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  Twelve forty-five a.m., Thursday, 24 June 2010. Another hot and sticky night. Standing in the shadows, the girl peered into the darkness. Not a soul about. Several streetlights
  were out thanks to a couple of local yobs who possessed an air rifle each and no more sense than they were born with. She had to admit, the conditions were perfect for someone with murder in
  mind.


  Just metres away, in scenes reminiscent of the end of World War Two, the scruffy back lanes of Newcastles West End had been transformed. Red-and-white bunting blew in the breeze,
  criss-crossing Victorian terraces. Beneath it, trestle tables laid end to end stretched the full length of the lane where she lived.


  If anyone could actually call it living.


  With the eyes of the world on South Africa, the Brits were behaving like wankers celebrating a onenil win over Slovenia after a piss-poor start to their World Cup. The party had begun at
  noon, a knocked-off flat screen rigged up outside so everyone could watch the match and get smashed in the sunshine. Paper plates were piled high with enough sandwiches and crisps to feed a small
  nation, crates of cheap booze stacked against one wall, a barbeque as big as Texas built just for the occasion, a karaoke system laid ready and waiting for the really sad fuckers.


  One of the guys had organized a mini football tournament, clearing wheelie bins away and drawing makeshift goalposts on the gable end of the next terrace down. Before coverage of the big game
  began, hed exhibited his ball skills with an impressive number of keepy-ups to the delight of the kids. As they ran towards him cheering, hed dribbled the ball past one, past two, and
  scored a goal before running off celebrating through a rotting wooden gate that was hanging from its hinges, returning minutes later with prizes: water pistols and catapults. Perfect choice for the
  next generation of fuckwits unlucky enough to grow up round here.


  But that was nearly twelve hours ago.


  Leftover food, gone stale in the heat of the day, littered the ground, blown there by the wind. Kids were tired and fractious, many of their parents drunk and incapable  none of them
  remotely interested in putting their bairns to bed. Theyd spent the last few hours with beer goggles on, bigging up the game: Terry was awesome, Upson too, Milner outstanding  we
  can go on and win the tournament now. Bring on Germany!


  Yeah right: only yesterday they were accusing the England team of bottling it, choking under pressure  their manager, Fabio Capello, of ill-considered tactics. In the pre-match build up,
  TV commentators had talked of the courage required to play for your country. Bollocks. Her brother was in Afghanistan fighting for his. That took courage. Not kicking a ball round on a
  patch of grass for an hour and a half, a group hug at the end to show their solidarity. Footballers were only good for two things: shagging or fleecing  and not necessarily in that
  order.


  The smell of barbequed food reached her. That would be the kid three doors down  twenty-two years old and thirty stones in weight  never more than three metres from a burger, two
  if there were chips and curry sauce on the go. It seemed like everyone was involved in the street party.


  Except one.


  A raised voice broke through the laughter. A bottle flew through the air and landed in the street a few metres away, smashing into a million pieces. They were off, the neighbours from hell. It
  would all end in tears, probably at the General Hospital, their second home. Pissheads, both of them. Deserved each other. Wouldnt know a good time if it ran up and bit them on the arse.
  Still, with neither of them working, there was a whole day ahead to sleep it off. Or so they thought.


  But then they didnt know what she knew.
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  Within hours, the place would be a crime scene crawling with emergency personnel: medical, fire, forensic teams and cops. Locals rounded up. Statements taken. Those too pissed
  to cooperate locked up for drunk and disorderly, assaulting the police, breathing the same air  mutual disrespect the order of the day.


  Then it really would be game on.


  A snotty-nosed kid in Ben Ten pyjamas  no more than four years old  wandered out into the middle of the road. Kai, his mother called him. Poor little bastard hadnt long been
  home from the care of the local authority after a non-accidental injury resulted in a place of safety being sought by social workers concerned for his welfare. Where the hell were they when he
  needed them, eh? Or the divvies he called parents, come to think of it?


  The boy blinked  dead on his feet  the epitome of neglect.


  Winking back at him, she stepped into the shadow of the doorway, stubbing her fag in the wall as his mother arrived, totally gone, vodka bottle in hand, no shoes. Just an England shirt and red
  leggings on pins that looked like they were on upside down. Her face was grotesque, smeared with the remains of a flag of St George. Unaware she was under scrutiny, she took hold of the young
  un by the scruff of the neck and dragged him kicking and screaming up a side alley and back to the party.


  The front of the terrace fell silent again and her attention shifted to the house across the road, lights inside dimmed, a wall-mounted TV reflected in the mirror in the living room. In her
  minds eye she saw the fire before it was even lit. A smile formed on her lips as it ignited for real, small at first  barely a flicker  then building in strength as it licked
  its way silently up the stairs, raging out of control, fast and more furious now.


  Dense, acrid smoke drifted beneath the door. Windows exploded. A scream from inside. Him not her? It was a sound so chilling it made her shiver. The male voice surprised her. He was
  persona non grata in that house, supposed to be at his pad looking after their kid. Had she misheard? Maybe shed got it wrong. It looked like Maggie had gone away and he was house-sitting,
  not babysitting.


  Oh God! Now she had a decision to make.


  A fire alarm went off but no one came running. In the lane behind her, The Killers Mr Brightside blasted out as someone turned up the volume. Even without the music, elderly
  neighbours not at the party would write it off as just another bloody false alarm, cover their heads with pillows to drown out the din. Many of them too scared to venture out at night in an area
  where it paid to mind your own business.


