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Epigraph

‘A painter should begin every canvas with a wash of black, because all the things in nature are dark except where exposed by the light.’

Leonardo DaVinci
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Prologue

He wiped his brow and took a moment to admire his handiwork – this was how it should’ve been done the first time, he thought. 

It took all the willpower in the world to step away from the body, the intoxicating aroma of the blood attempting to entice him back, but he knew that he had to make sure it had been done properly.

He unfolded the page containing the words he had read countless times; words he could recite in his sleep, but he knew that it was not the time to become careless. He pored over the torn-out page from his favourite book, glancing up every now and then at the scene in front of him. When he was fully happy that nothing had been overlooked, he slipped the page back into the plastic wallet and hid it away, before making his way carefully off the ice and onto terra firma.

Before he slipped out the side door and onto the deserted street, his eyes drank in the bloodbath he was leaving behind.

He thought: This isn’t murder. It’s art.






 Chapter1

The flashing blue light disturbed the stillness of the morning, dancing over the nearby buildings. There were already three patrol cars and a fleet of vans belonging to the forensic team assembled in the car park.

It must be bad, she thought.

Exiting her own car, Erika pulled her hood as far over her face as she could, to shelter from the howling wind and the unrelenting rain; not out of place on this dismal December morning.

Uniformed police officers scurried about, securing the crime scene with blue-and-white tape as a few early morning passers-by looked on. Erika ducked under and entered the erected blue tent, signing the logbook. Looking up, she spotted Liam at the door to the ice rink; he was waiting for her, already dressed in a protective suit. Erika slipped into her own suit and pulled on a pair of gloves.

‘Morning, Erika,’ Liam called, checking his watch. ‘Good of you to make it.’

Detective Sergeant Liam Sutton had been Erika’s partner for two years now; three, if you counted her enforced year of absence. He was tall and lean with clear blue eyes. His hair was shaved tight to his scalp, through choice rather than necessity, his dark stubble the same length. He had a penchant for fashion, his fitted shirts always accessorised with a well-chosen tie. If he could get away with a trilby, he’d try.

‘Nice to be back,’ Erika said. ‘What have we got?’

‘Let’s find John. I don’t want to spoil his fun – he’d never forgive me,’ Liam replied, attempting a hug but seemingly thinking better of it mid-way through his approach. It turned into an oafish tap on the shoulder instead, making Erika smile at his awkwardness.

They pushed the tent flaps aside and entered the lobby of the ice rink. It had a disused look about it, the remnants of popcorn machines and dusty hot dog ovens creating a forlorn scene, like they’d just stepped into a dystopian future fuelled by Torvill and Dean.

Scene-of-crime officers were already studiously going about their job, prowling the area with cameras around their necks and tools clamped in gloved hands.

Liam and Erika crossed the foyer, and pushed open the double doors into the ice rink, a frigid blast of cold biting at the small amount of flesh foolish enough to be left on display.

They walked towards the rink, the sticky floor doing its best to keep them rooted to the spot, and perched on the barrier between solid floor and ice, surveying the scene. A shudder coursed through Erika’s body which had nothing to do with the cold. She was used to seeing what the worst of humanity was capable of, but sometimes the sheer brutality of it still took her by surprise. She realised that her hand had subconsciously covered her stomach, and lifted it away, resting her fingers on the plastic top of the barrier.

In the middle of the ice lay the remains of a woman. She may have been beautiful once, but no longer in death. Serrated blades held her long limbs tight to the ice. Her head was angled, as if searching for an impossible escape. A gaping black hole swirled where her neck once was.

On the side of the rink, a broken door leading to the street was at the mercy of the wind. Police tape had been rolled across it at waist height, and a uniformed officer had drawn the short straw, tasked with keeping vigil just outside in the pouring rain.

John Kirrane was the forensic pathologist present at the scene; the best the city of Manchester had to offer. He was perhaps the thinnest man Erika had ever seen, as if his appetite was limited by the grisly nature of the job.

