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	An unforgivable crime. A murderous act of revenge. A killer with justice on their side.

	Once, the infamous Dahlia Rapist terrorised young women – and their parents alike – with his brutal acts of violence and sinister calling card.

	Today, Raymond Knox has shunned his former alias and is being released into society.

	But someone suspects that a monster still lurks beneath the surface. And when Raymond Knox is found dead, mutilated to match his victims, DCI Claire Winters is called in to catch a killer the public are calling a hero.

	It seems like an open-and-shut case of vigilante justice. But when another body is found, with the same shocking scars, Claire knows she must connect that dots – fast. Because she’s suddenly facing something much more complicated than she ever imagined: a serial killer, inspired by past crimes – and determined to leave their own bloody trail of devastation…

	DCI Claire Winters faces her toughest challenge yet in Trial by Execution, book 3 in the DCI Claire Winters series.


What readers are saying about T.M.E. Walsh

	‘[The Principle of Evil is a] fast paced psychological thriller which leaves your nerves on edge as it creeps towards the climax.’– Sharon Bairden, THE Book Club reviewer

	‘Held me captivated from page 1. Gripping, fast – I just couldn't put it down!’ – Martha Brindley, Independent reviewer

	‘I have been totally and utterly mesmerised by this book. Gripped from the very start.’ – Michelle Simons, Independent reviewer

	‘A nicely paced, well written and suspenseful book. I'm certainly looking forward to reading The Principle of Evil, the next book in the series.’ – Petra on Goodreads

	‘Cleverly written with lots of blood and gore and a maniacal murderer to satisfy any hardened serial killer crime thriller reader. I believe this is the first book in a new series and I look forward to reading more from T.M.E. Walsh.’ – Nolene Driscoll on Goodreads

	‘I love a good gruesome crime novel and this did not disappoint.’ - Angela Oatham on Goodreads

	‘As the book races toward its conclusion, there is a shocking plot twist that many readers will not see coming.’ – Sharon on Goodreads
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	For Willow.


There, but for the grace of God, go I.



	Her face felt like it was on fire.

	She remembered the first cut of the knife. It’d felt like her skin was being ripped over her cheeks, and salt poured over the tender flesh beneath.

	She remembered she couldn’t scream.

	Not like the ones that had come before her, but still she struggled to fight against it.

	She heard the buzz of the flies before a couple landed on her face. It was the blood that had drawn them to her. The smell was too much to ignore. She flicked her head once, twice. Then she opened her green eyes just a crack and saw she was alone.

	For now.

	She remembered everything when both eyes finally fluttered wide open. They swivelled around in her skull, frantically searching for a way out of this nightmare. Then they filled with tears.

	Sunlight punctured the canopy of leaves above her, sporadically illuminating the ground ahead with shafts of light. The trees seemed to be reaching for the heavens through the blue, cloudless sky above. Any other day and it would’ve been a beautiful sight.

	But not today.

	Her heart felt like it was ready to burst and she breathed, slowly, through her nose and not her mouth. If she used her mouth, she knew she’d make her face much, much worse than it was already.

	She could feel a thin trickle of blood sliding down from each cut and the horror of what had been done forced a sharp intake of air.

	Her lungs expanded but the ground felt like it would crush the life out of her if she didn’t find a way out fast. She glanced down, saw the dry soil just inches below her chin.

	She was buried upright in the ground up to her neck, like the earth had tried to swallow her whole. Her arms were somewhere below, unbound, but growing more numb with every passing second.

	She had cried for answers – why? why her? – to the one who had laughed when she had begged for her life. The one who had laughed as the soil was filled in around her after she’d dropped into the hole that had been made especially for her.

	She closed her eyes.

	The sounds of before seemed to echo in her ears. The noise of the shovel as it sliced through the earth. Then there was the other sound. The sound of teeth clashing and saliva spraying her face just before she’d passed out with the pain.

	Her eyes shot open.

	This is your last chance to save yourself.

	Breathing laboured, she tried to move her arms, then her hands and her fingers. They felt numb but the dry earth gave a little. She didn’t care how long it took, she had to dig herself out of the ground. She only prayed she made it out in time.