  And still the elements of fire, oxygen and heat combined to create a mini inferno, so intense she could feel it burning her suntan from where she was standing. Deep down, she felt guilty. But
  not for long. No sweat. Hed have scarpered out the back door for sure. Anyhow, this was an opportunity she couldnt afford to miss. Pulling out her mobile phone, she switched to camera
  mode and took her shot, wondering if the image shed captured could do her any good. They say knowledge is power. Well, knowledge was money in her world.
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  Thursday, four a.m. Thunder rumbled overhead. On the southbound carriageway of the A1, a driver braked suddenly and then lost control. His lorry slewed across the road,
  fish-tailing as he tried to correct it, then hit the central reservation and literally took off. It flipped, rotating as it travelled through the air in slow motion, before crashing to earth with
  an almighty racket, sparks flying everywhere as it continued on its roof for several metres.


  The tail-gating driver behind couldnt stop in time. His car aquaplaned on the wet surface and then ploughed into the back of the first car with a low crunching sound, throwing its
  unbelted rear passenger through the windscreen on to the underside of a third car.


  Her body began to cook on the red-hot exhaust.


  A third vehicle joined in the madness with an almighty crack, its engine seizing on impact, steam billowing from beneath the bonnet. Then another, and another, in a concertina of mangled metal.
  An HGV in the nearside lane had no chance. Jack-knifing as its driver swerved to avoid colliding with the others, it took out two cars in the fast lane, pushing one over the central reservation
  into the path of oncoming traffic.


  Metal crumpled like bits of paper, puncturing fuel tanks that spewed a lethal mixture of petrol and diesel on to the road. Glass and bones shattered simultaneously, rupturing internal organs,
  soft tissue ripped away. A swift death for some. Unimaginable pain for others as their bodies fought to survive. Misery for all concerned.


  The road was blocked in both directions. And still vehicles added to the chaos, emerging through the torrential rain at high speed, colliding with upturned cars, resulting in multiple
  casualties, horns going off, and fire as one car burst into flames.


  One minute there was lots of noise . . .


  The next, a deathly quiet.


  Local stargazer David Hedley was certain the death toll would be high as he looked down at the carnage from the balcony of his third-floor flat. The rain was welcome after days
  of dry weather but the sudden downpour had caused mayhem. Wrecks with their headlights still illuminated were strewn across wet carriageways, on grass verges, two straddling the central
  reservation. In utter disbelief he watched motorists emerge from cars, some crawling on their hands and knees, collapsing as their bodies succumbed to horrific injuries.


  A flash of lightning lit up the gory spectacle.


  One man had a limb missing, a flap of skin hanging loose where his arm once was. Blood pulsed from a main artery and he fell to the ground as two of the walking wounded went to his aid. Dazed
  and pale. Numb. Unable to take in the full horror in front of them. How anyone had survived at all was a mystery to David. The golden hour would be critical: the difference between life and death.
  He called the emergency services before rushing out to help.
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  Detective Chief Inspector Kate Daniels swore under her breath. If she hadnt made a detour to Wideopen to pick up her DS from a mates house shed have been
  at her crime scene by now. An urgent callout had summoned her to work, interrupting her sleep for the second time in as many days. A case of arson, according to the control room, an accelerant,
  most probably petrol, poured through the letterbox of a terraced house in the West End. The resulting inferno had claimed two lives.


  As duty Senior Investigating Officer she couldnt complain about her work schedule. In recent weeks there had been an unprecedented lull in murder enquiries. That would change now summer
  was here. As the temperature rose, so would crime. Guaranteed every year. But she was going nowhere in a hurry tonight. Traffic had ground to a halt in front of her, stretching into the distance as
  far as she could see. Sirens wailed and blue lights flashed in her rear-view mirror. A telltale beam of light pointed down from the sky on to the road ahead. The police helicopter  India 99
   had been deployed. With budgets in every department being squeezed, that meant only one thing: the incident was serious, if not fatal. People were out of their cars, engines left running,
  keys dangling from ignitions. Abandoning their vehicles and their belongings, drivers were walking up the dual carriageway in between car lanes, chatting to strangers or talking on mobile phones,
  all craning their necks to see what was going on, putting their own lives at risk.


  She picked up her radio. 7824 to control.


  Control to 7824, go ahead.


  The familiar voice of Pete Brooks, the radio controller, woke her sleeping DS. Hank Gormley opened one eye, peering through the windscreen at a long line of tail lights. Daniels could smell
  alcohol, but Hank wasnt pissed by any stretch of the imagination. He knew better than to hang one on a school night. He was a bloody good investigator, her professional partner for almost a
  decade, a man she respected and cared for a great deal, a valued friend and colleague she couldnt do without.


  Whats going on? he said, through a gaping yawn.


  Daniels touched her lip to silence him in favour of her radio. Pete, Im southbound on the A1. Could you advise the fire department that Im delayed? Tell them Ill be
  with them ASAP. Im stuck in a long tailback. From the looks of it, Im not getting out of here anytime soon.


  Thats received. There was a tap-tapping sound as Brooks accessed his control room computer. Multiple RTA ahead of you, Kate. Total gridlock, according to air support.
  First responders en route. You may as well send out for pizza, cause youre gonna be a while.


  Shamefaced, Gormley apologized for dragging her out of her way.