Understandable, really.

From under his hairnet, tight rings of short ginger hair curled around the legs of his glasses, securing them steadfastly in place. His spindly fingers held a recorder to his lips, which he spoke into at regular intervals when something of note became apparent. He glanced up from the ice in their direction, and raised a hand in recognition.

‘Erika! Give me two minutes and I’ll be right with you,’ he shouted, his voice echoing around the vast space.

They watched him go about his business, before clicking off his recording device and walking over the metal stepping plates towards them.

‘Erika Piper, it is fantastic to see you,’ he said. ‘Are you back for good now?’

‘I am,’ she nodded. ‘Fit as a fiddle.’

‘I’m so glad. Horrible business, what with…’ He shook his head, cleared the emotion away. ‘Anyway, I’m sure you’re not after an old man’s sympathy. Martin has done everything he can on the ice.’

His gaze drifted over her shoulder to the head Scene of Crime officer. John raised his hand to get the other man’s attention, and then called, ‘I’ll just talk them through the body, and then she’s all yours.’

Martin nodded and stooped, unzipping a bag that lay by his feet and pulling out the necessary tools.

‘Shall we?’ asked John.

Erika and Liam stepped carefully onto the metal plates and advanced towards the body.

The scene was a mess. So much blood. The crimson liquid had pooled underneath the woman’s body where the knives had been plunged into her arms and legs, and had seeped slowly across the slick, icy surface.

Unusually, the blood from her jagged throat laceration had all spilled in the same direction. Most of it had crept a little way from her neck, while some had spurted quite a distance across the ice.

The dead woman was wearing blue skinny jeans, a yellow halter top and black stiletto boots. A thin gold chain sat mournfully on her chest. On her left hand, a diamond engagement ring sparkled in the harsh glare of the crime scene lights.

‘Undoubtably a homicide,’ John said. ‘I won’t know for certain the cause of death until I get her on the slab, but I’d hedge my bets on exsanguination. Blood loss from the throat.’

Erika leaned in for a closer look at the throat.

‘You’ll have noticed that the blood from the throat has sprayed in one direction,’ John continued. ‘Usually, you’d expect to see the blood spatter in an arc.’ He moved his hand in a slow semi-circular motion to compound his point.

‘Something stopped her from moving,’ Liam said.

‘Someone,’ corrected John. ‘If you look here, you’ll see a faint soleprint.’

Erika checked the print and then closed her eyes, picturing the scene. She could see the faceless killer pinning this poor girl down on the ice with the steel blades; see him lifting his boot and pressing it onto the side of her face; see him unsheathing a blade and running it across her throat, keeping the pressure on her face while the blood gushed out.

John’s voice stirred Erika from her thoughts.

‘Her tongue has been cut out, too.’

‘Could it be somewhere in here?’ Erika asked, looking around at the expanse of ice and the foldable plastic chairs that faced the rink.

‘Or, could the sick fucker who did this have taken it as some sort of trophy?’ Liam said. 

Erika nodded at the possibility. She’d seen worse.

‘John, tell Martin about the tongue. He’ll get his team to sweep every inch of this place. Seats, toilets, arcade. Inside every pair of skates if he needs to.’

‘Do you have a time of death?’ Liam asked.

‘Hard to tell. The temperature of the ice has slowed livor mortis, but considering blood lividity, I’d say roughly seven or eight hours ago.’

‘So, we’re looking around two this morning,’ Erika said, checking her watch.

 ‘It’s not the first time she’s died like that,’ said Liam, suddenly.

John and Erika looked at each other, confused, and then back to Liam.

‘What do you mean?’ she asked.

‘You really do not keep up with popular culture, do you? Don’t you recognise her?’

‘I thought her face looked familiar, but I can’t place her. Who is it? What do you mean about her dying this way twice?’