	Bracing herself, she tried to lift her right leg. It didn’t even stir. With despair creeping in, she shut her eyes, gritted her bloodstained teeth and tried to force her arms up towards the surface.

	*

	The last of the light had almost succumbed to the night by the time she had dragged her body from the earth. It’d taken her hours, clawing her way out, barely stopping despite exhaustion creeping in. Breathless, covered in mud and with spasms rippling through her body, she pushed herself onto all fours.

	She pulled herself to her feet, bent double, hands resting on her knees, as she tried to catch her breath. Her head hung heavy between her legs. Her long hair was drenched with sweat and strands were glued to her face.

	Her eyes shot towards the pit that had very nearly been her grave and a shudder tore through her body. The hours taken to break free from the earth had cost her precious time.

	She looked through the trees around her and used the last remaining light as her guide. She stumbled ahead, tripping over unseen rocks and the roots of trees that had ventured above the earth.

	Soon she saw a clearing beyond that led towards fields and, off in the distance, a village. The lights were like a homing beacon calling her to safety.

	Ignoring the pain raging through her face, she headed towards the lights.

	*

	She fell forward onto the low wooden fence. The garden of a large house was just on the other side and she could see the light coming from the kitchen. She saw a figure, a woman at the sink.

	Her eyes widened, and a moan vibrated in her throat. She was so close.

	Her vision blurred. Any longer without help and she’d fall into a sleep she’d never wake from.

	She pulled herself over the fence and stumbled towards the house. She reached the kitchen window and slammed her hands on the glass.

	Inside, Ruth Cain jumped, shock registering on her face. She couldn’t see the figure properly – the kitchen light obscured the view to the garden. Ruth could only see her own reflection. She reached for the light switch on the wall and flicked it off, drowning herself in darkness.

	She saw the silhouette of the woman outside and screamed.

	Hands then pressed against the glass, sliding across it, low murmurs coming from her throat. She banged on the glass, just as Ruth flicked another switch, flooding the back garden in a bright, white light.

	She staggered back, arms raised to shield her eyes, leaving the glass smeared with blood and cowered like a vampire exposed to sunlight.

	She heard the woman in the house scream out for her husband.

	She edged closer to the window again, her hands clasped together in silent prayer, shaking uncontrollably, begging for help.

	Ruth took in the woman’s face, an image that would be burned into her soul for the rest of her life. She shut her eyes when her husband came down the stairs, but even with her eyes closed she could still see her.

	It was the face that frightened her the most.

	Outside, the woman’s eyes rolled back in her head and her body came crashing down to the ground, her mind passing into darkness. Had she been able to, she would have screamed, releasing the agony she felt inside as she fell.

	The knife taken to her face, the damage done, had made screaming impossible without causing further trauma.

	Across her face were deep lacerations, carved diagonally into her flesh. These wounds paled in comparison to the state of her mouth.

	Ruth and her husband stepped out into the garden, almost regretting doing so when their worst fears were confirmed.

	They looked down on the woman’s body. At her mouth.

	A Glasgow Smile.

	That’s what the newspapers had called it.

	The slashing of someone’s face from both edges of the mouth up towards the ears. Like a crude, bloody smile, spread out over the face.

	Except this girl wasn’t smiling and probably never would again, even if she did somehow survive.



PART ONE


	‘Justice has been done this day.’

	Author unknown



29th March, 2016 – Five weeks earlier



CHAPTER 1

	Aberdeen International Airport, Scotland


	Claire pulled her small suitcase along as she exited the airport. Strong, icy winds hit her, ripping through her blonde hair. She relished the cold air against her flushed cheeks. She breathed in deeply, and closed her eyes. She tried to remember when she was last here. Time tended to pass with a blink of an eye in her job. Devoted to it, she had little time for much else.

	Her eyes fluttered open when she realised it had been just over two years since she’d set foot on Scottish soil.

	She swallowed hard.

	Shouldn’t she feel something?

	He’d been dead over two years and this was the first time she’d been back since she’d buried him.

	She tried to find something, any emotion, even guilt. There was simply nothing.

	Claire checked her watch. It was after 2 pm. She could check in to the small hotel she’d made a reservation with any time now, but she was reluctant.

	She found herself gripping the handle of her small suitcase tight.