  Daniels shrugged. Hey, dont worry about it. Youre entitled to a life.


  Really?


  No, not really! Thats a warrant card in your pocket . . . A loud explosion made them duck. They waited for another. When it didnt come, they raised their heads. The
  beam from the helicopter was highlighting a huge plume of smoke through a curtain of pouring rain. Daniels went back to her radio. Things are kicking off approximately quarter of a mile in
  front of us, Pete. Speak to Traffic. Tell them were stuck and ask if we can be of any assistance.


  Senior officer is Mike 7295. Shall I put you on talk-through?


  Please. Mike 7295 was the call-sign of an officer Daniels knew well. What he didnt know about traffic accident management wasnt worth knowing.


  The radio again. Control to 7295. Take talk-through with 7824?


  Affirmative.


  Another voice. Low and controlled. Mr Cool. This is not a good time, Kate.


  For either of them, Daniels thought. 7824. Two officers. Plain clothes. En route to serious incident. Southbound. Approximately five hundred metres. Sounds like you need a hand. Anything
  we can do?


  If youve got a couple of high-viz jackets, we need all the help we can get.


  Roger that.


  Gormley looked at Daniels. Its raining stair-rods!


  Dont be such a wuss, Hank. She swung the wheel to her left, blue light and siren engaged. You can swim, cant you?


  Pulling on to the hard shoulder, Daniels edged her way forward, weaving in and out of traffic that had no business being there, dodging pedestrians whod rushed out of their homes with
  blankets, torches, anything they thought might assist the dead and dying. None of them remotely aware of what they were letting themselves in for.
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  At the epicentre of the accident, pandemonium reigned. First responders included police, fire, medical personnel, but not in the numbers needed to cope with such a large
  incident. Motorists were bloodied, some screaming, some sitting on the grassy bank by the side of the road. Others wandering aimlessly away, causing more problems for those trying to help them.
  Still more casualties lay injured in their cars.


  For some, the pain had already gone.


  In one car an elderly couple were trapped and in a very bad way. As the man lost his fight for life, his wife, Ivy Kerr, wept, her summer dress drenched in his blood. It was getting light now.
  The scene out of the window was nothing like the road she knew. It was more akin to a breakers yard shed seen on American TV. The car closest to her, a green Peugeot 205, looked like
  it had been in a crusher; its driver slumped over the steering wheel, dead as a post. A womans slender arm was lolling out of the rear side window. Blood trickled down her ring finger and
  dropped on to the wet road, zigzagging across the uneven surface and pooling in a shallow pothole, turning rainwater red.


  Ivy shivered. In her head, she could still hear the screeching of brakes, the shattering of glass, the sound of metal crunching on metal, the screams of trapped motorists  the whoosh of a
  fire close by.


  And now she could smell petrol.


  Fear ripped through her.


  Was she going to die too?


  Ivy closed her eyes and then opened them again as a hand reached out to her. Not her husbands, rough and hard from tending his garden, but smoother, much younger skin altogether. The
  familiarity of a soft Geordie accent cut through the sound of panic going on around her  the voice of the person whod come to help her.


  Ivys relief was overwhelming.


  Dont worry about me. Help him, she pleaded, unaware of the mantra going through the heads of the rescue personnel flooding into the area as fast as they were able.


  Faced with such a chaotic situation, certain decisions had to be made and made quickly. The dead were beyond help. And silent casualties caused fewer problems than those screaming for
  assistance, even though they were most probably more seriously injured. Prioritizing medical attention was the key to saving lives. And Ivy could be saved if they could get her to hospital
  quick enough.


  If they could extricate her from the car . . .


  If the car didnt burst into flames . . .


  If was a very big word.


  Whats your name, love?


  Ivy said her name in a voice that sounded like someone elses.


  Well, dont worry, Ivy. The ambulance will be here soon. Youre going to be fine.


  Ivy wept again. I . . . I told him it was madness.


  Here, let me try and make you a bit more comfortable. Told who, love?


  Ivys eyes shifted to her husband, his glasses skewed on his face like they always did when he fell asleep reading in bed, a frequent occurrence in the last few years. Maybe he
  wasnt dead after all, just knocked out having banged his head.


  Husband, boyfriend or fancy man? The soft Geordie voice again.


  Husband . . . Ivy managed a little grin. Feeling too calm for the circumstances, she looked down at legs she couldnt feel, feet she couldnt see. Its our
  Diamond Anniversary in August.


  Wow! Congratulations! You in any pain at all?


  Ivy nodded.


  Whereabouts?


  Moving her hands to her pelvis was an effort for Ivy.


  OK, lets have a look shall we?


  Ivy thought she might vomit as efforts were made to free her. Once more, her eyes drifted towards her husband. He was in a bad way. But at least he couldnt see the mayhem surrounding
  them. Or the blood. Hed been squeamish all his life. Hed turn his eyes away or make an excuse to leave the room rather than sit through a gory scene on TV. In all the time
  theyd been married, Ivy had never let on that shed noticed. Instead, she allowed him to maintain the pretence of being the stronger partner when he was really nothing of the sort.


  Try not to worry, pet. Hes just unconscious, take my word for it. He looks to me like a tough old bugger. Youll have come through a lot worse than this together, I
  bet.