‘It’s Anna Symons, the actor. She was in a film where she was killed just like this – knives through the arms and legs, throat cut. Her tongue wasn’t removed, as far as I can remember, but it’s been a while since I’ve seen it. She was naked in the film, to be fair, so my attention could’ve been elsewhere.’

‘First of all, you are gross,’ Erika said. Liam stuck his tongue out at her. ‘Secondly, why didn’t you lead with this information?’

‘Well, John was on a roll and I didn’t want to interrupt.’

‘Fair play. What was the name of the film?’

‘No idea. It came out a few years ago.’

‘Odd,’ Erika said. ‘So, the killer has recreated a scene from a film, but made changes? And if the film came out some time ago, why now?’

‘Beats me,’ Liam said.

Erika took out her notebook and scribbled a reminder to find out the name of the film.

‘I’ll have more details on the body in the next few days. They’ll be on your desk as soon as I’m done,’ John said. ‘DI Piper, it really is lovely to see you back. Take care of yourself.’

He gave Erika a warm smile, before turning to Martin and signalling that the body was ready to be moved. Martin and his team flowed onto the ice as Erika and Liam made their way off. They loitered by a vending machine, the soft electrical hum just audible over the shouts from the ice.

‘Fancy a coffee?’ Liam said.

‘Not from this machine,’ Erika replied. ‘We’ll find a decent café somewhere. I want to talk to whoever found the body first.’

‘That would be Mr Farrier. He’s the manager of the rink. He’s waiting for us in his office.’

‘Well, let’s not keep him waiting any longer.’

Erika and Liam walked through the foyer and up a set of stairs. A uniformed officer was waiting at the top, to prevent anyone from leaving or entering without consent. They nodded as they passed him, marched down a dank corridor and pushed open the door to the manager’s office.

It was a small room with a window overlooking the ice rink, though the blinds had been pulled as far across as they could. Behind a flimsy desk sat a man with a trimmed goatee and short, cropped hair.

‘Mr Farrier,’ Erika said, extending her hand.

‘Tony. Please call me Tony,’ he replied, getting up and giving her hand a limp shake. His palm was damp and his face was as white as a sheet. He motioned to the two empty chairs in front of him. Erika and Liam took him up on his unspoken offer.

‘Tony, I’m Detective Inspector Erika Piper. This is my partner, Detective Sergeant Liam Sutton. Please can you just run us through what happened?’

‘Well,’ Tony started, uncertain, ‘I got to work at seven this morning, as normal. The ice rink doesn’t open until much later, but there’s always so much to do, you know? Stocktaking, making sure the ice skates are clean, paired and ready to go, and a load of other bits and pieces.’

He waved his hand as if he knew the information was boring.

‘I usually come up here first, but for some reason I was drawn to the rink. I thought I could hear banging. When I went in, the light was on, which was unusual ’cos I always turn them on last, once I’ve done the rest of my rounds. I saw the door smashing into the frame on the opposite side of the room. My first thought was that we’d been broken into. It’s happened before.’

Tony wiped sweat from his brow with his forearm and smacked his dry lips together. He reached for his water, and took a sip. As he set it back down, the plastic bottle sprung back into shape with a crack that made him jump.

‘Sorry.’ He barked an embarrassed laugh. ‘I’m a bit on edge, as you can probably tell. Anyway, as I walked towards the door, I happened to glance at the ice and saw… it. Her. I ran up to the office as fast as I could and called the police.’

‘Was anyone else here?’ Erika asked.

‘No. Just me.’

‘Wouldn’t an alarm go off, if the door was kicked in?’ Liam asked.

Tony grimaced. ‘A few years ago, yeah. But the people who own the rink stopped paying for that service. They don’t give a shit about this place, not anymore. No security, CCTV up the duff. It used to be amazing; multi-screen cinema, soft play for the little ones. Now the only part left open is the rink. Reckon it’s on the way out too and all, along with my job.’

‘Worked here long?’ Liam asked.

