’

‘Is that your biggest ambition?’ He reached down to brush his hand through my hair, fingers skimming my collarbone. ‘When did you get it cut?’

‘Saturday.’

‘Stop there, can you? I prefer it long.’

‘God, you’re a cliché. I only came by to check on the Riordan case.’

‘Liar, you’re expecting food.’

‘How did you guess?’

His arm stayed round my shoulder until we reached the kitchen. I leaned on the breakfast bar to observe his version of cooking. His meals always involved meat seared at nuclear temperatures. He dropped steaks on to a griddle then upended a bag of salad into a bowl. A tug of attraction pulled at me as I watched him lope around the kitchen.

‘Did you tell head office about us, Burns?’

‘Stop using my surname, for God’s sake.’

‘Yes or no?’

He gave a casual nod. ‘I sent a disclosure notice last week.’

‘Without my permission?’

‘You’d have said it was too early.’

‘Damn right I would.’

‘Tongues are wagging, Alice. This way we control the information.’

Even though it was true, I still felt irritated that he’d revealed personal details without consulting me first. He made up for it by producing a meal that was basic but enjoyable: good-quality rib-eye, a hunk of French bread, chicory salad and red wine sharp with tannin. I savoured a mouthful then relaxed in my chair.

‘The boys made me take them paintballing yesterday.’ He gave an exaggerated shudder.

‘And you loved it?’

‘It was a living hell; they drenched me in bright red slime. I had to take them home when the Riordan case hit my desk.’ He frowned as he put down his glass. ‘I’m not thrilled that you’re my consultant.’

‘Charming.’

‘You’re the best in your field, but we agreed not to work together.’ He studied me again. ‘It’ll be the biggest news story this year: a pretty woman gets taken, and only her cute blue-eyed kid saw the baddies. They’re already howling for pictures.’

‘Keep them away; he’s hanging on by a thread. What have you got so far?’

‘A neighbour saw them on Clapham Common, Saturday, seven a.m. It was their pattern; a long run as soon as they woke up, followed by a big breakfast. A witness saw them go into a wooded area, then a few minutes later a car pulled away.’

‘An abduction?’

‘Looks like it. The kid was found in Walworth hours later; we don’t know how he got there. Someone left a pint of Riordan’s blood on a doorstep in Bishopsgate late that night. She was a senior consultant in blood disorders at the Royal Free Hospital.’

‘That’s an interesting connection.’

‘She worked in haematology her whole career.’

‘You’re using the past tense because you think she’s dead?’

‘Abducted females are normally raped then killed fast. You know the pattern.’

‘But this is atypical. It could be someone she knows, with access to her schedule. How was the blood delivered?’

‘In a plastic pack, by hand. The building’s out of shot of the nearest CCTV. He probably walked up a side road, then sauntered away.’

‘Taking that much risk makes the location important.’

‘Or convenient.’

‘It’s got to be symbolic.’

The message was obvious: Riordan had already lost a pint of blood. She had limited time to survive. ‘This is too measured to be sexually motivated. Are there any links to past crimes?’

‘Not yet, but let’s put it on ice till tomorrow. We’re meant to be off duty.’ His mobile rang again as we finished eating, making him curse loudly. ‘The sodding thing gets switched off after this.’

He stomped into the hall but I knew there was no chance of his phone being silenced until Clare Riordan was found. I couldn’t resist delving into the folder he’d left on the kitchen table, pulling out a picture of the site where the doctor had last been seen. It showed a glade of trees casting dense shadows over a winding path. A sign had been tacked to a tree, too distant to see clearly. It seemed to hold two vertical stripes – one white, one black – printed on a grey background. It caught my attention, but could have been pinned there days before Clare went missing. Nothing else struck me as unusual, so I returned the photo before Burns could protest, then curled up on his outsized sofa.

Burns had lived in the rented flat for four months since separating from his wife, and the pile of cardboard boxes in the hallway was gradually dwindling. Two landscape paintings filled the living room’s longest wall. They were beautiful but stark, winter sunlight falling on a charcoal sea, birds spiralling above an island of rough-hewn granite. I could hear him arguing as I studied the rest of the room. It bore no resemblance to my flat’s bare walls and minimal furniture. Every aspect of his life was on display. Photos of his two sons were clustered on a huge pin board, gym bag left on the floor, newspapers and sketchbooks scattered across the furniture. The neat freak in me longed to dump everything in a cupboard and hide it from view.

A muscle was ticking in Burns’s cheek when he returned. I’d seen that expression dozens of times over the years and recognised the trait in myself; neither of us rested easily while there were problems to solve. He switched off his phone, then sprawled on the sofa beside me, his hand settling on my thigh.

‘Did you paint those?’ I asked, pointing at the landscapes. His year at Edinburgh Art School was a secret few of his police colleagues knew.

He nodded. ‘I went to my parents’ caravan in Oban one January. You can see Mull across the bay. The light’s amazing.’ A few degrees of tension slipped from his face.

‘Can I buy them off you? They’d bring some class to my living room.’

‘God, no. I need to see the Hebrides when I get in from work.’

‘You’d like to go back?’

‘I’ll take you some day. But how would you cope with me in a caravan when it’s blowing a gale?’

‘I’d survive.’

‘How, exactly?’

‘Card games, Monopoly, cups of tea.’

‘That’s your idea of entertainment?’ He looked amused.

I couldn’t resist leaning over to kiss him, my palm flat against his chest, his fingers snagging in my hair. It was his smell that undid me: plain soap, musk and fresh air. I’d been kidding myself that I could leave straight after dinner, but the desire on his face was hard to ignore. I concentrated on the weight of his hands, needy and insistent, grappling with the zip of my dress. The sex was quick but satisfying, my shoulder blades pressed against the settee, his arm pinning me in place like he expected me to try and escape. Afterwards my skin glowed from all that passionate touch, but my first reaction was laughter. He was still wearing most of his clothes, while mine were strewn across the floor.