  Tears welled up in Ivys eyes. Her husband was indeed a survivor. Theyd known each other since primary school, lived in the same street in Byker in the East End of Newcastle as
  kids. Theyd started seeing each other when they were fifteen years old, nearly seventy years ago. Hed worked in the Tyneside shipyards where his father worked before him and was also
  in the Territorial Army. One of the first to be called up when war broke out. His departure in May 1941 from Newcastle  along with hundreds of other Northumberland Fusiliers  had been
  heartbreaking for Ivy. She feared shed never see him again.


  She couldnt lose him now.
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  Stay with me, Ivy . . . Ivy? Can you open your eyes for me?


  The voice seemed further away than before. Straining to do as she was asked, Ivys eyelids refused to obey her command. There was that flutter in her chest again, like a large bird was
  trapped there. And still her eyes felt as if they were stuck together with superglue. It was as though she was sinking, down and down further, to a place beneath the level of the road. John was
  there too, smiling at her, encouraging her to keep her chin up as hed done in 1941  the first and only time theyd been separated.


  Hed been in Cyprus when she sent word shed given birth to their only daughter, a letter sent through the free postal service run by the British Red Cross. People were so kind back
  then. Instead of moaning about hard times, they looked out for each other. Like the couple from Benwell in the citys West End who used to listen in to Vatican Radio and write down the names
  of POWs. They took it upon themselves to write to Ivy and tell her that John was among them, captured in North Africa by the Italians. Their kindness averted heartbreak for Ivy who, the very next
  day, received a letter from the War Office telling her that John was posted: missing, presumed dead.


  Like the person helping her now, the Benwell couple were good people. Salt of the earth. Not long after they had made contact, Ivy received a pre-printed postcard for war prisoners with a red
  cross stamped on it and bits crossed out where appropriate. Ivy was so shocked to receive it, she could remember the words by heart . . .


  
    
      
        (post mark date)


        (Data del timbre postale)


        My dear, Ivy


        I am alright (I have not been wounded (or) I have


        Sto bene (non sono stato ferito (o) sono


        been slightly wounded). I am a prisoner of the Italians


        stato ferito leggermente). Sono stato catturato dagli Italiani


        and I am being treated well.


        e mi trovo bene.


        Shortly I shall be transferred to a prisoners camp and


        Nel prossimi glorni sar transferito in un campo di


        I will let you have my new address.


        Prigionieri del quale vi comunichero lindirizzo.


        Only then will I be able to receive letters from you


        Soltanto allora potr ricevere la vostra corrispondenza


        and to reply.


        e rispondervi.


        With love John (signature)


        Saluti affettuosi (firma)


        J. Kerr

      

    

  


  The word wounded worried her sick. Just how wounded was wounded? That was the question shed asked herself in the weeks and months that followed. But, with telegrams
  arriving daily for less fortunate soldiers loved ones, knowing John was alive was of great comfort to her and his extended family. He ended up in Stalag 18, near Wolfsburg in Austria when
  the Italians capitulated. He stayed there until peace was declared, working on a farm, being cared for by equally good people. Hed always wanted to go back there, find the family and thank
  them for all they had done. Only hed never had the means, until a few hours ago when an opportunity to return to Austria had fallen in his lap. Hed seized upon it without a
  moments hesitation before it was too late.


  Thats how much it meant to him.


  They were separated for nearly five years in total. They went to live with Ivys mother when John came home until they could afford to rent a place of their own. Times were tough. They
  were practically strangers when he returned. He never talked about the war but she knew hed seen bad things. He wasnt the same afterwards. They married for their daughters
  sake, but it was a rocky relationship at times.


  Ivy loved him so much, even though she suspected hed fallen in love with an Austrian girl when he was away. Not that it mattered any more. Hed come home to her. Married
  her. Been a good father to Annaliese, the name hed chosen for their daughter. Forcing her eyes to stay open, Ivy tried to focus straight ahead and not on John, who still
  hadnt moved or made a sound. He would survive. He had to. If only to make that trip.


  He hates the sight of blood, Ivy said, as if her rescuer had been party to her memories.


  Its a good job hes taking a nap then. Youre doing really well, Ivy. Ill have you out of there in no time.


  The wind had changed direction and rain was bleaching through the open window. Ivy felt cold. So cold. He will be all right, wont he?


  Try not to worry, love. Lets concentrate on you for now.


  Words of comfort couldnt console Ivy in 1942. And today was no different. What was taking so long? Wasnt anyone else coming? There were no trenches here but the place looked like a
  war zone nevertheless.


  What terrors must John have seen all those years ago?


  We were arguing when he lost control . . . Ivy confessed, a pang of guilt niggling deep inside her  making her feel partly responsible. I wanted to delay til
  morning but he insisted there was no time like the present. Said wed be in London by mid-morning. Our daughter doesnt even know weve gone.


  Ill take care of that, pet. Soon as youre both out of here. Going on a trip, were you?


  Ivy nodded. Glancing at John, she began sharing the secret hed insisted she keep to herself.
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  Jesus! DCI Daniels said, as they stepped from the Toyota.


  Gormley linked his fingers and put his hands on his head. They had attended serious road traffic accidents before but this was something else. Body parts and cars were strewn across both lanes
  for several hundred metres. There were dozens of vehicles involved. Two fatalities they could see as they walked towards the worst of it. Many serious injuries and lots of walking wounded. On the
  periphery of the incident blue strobe lights converging from all directions as police, medical personnel and fire crews battled to reach the scene.