‘I’ve given twenty years of my life to this establishment. It was state of the art when it opened. I started straight out of school, not got the brains to do much else. Though I worked my way up to manager so I suppose that’s something.’

‘Has anything like this happened before?’

‘God no,’ he said, ‘we’ve had a few break-ins over the years, but nothing like this.’

Erika changed tack.

‘Where were you last night?’

‘I was at my brother’s house. He had a bit of a party. I was sensible though, ’cos I knew I had to get up early this morning. I hate working with a hangover.’

‘And could people verify this?’

‘Absolutely. I was there with my wife. Loads of friends there, too.’

‘Thank you, Tony, you’ve been very helpful. Obviously, this place will have to stay closed for the time being, and if there is any other information you think of, please let us know.’

Tony took the proffered card and they left his room, walking down the stairs to the foyer again.

‘What do you reckon?’ Erika asked Liam.

‘Can’t see why he’d lie,’ Liam offered. ‘I’ll look into his story and make sure he was where he says he was.’

He scribbled in a notebook before replacing it in his pocket. The doors of the rink opened and Martin walked out, holding an evidence bag.

‘I found a page from a book on the far side of the room,’ he said, holding the bag aloft for Erika to see the contents. ‘It seems to be from a crime book, detailing this murder.’

‘Good work, Martin. I’d like to see a copy of the page on my desk as soon as you can.’

‘Right-o,’ he said, already marching towards the door.

‘Any sign of the tongue?’ Liam called after him. Martin stopped where he was and turned to face them again, the look on his face suggesting he thought they were wasting his time.

‘Don’t you think I would’ve mentioned that?’ he asked, sarcasm dripping from every syllable. ‘No. I think the tongue has gone with whoever has done this.’

‘I think we’re done here,’ Erika said to Liam. ‘The SOCOs will let us know if anything else turns up.’

Liam nodded an agreement and move towards the door.

‘Aren’t you glad you picked today to come back to work?’ he asked, as he shouldered his way outside.

‘Delighted,’ Erika mumbled.






 Chapter2

Erika and Liam got in the car, and headed back towards the police station in Manchester. The rush hour traffic had just about cleared, and they made good time.

It was a quiet journey, both detectives lost in their own thoughts about what they had just witnessed. As well as thinking about the case, Erika was worried about being back at work full stop.

Coming back after a few weeks off was difficult in any job, but returning nearly a year after an attack that had almost killed her was something else. The question that had whirred around her mind for months came again to the fore: Could she be the same detective she had once been?

They pulled into the police station car park and into a space near the door. The state-of-the-art glass structure loomed in front of them, all exposed metal work, straight lines and open, airy space. Erika looked up, eyes roving until they settled on the window of her office on the third floor. She hesitated before reaching for the handle.

‘You okay?’ Liam asked.

‘I will be,’ she nodded. ‘It just feels… I don’t know… big, you know?’

He gave her shoulder a squeeze. ‘I’ll head in and get the room set up for the briefing. Take your time.’

Erika’s eyes filled with tears.

‘Just don’t go fucking soft on me,’ Liam added, smiling.

Erika couldn’t help but laugh as he got out of the car and began walking towards the sliding doors of the station. She sat for a few minutes more, giving herself a pep talk and forcing herself to take calming breaths. Composed, she got out and headed towards the doors.

As she took her first steps inside the building, a sense of familiarity washed over her. The smell of strong coffee and polish. The soft LED lighting dangling from the ceiling. She was pretty sure that the front desk was being manned by the same guy as her last day almost a year ago – Stuart – with his greying hair and a growing gut. He gave her a warm smile as she passed by on her way to the bank of lifts, one of which was already open and waiting for her. When the doors closed, she checked her reflection in a mirror steeped in unflattering light, wiping away some mascara that had stained the area under her eyes.

When the doors re-opened on the third floor, Erika left the lift and walked across the newly carpeted floor. Her appearance back in the station was met with a solid wall of indifference, which pleased her. The tapping of fingers on computer keyboards and ringing telephones were the sounds of her welcome back.