‘What’s funny?’

‘You were in a rush, that’s all.’

‘Your fault, not mine.’ His grip tightened round my wrist.

‘I should get moving. Tomorrow’s an early start.’

‘Can’t you stay for once?’

‘Not tonight.’

‘But soon?’

‘When I figure out what’s stopping me.’

He gave an exasperated sigh. ‘I thought shrinks knew how to control their fears.’

‘Other people’s, not our own.’ I gave him a farewell kiss then rose to my feet.

The sound he made was somewhere between a groan and a laugh. ‘What made you pick me, anyway?’

‘Lust, mainly.’ I could have said honesty or integrity, but it was easier to lie.

‘Is that all?’ His thumb skimmed my cheek. ‘My boys think you’re imaginary. They keep asking to meet you.’

‘It’s too soon. You and Julie have only just separated.’

‘They know we got together afterwards. It’s not a secret.’

‘Don’t you ever give up?’

‘Not till you agree.’

I slipped back into my dress to end the conversation. It was only when I retrieved my coat from the hall that panic washed over me again. Something shiny glistened between the jackets and scarves: a leather strap, glossy with use, a black-handled gun tucked inside the holster. I stared at it in amazement. I’d known Burns four years without realising he carried a weapon. I was still rooted to the spot when he strolled out of the living room, shoes dangling from his hand.

‘That’s a surprise.’

‘It’s not loaded. I should have locked it away.’

‘I didn’t know you were licensed.’

He gave a slow shrug. ‘Every station needs firearms offi­cers. It makes sense that I’m one of them.’

‘You carry it all the time?’

‘Only at work. It doesn’t get much use.’

I wanted to ask how it felt to wear a piece of lethal hardware beside his heart, but his blank expression showed he had nothing more to say. Despite the awkwardness, he insisted on walking me home. All the bars had closed, the river sliding through the city unnoticed, a scatter of stars over Canary Wharf. We strolled in silence at first, then he talked about the case. I asked him about the sign that had been left at the scene, with its mysterious black and white marks, but he couldn’t explain its meaning. He was more interested in discussing Clare Riordan. She had been a diligent single mother and a long-serving NHS consultant until her abduction – not the type to harbour dark secrets. I remembered her son’s face, pale as milk that afternoon. My feelings for Burns kept bubbling to the surface as I listened; the fact that he carried a gun was a reminder of the dangers he faced. Part of me felt ashamed. I was a professional psychologist, licensed to delve into other people’s minds, yet our relationship had me frozen in the headlights. Maybe it was because it was uncharted territory. Until then I’d stuck to short flings and one-night stands, but Burns was a different matter. He was the most dogged man I’d ever encountered. If I tried to run, it would only be a question of time before he tracked me down.





   Chapter 3

   

   The woman casts her gaze around the laboratory and finds it clean as an operating theatre. Walls, ceiling and floor are bleached white, the cold air reeking of iodine and fresh paint. There’s little furniture except a cabinet and metal table. A strip-light fills the space with its harsh glare. She spent days here helping the man install soundproofing, pulleys and blackout blinds. Her gaze shifts back to Riordan’s face; eyes swollen shut, a raw wound marking the side of her neck, dark hair losing its lustre. The doctor is still unconscious, her body strapped to a leather dentist’s chair. The woman tests the ropes attached to the ceiling. Once she’s satisfied the restraints will hold, she turns to the man.

‘Ready?’

He nods in reply. ‘Go easy on her. We just need the information.’ Beads of sweat stand out on his forehead. She can tell he’s weaker today, more afraid than before, although he’d never admit it.

‘I still want the boy brought here.’

‘What good will it do?’

Her eyes glitter. ‘She’ll crack faster when she sees him.’

‘It won’t be easy to find him.’ The man’s arms fold tightly across his body.

‘Why are you worried? The others didn’t bother you.’

‘They gave names straight away. She’s fighting us.’

‘Not for long. Help me turn her over.’

She watches him struggle, suddenly aware how much his illness has weakened him. The exertion of lifting the victim on to her side leaves him breathless as he secures the leather cuffs. She concentrates on her task, yanking a lever until Riordan’s arms straighten. Now her body hangs suspended from the ceiling by her wrists, feet dangling above the ground, so heavily sedated that she only surfaces when the extraction needle plunges into her back. A dull scream echoes from the walls as blood gushes into the plasma bag. Once it’s full, a last spurt flows on to the tiles. The thin red line is destined to be wasted. It follows the path of least resistance, snaking across the floor.

‘That’ll loosen her tongue.’ The woman extracts the needle slowly.

‘How do you know she’ll talk?’

‘She’ll have to eventually. The pain will be unbearable.’ She leans down until her eyes meet Riordan’s, hissing into her face. ‘You’ll blab like a child, Clare. All of you are going to suffer before we tell the press you’re guilty.’

When she looks at the man again, something behind his eyes has flicked shut like a door slamming. Riordan’s head lolls on her chest, but he keeps his face averted.

‘After everything they did, you still hate seeing them die.’

‘I can handle it,’ he says quietly.

‘You don’t have the stomach to hunt for the boy, do you?’

He shakes his head. ‘Of course I do. A child’s life is nothing compared to everything I’ve lost.’

The woman is unconvinced, even though his voice sounds forceful. He plans the attacks and organises every detail, yet he’s too squeamish to hurt the victims. Torn between anger and a desire to comfort him, she drops the needle into a jar of sterilising fluid, as Riordan’s whimper rises to a scream.
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