  Smoke drifted from a tanker lying on its side and there were casualties everywhere they looked: sitting on barriers, shaking heads, crying and getting upset. Apart from the dead and injured,
  there were upwards of twenty-five civilians running back and forth, some involved in the incident, others trying to administer aid  an investigative nightmare for the traffic department.


  The police helicopter hovered overhead, sending vibrations through their feet. Suddenly they were in its spotlight. Daniels looked up, shielding her eyes from the rain, wondering if the pilot
  was a mate of hers, a civilian witness in her last case whod received a commendation for services to the police and had since been employed by them following a recommendation from her. The
  spotlight blinked on and off letting her know Stew Cole was watching over her.


  Hed heard her on the radio to Mr Cool.


  A young man walked towards her. He had spiky hair and piercing blue eyes, was dressed in jeans and T-shirt with a film spotting logo on the front and blood  real blood  smeared
  across it. He was wearing flip-flops. Sensible footwear for the surface water they were standing in, Daniels thought, her eyes homing in on the rainbow effect of spilt diesel on the road. A
  bikers nightmare, even after the rain stopped.


  You police? The man was a little breathless.


  Drenched, cold and thoroughly miserable, Gormley looked down at his high-viz jacket. Daniels thought he was about to say What do you think? So she nudged his arm and he restrained
  himself.


  You hurt, sir? he said instead.


  Me? No. I wasnt involved in the accident. Im just doing my bit.


  Daniels didnt think the man was injured. She noticed a heavy camera bag slung over his shoulder. Name?


  Steven, with a v, not a p h. His eyes were like saucers. I counted three fatalities so far. But the body count will rise, theres no doubt about it. And
  thats just this side of the road. I havent been on the other side yet. Oh man! Ive never seen anything like it! Who needs special effects?


  Thatll be Spielberg then, will it, Steven with a v? Gormley didnt bother trying to hide his contempt. Flipping a pad open, he took a pen from his pocket. Stop
  pissing about, son. I need a surname. An address. Then you can sling your hook and go back to your movies. People are in pain here. Show some bloody respect, why dont you?


  Gormley wrote his details down and then told him to move along.


  They watched him slope off, his bag bumping against his thigh as he walked.


  What a dick! Daniels rolled her eyes and lifted her radio to her mouth. 7824 to 7295. Now on scene. Your six oclock. What dyou want us to do?


  The senior traffic officer turned towards her, calm in a crisis as she knew he would be.


  Can you walk up the line, Kate? I need a rough sketch. Reg numbers. Position. Details of occupants where possible. Appreciate your help. See the bus?


  Daniels eyes scanned the scene. A single-decker was right side up but half its windows were out. Red-and-white flags flapped through gaping holes where the glass was missing. Its
  passengers peering out from within, all of them ashen, some with superficial injuries, gawping at the chaos in disbelief.


  Yeah, I see it.


  Thirty plus on board. En route to the airport, apparently. Ive instructed the driver to keep the doors shut, but theyre whingeing to be off. They could use a little
  encouragement to stay put, Kate. I need more casualties wandering round like a hole in the head.


  Consider it done.


  Daniels led Gormley away from the film buff, who was still hanging around enjoying the spectacle, behaving like an arse. She didnt have time for him. They had serious work to do.


  


  8


  Ivy Kerr was much more comfortable now with less pressure on her pelvis. She thought shed seen John move a minute ago. But maybe she was mistaken. As her eyes slid over
  his face, she noticed, bizarrely, that the white hairs in his ears needed a trim. He would hate that. Hed always taken such a pride in his appearance.


  Shed tease him about it when they got home.


  More rescue personnel had arrived. Strobe lights from emergency vehicles flashed non-stop and there was frantic activity as professionals took over from civilians. A couple of plainclothes
  police officers with high-viz jackets walked by as the rain began to ease off. Despite the chaos all around her, the woman appeared calm, confident and businesslike. She stopped making notes in
  order to direct medics to a particular individual in distress. The man with her, a large man with a pleasant face, looked at Ivy through the car window.


  You guys in there OK?


  Gormley waited for a response. Hours ago, on a rare night off, hed been watching footie with unmarried police mates. Take-out Indian food. A few jars. A few laughs. Time
  away from marital disharmony. And then all hell broke loose: three mobiles rang out simultaneously in the middle of the night, three ringtones competing with each other to interrupt deep,
  alcohol-induced sleep. Even for coppers, for all of them to be called out was unusual. An omen of what lay ahead. And now he was surrounded by death and destruction in the middle of a traffic
  nightmare in the pissing rain, with no bloody idea why Daniels had agreed to get involved.


  Who was he kidding? She couldnt walk away from a lost dog.


  He didnt approach the vehicle, just ducked beneath the height of the car roof, raising his voice over the din of sirens and screams and the noise inside his head. Need any help in
  there?


  A young woman grabbed his arm, begging for help. He led her to the nearest paramedic and then turned back to the car. Gormley knew a dead body when he saw one. The driver was a fatal by the
  looks, the old lady being worked on not much better. A front passenger, she looked proper poorly, her green eyes paling to yellow in the early morning light as they strained to meet his. She
  reminded him of his mother, or what she might look like in a few years time, should she live that long. The same stamp: heart-shaped face and short-cropped, silver hair. He gave her a
  reassuring smile.


  Ivy was comforted by his caring face. As the big man in plain clothes moved off, her rescuer smiled at her, far too busy cutting off her seatbelt to turn around and chat.