She passed between the partitioned desks to her office on the other side of the room. Opening the door, she spent a moment taking it all in. It was almost exactly how she had left it, though the case board had been cleared, ready for new photographs and evidence to morbidly decorate it. There’d been a nice computer installed, too, one with a monitor so thin it was barely there.

Erika sat down on the padded swivel chair and breathed a sigh of relief. She searched for the button to turn her computer on, eventually finding it on the back of the slim console. It hummed to life, and she set about making the briefing PowerPoint.

A short while later, there was a knock on the door.

‘Come in,’ Erika called.

Detective Sergeant Thomas Calder opened the door, strolled across the room and sat down. He’d changed in the time Erika had been away. The first thing she noticed was his moustache; thick and curled at the ends. It wouldn’t have looked out of place on Shoreditch High Street. His hair had changed too, left to grow on top while the sides were shaved tight to his scalp. He’d apparently grown fashion conscious; his slim-fit suit and matching shirt and tie a far cry from what he used to turn up in. He set a coffee on the desk and slid it in her direction.

‘Good to see you, E,’ he said. ‘No milk, just how you like it.’

Erika put her hands on the coffee cup and felt the heat spread through her body.

‘Thanks, Tom. Just what I needed. How are tricks?’

‘Same old, same old,’ he smiled. ‘Not been the same without you, though.’

‘Well, it’s good to be back. And what a doozy to return to, eh?’ She motioned to his face. ‘What’s all this about, then? Isn’t the moustache a bit trendy for Manchester?’

He pulled a mock offended face.

‘And don’t think about going any further,’ Erika added. ‘Man-buns are not permitted in this office.’

Tom laughed, his brown eyes twinkling.

‘Maybe this place was better without you after all!’

‘Ouch,’ Erika said, clutching her chest, playing hurt. ‘Shall we head to the briefing and I can fill you in?’

He nodded and got up, holding the door open for her. The briefing room was a small space at the back of the station, with blue plastic chairs arranged in lines facing a pull-down projector screen. A laptop was attached to the projector that whirred loudly when used.

DS Angela Poynter was sitting at the desk, eyes scanning the computer screen. She glanced up when they entered, gave a small wave, and then got back to the task in hand.

Angela was the station’s technological expert. Incredible with computers, but socially, a little awkward. Part of Erika wondered if Angela noticed she’d even been off. Her appearance, unlike Tom’s glow up, remained entirely unchanged. Her dirty blonde hair was scraped back into a ponytail and thick framed glasses were perched on the end of her nose. Her standard daily uniform hadn’t changed either: green blouse, black combats and boots. Functional, if not overly fashionable.

Erika moved to the front of the room, her heart pounding, as if she’d never led a briefing before. She looked out at the assembled faces, reminded herself that they were a friendly bunch, and took a breath.

‘First of all,’ she said, ‘hi everyone. It’s good to be back. Thank you for the flowers you sent me in hospital, they were much appreciated.’

Tom gave her the thumbs up, while Angela’s eyes slid to her abdomen.

‘Okay,’ Erika said, turning to the projector screen. ‘On to the task at hand. Bob is the Senior Investigating Officer on this one, but I’ve had an email to say he’s having some sort of family emergency this morning. He should be in shortly.’

Erika took another breath.

‘This morning, at just before seven, we were called to The Ice Bowl in Altrincham. The manager there, Tony Farrier, found the victim, deceased; presumed murdered. Martin hasn’t been able to recover anything from the killer yet, no prints, and it’s too early for DNA. No CCTV at the rink either. We believe the side door was used to enter and leave; it was hanging off one of its hinges.’

Erika pressed a button on the laptop and a picture of Anna Symons, alive and well, appeared on the screen. It was a picture lifted from the internet of the actor at a recent awards ceremony. Her hair was intricately set; her subtle makeup amplifying her chiselled jawline and feline eyes. She was wearing a backless red dress with gold high heels, and peering over her shoulder in the way that only famous people can get away with.