  Weve got it covered here, havent we, Ivy? Youre a star, arent you, love?


  Nice of him to ask, Ivy managed in return.


  She was relieved to hear that her rescue was proceeding well. It meant she would live long enough to make that trip. God forbid shed meet anyone called Annaliese in Austria.
  Another glance at John. Those flapping wings in her chest again. It was time she learned to trust him. She took his hand in hers, praying hed survive his injuries and make a full
  recovery.


  Ivy looked out the window. The big man had caught up with his female colleague. They were heading in the direction of a busload of passengers Ivy could see in the distance. In the foreground, a
  young woman suddenly appeared in front of her. Shed crawled out from beneath a load of boxes that had spilled from the back of a four-by-four, blood streaming down her face, rendering her
  sightless. She walked towards Ivy, hands feeling her way, oblivious to her surroundings.


  Help! Help me, she cried. Is anyone there?


  Ivy never saw the object that struck her, or the torch illuminating her bag. Never felt the hands searching her pockets, or the gap in her cleavage where the item was nestled between her
  breasts. She met her end holding her dead husbands hand, with police and medical personnel metres away, a blind girl looking straight at her. And she certainly never heard the shout go up as
  her damaged brain stopped functioning.


  Over here! I need help over here!
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  Haunted by images of blood and mangled flesh, Daniels and Gormley left the crash site to continue their journey. They had done what any police officers would in similar
  circumstances, given assistance to the living before attending to the dead, remained at the crash scene until the incident management team had everything under control and they were no longer
  required.


  Gormley glanced at his watch. It was just gone five.


  You think the dash-and-splash will still be there at this hour?


  His pet name for the fire department was an attempt to lift Daniels mood. But it would take more than that, the way she was feeling. She gave a shrug, driving a little slower than usual
  tonight. Turning left, she entered Ralph Street where the alleged arson had taken place. A hundred metres ahead, a large white tent had been erected around the front door of a terraced house to
  keep prying eyes out. A fire engine was standing by, as well as a number of panda cars and Forensic vans. She drove towards the scene, steeling herself for more misery to come.


  They got out of the Toyota and stood for a moment viewing the scene. There was a media scrum behind police tape: reporters, photographers and local television crews all jockeying for position,
  capturing what they could through telephoto lenses. Some elderly neighbours were in the street too, offering tea to their unexpected guests. Just then a man in a forensic suit emerged from the
  crime tent to greet them. He ushered them inside so they could talk freely without fear of being quoted chapter and verse on breakfast news.


  Fire Department Investigator Geoff Abbott was a man they knew well, a professional highly regarded in his field of expertise, as serious about his job as they were theirs. That didnt stop
  him going tit for tat with Gormley over their poor response time.


  Take the scenic route, did you? he said.


  Gormley gave him a wry smile. Dont tell me youre complaining about the ovies hitting your pay packet this month. Rumour has it your lot spend most of your service in bed.
  Why shouldnt we? Figured wed stop off for coffee and croissants on the way. The boss was feeling a bit peckish.


  Daniels was feeling anything but. The accident had sickened her and food was the last thing on her mind. She turned to Abbott. Whats the story here, Geoff?


  Control room got a 999 call at one-o-four. We received a Persons on Premises call seconds later. Officers attending found two dead: believed to be Jamie Reid, ten months, and his father,
  Mark Reid. The house is leased by the boys mother, Margaret Reid. Shed been out for the evening, leaving her ex to babysit. The building was well alight when she came home.


  She called it in?


  Yep. And there are no other witnesses  at least none that have come forward since I got here. Ill check with my lads. Call me a suspicious old git, but that sounds iffy to
  me. According to elderly neighbours, that way  Abbott pointed to his left  the couple are still married. They get on fairly well, despite no longer living together since
  the baby was born. Reid kept in regular contact though, so Im guessing the child was his. As far as the neighbours are concerned there was no animosity between them.


  Reason for their split?


  Same old, same old. Extra-marital is the word on the grapevine.


  His affair or hers? Gormley asked.


  Didnt say, didnt ask. Thats your remit, not mine. Abbott eyeballed Gormley, his expression hard. Dont want to tread on anyones toes after
  what happened in December, do I?


  The venom in his voice was not lost on Daniels. In a previous arson case, inaccurate information provided by fire crews had been acted upon by a Murder Investigation Team  thankfully not
  hers  causing red faces all round. Inter-agency cooperation was all well and good, but intelligence still had to be checked out. It was as much the fault of the police for not covering the
  bases. It happened sometimes in the heat of the moment when resources were stretched. Nothing to fall out about.


  Gormley eyeballed him. No one blamed you, Geoff.


  Abbott bristled, holding his gaze. Thats not what I heard


  Hey, you two, cut it out! Daniels shot them both a look. Im in no mood for a punch-up. Its old news. For Gods sake, move on! They didnt
  need telling twice. She glanced towards the house. Appreciate what youve given us, Geoff. Can we take a look?


  Be my guest. But I have to tell you its not pretty. Youll be pleased to hear the young uns been taken away already, recovered from his cot upstairs by officers
  first at the scene. They tried to revive him but . . .


  He broke off. Daniels could tell from his expression that hed witnessed the rescue attempt and she was relieved to have escaped the immediate trauma of seeing the child herself. She had
  no kids of her own, or any intention of ever having any, but she got on with children and hated to see them hurt. The gruesome post-mortem would come later. Her promise to Detective Constable Lisa
  Carmichael that the next PM was hers would have to be broken. Lisa would have to wait a while longer. This one would be far too distressing.


  Unzipping the holdall shed brought with her from the car, Daniels noticed a heavy medical bag at the entrance to the premises, the initials TWS engraved on the side. It belonged to Home
  Office Pathologist, Tim Stanton. She wondered how hed got there. His Range Rover wasnt parked outside.


  Kit off, Hank, she said.


  Gormleys shoulders fell. Youve got to be kidding me!


  Daniels was already down to her underwear. Come on, dont be shy.


  Gormley dropped his pants. He was wearing a pair of Union Jack shreddies his wife had bought him  his lucky World Cup shorts she called them  an infrequent gesture of affection
  these days. Hed felt obliged to put them on. It was either that or face more argy-bargy from Julie when he got home. He hadnt figured hed be sharing the spectacle with his
  female boss and the fire investigator.


  Wheres that camera? Abbott laughed. Got to get this for The Burning Issue.


  Daniels grinned at his reference to the fire and rescue bimonthly magazine.


  Move and youre dead meat, Gormley warned.
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  A camera flashed as they picked their way into the hallway where crime scene investigators were doing their bit. Tim Stanton looked up from the body as they walked through the
  door, greeting them with a nod. The house hardly resembled a house at all. Everything was black and smouldering, the air heavy with the nauseating stench of burning flesh  like barbequed
  meat left on too long. Ceiling tiles had caught fire, melted and dropped down igniting furniture below. There was a gaping hole above their heads and the sky could be seen where the roof once was.
  A body, unrecognisable as man or woman, was lying on what was left of the staircase, beaten back by the flames, its hand fused to the metal pin securing the charred remains of a banister.


  Another volley of shots from the CSI camera.


  Beneath her mask, Daniels tried to breathe. It was like a manifestation from hell. Shed seen enough death and destruction for one day. But as horrific as the scene facing her was, the
  accident shed come from had been much worse. Dead bodies were dead bodies, whereas people alive and in pain really got to her. She could avoid the eyes of a corpse, but never those of the
  living. Helplessness in a situation like that was what kept her awake at night.


  Psychologically wrung out, she stared at the body on the stairs, her mind drifting back to the RTA. One casualty, Bridget McCabe, a pretty girl of about eighteen, had clung on to her, begging
  her to ring her dad, himself a policeman on nightshift. Though the DCI didnt know the officer personally, it made her feel sick to think of him going about his business not knowing his
  daughter had come to harm.


  In her years in the force, she was used to dealing with the fallout from major road accidents. But somehow it seemed more personal because this was a fellow officers child. As Bridget was
  finally lifted into an ambulance, shed contacted Hexham station to break news of the accident to Sergeant McCabe, hoping his daughter would make it to hospital.
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  When she got home, Daniels stripped off her clothes at the front door. She carried them straight to the laundry room, dumped them in the washing machine and set it to a hot
  cycle. Then she walked upstairs to the shower, keen to wash away the muck and the grime from her body, wishing she could do the same thing to the images in her head. Had her mother still been
  alive, shed most probably have called her for a sympathetic ear. She always did that whenever she felt unwell or down or just pissed off. Sadly that was no longer an option.


  As the water pulsed from the shower, Daniels checked the divers watch her mother had bought for her thirtieth birthday. Six-thirty a.m. She needed to get a wriggle on: a quick change of
  clothes, a coffee to go, and then a race back to the Murder Incident Room before the troops arrived  an opportunity to get her shit together on the drive into town.


  As she stepped from the shower, her landline rang. That would be Gormley checking on her. Something hed done frequently in the past few months, aware she had no one at home to offload on
  after a day like today. He was a little over-protective sometimes.


  The phone stopped ringing.


  Daniels hated living alone. Her former partner, Jo Soulsby, had moved on and so must she. That was easier said than done when the woman was the departments Criminal Profiler, still part
  of her world, working alongside her, eating in the same bait room  tantalizingly close and yet a million miles away.


  The phone rang again.


  Gormley was such a softie.


  He knew all about her nonexistent love life and the reasons behind it. He seemed to know when she was feeling rough and tried his best to comfort her. Once or twice hed gone too far,
  attempting to play Cupid between her and Jo, interfering in matters that didnt concern him. Smiling, Daniels dried her hands, threw herself on her bed and picked up.


  Im fine, Hank. But thanks for asking . . .


  A womans voice came on the line, one she didnt recognize.


  Am I speaking to DCI Kate Daniels?


  You are. Daniels stomach tightened.


  My apologies, I thought you might have been someone else. Palming her forehead, Daniels listened. Yes. Yes I did . . . OK, no, I didnt know her personally. Yes,
  tragic . . . Thank you for taking the trouble to call.


  Replacing the handset gently on its charger, a sob caught Daniels throat.


  Bridget McCabe hadnt made it.
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  The RTA and the fire played second fiddle to World Cup football on the radio, the sporting achievements of eleven men dominating the news headlines. Daniels had watched the
  game alone at home, unmoved by the hysteria that was going on in the rest of the country. Not that she didnt like sport. She did. But she couldve done without the hype beforehand. Her
  team had talked about nothing else for weeks. The tournament hadnt lived up to its billing  not by any stretch of the imagination.