‘Our victim,’ Erika motioned at the screen, ‘is the actor Anna Symons. Obviously, this is going to kick up a major shit storm in the media, so we need to start making inroads before I call a press conference. News is going to get out, you know how the rumour mill works, so we want to look like we are on top of this as quickly as we can before TMZ or some other bunch of hacks get their noses into it. Angela, can you get us a bit of background on her?’

Angela nodded, scribbling in her notebook. Erika clicked again and an image of the crime scene appeared.

‘Jesus,’ muttered Tom.

‘It is pretty brutal,’ Liam agreed.

‘That’s the reality of what we are dealing with, folks. Anna Symons had her limbs held to the ice by these.’ Erika used the laser pointer to indicate the steel blades. ‘When secured, her throat was cut. Her head was held to one side and her tongue was cut out. John is sending over a picture of the shoe print on her face. If we can analyse that, it may help us. Size, manufacturer or any distinguishing marks like wear and tear. You never know what can crop up. There was a page from a book left, too. Martin is checking it over and I’m waiting for a copy to be sent across.’

‘Didn’t she die like that in Blood Ice?’ Angela asked.

‘Blood Ice, that’s it,’ Liam said. ‘What a dreadful name for a film.’

‘Yeah, I can’t remember much about it, except that the deaths were all a bit gruesome,’ Angela said. ‘I’ll find out everything I can about it.’

‘Thanks, Angela. Tom, can you arrange for someone to notify her family? She was wearing an engagement ring, so any information about her significant other would be useful. I’d quite like to break the news to him myself; see if we can get him in, gauge his reaction.’

‘On it,’ he nodded.

‘Right, that’s it for now. Let’s get to it. Liam, my office please. Let’s go through what we’ve seen this morning, see if there are any pieces we can shake into place.’

Half an hour later, Angela’s and Tom’s heads appeared on either side of the door frame.

‘Wow, ten out of ten for synchronicity,’ Erika laughed, holding up an imaginary paddle like she was a judge on Strictly Come Dancing.

Tom pumped his fist and cheered. ‘Angela, you said it would be a waste, but all those months of practice have paid off.’

‘Boss,’ said Angela, ignoring his frivolity. ‘Good news. Anna Symons was in a bar in Altrincham last night called Limas. A woman posted a photo on Twitter posing with Symons, saying how she couldn’t believe she’d met a famous actor. It was posted at 11:57 pm, which is only a few hours before the approximate time of death. I’ve got the CCTV footage from the street outside the bar. I’ve had a quick look and she leaves with two others, both men. She looks like she’s had a bit too much to drink, stumbling about and having to be held up. I’ll send it across to you now.’

Without another word, she backed out of the doorway and marched towards her desk.

‘Great work,’ Erika called after her. She turned to Tom. ‘What have you got?’

‘Well, I’ve arranged for a couple of uniforms to go to Anna’s mother’s house to notify her of the death. She lives in Altrincham, not far from the bar, actually. They should be there soon. As for her fiancé, he’s called Rory Knox. He works for a company in London but he’s been away on business this week. They gave me his number and I managed to get in touch with him. He was driving back from Bradford, poor bastard.’

‘What’s wrong with Bradford?’ Erika joked.

Tom and Liam both laughed.

‘I haven’t told him anything except that we need to speak to him; he’s on his way here now. Should arrive within the hour.’

‘Thanks, Tom. Top notch. Can you please prepare the interview room?’






 Chapter3

The lift doors slid open and a tall man – well over six feet – wearing a white shirt, pink pinstriped tie and a three-piece charcoal grey suit walked out. His hair was dark, slicked back with a generous helping of gel.

The soles of his patent leather shoes squeaked as he approached the nearest desk. He oozed sophistication. He exchanged a few words with Liam, who nodded, got up and accompanied him to Erika’s door.