  A murder enquiry was well underway by the time Daniels reached the incident room, launched by her new boss, Superintendent Ron Naylor. She could feel the tension in the office the minute she
  walked in. She was expecting that. The nature of the crime, the death of a young child, affected everyone. But like the components of a well-oiled machine, each member of her team had a part to
  play and it was business as usual.


  She watched them from the doorway, brooding on her visit to Bridget McCabes home on her way in. Shed gone to offer comfort to the girls father, not knowing if shed be
  welcome at such a difficult time. He was a widower, a single dad of three girls, whod lost his wife to a malignant brain tumour a year ago.


  Poor sod!


  In a moment of confusion, Daniels jaw had dropped when Bridget opened the door. Except it wasnt her at all. It was her identical twin, Becci.


  McCabe had come to the door, pulling the surviving twin inside. Fucks sake! What is wrong with you people?


  The DCI had shown her badge to reassure him she wasnt press. Inside the house, shed managed to convey, she hoped, a sense that Bridget had no idea of how poorly she was, that she
  was conscious, joking even  that she wasnt alone. Mick McCabe appreciated that. There was nothing more to be said.


  Such traumatic situations made Daniels question her decision to join the force. But then the opposite was also true. Those same events compelled her to remain in the job for as long as possible.
  Nevertheless, at the McCabes front door shed had a sudden urge to run and keep running, not to get involved, let the traffic and welfare departments do their jobs. It was their remit
  to support bereaved police officers, not hers. But she liked to think that her timely intervention had made a difference in some small way.


  Gormley looked up, probably wondering why it had taken her so long to dash home, shower and change. She thought of offering an explanation but then decided not to get into it. They both needed
  their minds on the job. They had an arson case to solve and, as brutal as it might sound to the wider public, Bridget McCabe was history. Reflection was a luxury Kate couldnt afford. It was
  time to move on.


  Her DS looked weary. Hed not gone home, hadnt wanted to disturb his wife  at least, thats the reason he gave. Instead, hed opted for a shower in the
  mens locker room. Like the rest of the team, he kept a change of clothes there for such an eventuality. Daniels attention shifted to a nearby desk.


  The squad rookie, Detective Constable Lisa Carmichael, was a bright and bubbly twenty-five-year-old with more nous than her age would suggest. A whizz-kid on the computer, she was an officer of
  exceptional talent, ripe for promotion and tipped for the top. A young woman keen to put a recent setback behind her, having been slipped a Mickey Finn by some freak in a nightclub on the
  teams last, her first, undercover operation.


  Right now, she was entering data into the HOLMES system. As she typed, information was updated automatically on a state-of-the-art murder wall, a digital, touch-screen facility in the relatively
  new murder suite. The identities of victims Nominal One and Nominal Two  Mark and Jamie Reid  were highlighted, along with their ages, dates of birth, relationship to each other.
  Daniels had instructed Carmichael to upload only images of Mark and Jamie Reid alive. She didnt want civilian typists seeing the harrowing crime-scene photographs displayed. More
  importantly, she wanted her officers to relate to the victims as people, which was difficult to pull off if badly burned corpses were constantly in their faces. It was a skill, knowing how to get
  the most from her team.


  Carmichael was scratching to find information to input at present. A video of the crime scene would be shown at the briefing later. But there was a lack of witness statements coming in from the
  house-to-house team. Unbelievable in a street where most of the residents had been up when the fire began. Daniels guts were telling her that the person she was looking for would be among
  them, or else not so very far away from Ralph Street. Only time would tell if she was right in that assumption.


  Carmichael logged off. Shed just removed her warrant card from its slot when her landline rang. She took the call, gesturing to Daniels not to move away. She obviously needed a word.
  After a moment or two, she thanked the caller and put down the phone. That was Tim Stanton, she said. He needs to get an early start in view of the unprecedented number of
  bodies lying in his morgue. You heard about the RTA?


  Yeah, I heard. Daniels explained that she and Hank had been delayed by it on the way to the fire. Tell Stanton Im nipping back to the crime scene with Hank and then
  Ill be with him.


  Carmichaels face dropped. But you said the next one was mine.


  Dont whine, Lisa. I know what I said. Trust me, this isnt the right one for you. You dont want to go there. Postmortems are gruesome, more so when the cadaver no
  longer resembles a human


  Carmichael looked at Gormley, a plea for support.


  What? Daniels said. You got something to say, Hank? Spit it out!


  You did promise her. No point putting off the evil day.


  The DCI listened carefully as he made a case for Carmichael. It reminded Daniels of when she was starting out. Keen to experience a murder enquiry down to the last detail, shed pleaded
  and cajoled, using every trick in the book in order to tick all the boxes and impress her senior officers. Countless times, her former boss and mentor, Chief Superintendent Bright, had warned her
  she needed to walk before she could run. But did it make a difference? Did it hell! As far as Daniels was concerned, she knew best. From the begging expression on Carmichaels face,
  her DC thought she did too.


  Daniels had to hand it to her: the girl had guts. Problem was, she didnt know what she was letting herself in for. But, knowing how protective of their protg Gormley was,
  the DCI knew hed given the matter serious thought and not jumped to a decision theyd all live to regret. If he reckoned Carmichael was ready, that was good enough for her.


  OK, Daniels relented. If the truth were known, she was too tired to argue. Ill drop Hank off and pick you up in half an hour. Get yourself some mints.


  Mints? Carmichael queried.


  Thats what I said. Daniels walked away.
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