‘Erika,’ he said, leading the man into the room, ‘this is Mr Knox.’

‘Please, call me Rory,’ he said, scratching his neck nervously. ‘Forgive me for being blunt, but why am I here?’

‘Rory, my name is Detective Inspector Erika Piper, and I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news. Would you mind taking a seat?’

Liam walked around and sat on Erika’s side of the desk, while Rory sank into a seat on the other.

‘I’m really sorry to be the one to tell you, but this morning, we found the body of Anna Symons. We have reason to believe that she was murdered.’

The skin on his forehead creased as he frowned.

‘Anna? Murdered? No, you must have the wrong person,’ he said, shaking his head. ‘I spoke to her last night, she was fine. She was just about to curl up on the sofa with a book. It can’t be her.’

‘I know it’s a lot to take in,’ Erika said, ‘but we are certain that the body is Anna’s. I’m sorry.’

Rory sat forward in his chair, his head falling into his hands. Strands of dark hair broke loose from behind his ears. His world as he’d known it had ended; everything from this point forward would be different. He glanced up after a minute.

‘How?’ he croaked.

‘Are you sure you want the details?’

‘Tell me.’ It was almost a growl.

‘Anna was found at The Ice Bowl in Altrincham earlier this morning. The autopsy is not back yet, so we can’t be 100% certain, but we believe she died from massive blood loss from a laceration to her throat.’

‘Like in Blood Ice?’ he asked, his head snapping up to look at Erika, eyes wide.

‘We believe there may be similarities between the two deaths, yes.’ Erika decided to spare him the extraneous details, though she knew he was picturing the scene from the film in his mind’s eye. He began to slump forward in his chair and lowered his head to look at the floor, the reality of it all seeping into his bones.

‘Have you found who did it?’ he whispered.

‘Not yet,’ Erika said. ‘But I promise you we are working on it. Please feel free to use my office for as long as you need, to get your head around it. When you’re feeling up to it, would you mind answering some questions? I know it seems soon, but the quicker we do this, the more it will help with the investigation.’

He nodded. ‘Can I just have a few minutes alone please? Then I’ll answer any questions. I’ll do anything I can to help.’

‘Of course,’ Erika replied. ‘Stay here for as long as you need. We’ll be outside when you are ready.’

* * *

The radiator in the interview room had been left on too long. Erika could feel beads of sweat form on her scalp and make their way down her forehead. The room was small, almost oppressively so; sometimes it proved a useful psychological tool during interrogations with savvy tight-lipped criminals. There was no clock, no window; no way to judge the passing of time. A low table, currently holding three plastic cups of water, separated Rory from Liam and Erika.

‘Thanks for doing this, Rory. Anything you can tell us could be useful in helping to catch the responsible party. We’re going to record this. Standard procedure,’ Erika said, noticing his eyes dart to the camera in the corner of the interview room. ‘If you want to stop at any stage, please say so. Remember, you’re here voluntarily.’

Without looking at them, he nodded, his glassy eyes fixed on an old cigarette burn in the centre of the table. His shoulders rose and fell in a steady rhythm, like his body was on autopilot. His suit jacket was draped over the back of his chair and a tuft of hair was showing over the top of his open-collared shirt. He looked like he had aged ten years in the past hour.

‘Commencing interview with Rory Knox. Present are Detective Sergeant Liam Sutton and Detective Inspector Erika Piper. Interview conducted at,’ Liam pulled up his shirt sleeve to check his watch, ‘13:33 on Saturday, the first of December 2018. Rory has declined the offer of legal representation. He is here of his own free will.’

Liam gave him a reassuring nod.

‘Rory, can you start by telling us about your relationship with Anna Symons?’

‘Yeah. We met, uh…’ Rory looked up, time travelling in his head, ‘seven years ago. She was doing some filming in the park near my office. I happened to walk past during my lunch break and saw her mid scene. I waited in the small crowd that had gathered and watched her. I couldn’t take my eyes off her. When the scene ended, our eyes met. There was this instant electricity. I pointed a to nearby bench and she nodded.’

He smiled, a welcome memory among the current chaos.

‘I didn’t think she’d actually come, but eventually she did. We introduced ourselves and talked for a while, but I needed to get back to work. I was already late. I took a bollocking for it, but it was worth it. We arranged to meet up later that day when she was done. We met in the city, went for a few drinks and the rest, as they say, is history.’

Erika gave him a few seconds to bask in the celebration of life.

‘Was it always a happy relationship?’

‘Mostly. She is… was… so much fun.’ He winced at the past tense, and took a few seconds to steady himself. ‘She was caring, funny, adventurous. But, I guess, like any relationship, we had our ups and downs. She was away a lot with her job, all over the world for months at a time. She was massively in demand and that was amazing for her career, but it put a certain amount of strain on our relationship. Long distance is never easy.’

He trailed off. Erika let the silence linger, hoping he’d go on.

‘About five years ago, she was making that film. The director and her got very close… Too close… She had an affair. It lasted for a couple of weeks and then she finished it. She told me a few months later.’

‘And you forgave her?’

He thought about it while biting his thumbnail. After some deliberation, he said, ‘Everyone makes mistakes. In truth, it took me a while to get over, but we got there. From then on, I found it really hard when she went away from work. It took me a long time to trust her again.’

‘Understandable,’ Erika said.

‘Were there any violent episodes between you?’

‘Oh God, no,’ Rory said. ‘No. I know I look like a big bloke who could take care of himself, but I’d never ever raise a hand to a woman. My mother raised me better than that.’

Erika nodded, and then said, ‘Rory, can you think of anyone who would want to harm Anna?’

He pondered the question. ‘I really can’t. She was just this amazingly likable person.’

His shoulders started to slouch.

‘You’re doing so well, Rory. Just a few more questions and then this will all be over,’ Erika said, giving him an encouraging smile. ‘Why was she in Manchester? You lived in London together, didn’t you?’

‘We did, yes. She was visiting her mother while I was away on business. I was coming in a day early to surprise her. We had planned to spend the rest of the week up here before heading back down south.’

‘How long were you away for?’

He puffed his cheeks and exhaled loudly, implying his job was the last thing that mattered to him at that moment in time. ‘I’ve been away for six days. Three in Liverpool and three in Bradford.’

‘And what do you do?’

‘I work in advertising. Film trailers, TV adverts and what have you.’

‘You said earlier that she was on the sofa with a book when you spoke to her. Do you remember what time that was?’

‘I can tell you exactly what time.’

He turned in his chair and fished his mobile phone from the inside pocket of his jacket. He put it on the table for them to see, unlocked it and accessed his call list. Her name featured a few times on the list, but he pointed to the one of importance – the one from last night at 20:26. Liam scribbled a note on the page in front of him.

‘And you are sure she definitely didn’t mention any other plans?’ Erika asked.

Rory looked confused at the line of questioning.

‘No,’ he said, brow furrowed. ‘She’d just made a hot chocolate and was about to open a book when I called. She was just having a quiet night in with her mum.’

‘Rory, we have CCTV footage of her leaving a bar in Altrincham at around 12:30 a.m. She leaves with two men and appears to be extremely intoxicated. Sorry to have to tell you this,’ Erika said, sincerely.

Rory looked angry, whether at her for breaking the news to him or at Anna for deceiving him, Erika couldn’t be sure. Liam pushed the printed CCTV images in front of him. Rory glanced at them. If he was angry before, he was apoplectic now.

‘Is this a fucking joke?’ he shouted, pushing himself to standing while sending the chair crashing into the wall behind.

‘Rory, do you recognise these men?’ Erika asked.

‘That fucking bitch! I can’t believe she’d fucking do this to me.’

He snatched the pieces of paper off the desk and looked at them again, before slamming them down on the table. The anger raged in his eyes. He looked at the photos like he could burn
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