	She eased the tension in her fingers, but her feet remained firmly rooted to the spot. A part of her wanted to just turn back, get the next available flight back to Luton airport. She could take the National Express back home from there. It’d take a while, and part of her was afraid to be alone with her thoughts.

	She reminded herself that she had taken a few days off work. She could do with some downtime, or so everyone had told her.

	She made herself move.

	Claire headed towards the taxi rank, and lined up. When she was next, the taxi driver loaded her suitcase into the boot as if on autopilot and nodded his head towards the car. Claire sat in the back and clasped her cold hands together.

	Rain began to fall in an icy sheet from a sky drained of colour. When the driver was back in the driver’s seat, he turned to her.

	‘Where to, then?’ His Scottish accent was harsh to Claire’s ears. When her eyes met his he gave her a look and glanced at his watch.

	Claire knew she should go to the hotel first, but a big part of her was reluctant. Part of her still told herself that she would be going home straight after this anyway, so needn’t bother.

	‘Where to?’ he said again, with a hardness that made Claire stare at him.

	He raised his eyebrows.

	‘Trinity Cemetery, please.’

	*

	The journey didn’t take long, and with her suitcase beside her, Claire took a few tentative steps towards the entrance to the cemetery, then waited until she heard the taxi drive off.

	Did she really look as vulnerable as she felt right now?

	Christ, she hoped not. Coping depended on giving the outward impression that she was a fortress of steel. Strong, never weak.

	As the rain began to ease, she headed into the cemetery.

	It didn’t take long to find him.

	After all this time, she still remembered his final place of rest.

	She had had to lift the suitcase around some old monuments and fallen headstones to get to the relevant plot, but now she was here, she let the case fall onto the soft, wet grass beside her.

	She stared at the cream-coloured headstone, at each dark letter carved into it. She waited to feel something.

	Nope. Still nothing.

	She read the words set in stone.


	Here lies Peter Winters.

	08/01/1954 – 08/01/2014

	Husband and father, remembered always.


	Claire’s mouth twitched as she read that last part. Remembered always…

	In many ways he would be, just not always fondly.

	Peter Winters.

	Claire’s father.

	He’d left this world sixty years to the day after he’d entered it. Despite being crippled with arthritis, he had still been as strong as an ox. He could’ve lived until he was way into his eighties, like his own father, had it not been for his selfishness.

	Selfishness right to the end.

	He’d exited this world on his own terms, with maximum hurt caused to his daughter.

	Claire lowered her eyes to the ground. Most of the other graves had flowers and mementoes left in memory of loved ones.

	Peter’s grave had an empty flower vase built into the base of the headstone, its sheen long since gone.

	Claire recalled vividly the last time she’d spoken to her father. It had been a day not too dissimilar to this.

	She remembered his voice, a voice full of pain.

	‘I’m dying, Claire… I’m dying and there’s something I want you to know…’

	Her eyes snapped up to stare at her father’s name written in stone. That something he’d wanted her to know had been that he was calling her from his sheltered-accommodation flat, here in Aberdeen, and what he’d just done was her fault. Her fault he was in pain, her fault he was lying in his bath, skin withered in cold, crimson bath water because she had put her own life and career first.

	Her fault he’d die alone.

	Peter Winters had taken an old, straight razor that had belonged to his father, and opened the veins in both of his wrists.

	One final act of defiance.

	The fact he’d chosen to take his own life left Claire feeling a mix of emotions, but anger ruled above all.

	Peter had been determined to make her feel responsible for his death, to feel that she may as well have used the blade on him herself.

	‘…I’m dying and there’s something I want you to know…’

	Claire had been left in no doubt what that something had been.

	That his suicide was her fault.

	He’d done it not for her, but because of her. Because she’d finally had enough. When Claire had told him she was cutting all ties with him, she’d meant it, and it had all but destroyed Peter.

	He’d realised, too late, what he’d once had and had for ever lost.

	Claire searched herself again, for something buried deep inside her that had failed to surface in the years since.

	This time she found it.

	There it was; guilt.

	Twenty-six months ago, Claire had taken his call just a few short months after undergoing an horrific ordeal herself during a particularly nasty investigation. When Peter had called, she’d believed him to be playing some sick, twisted game with her. Toying with her emotions, something she had been used to throughout her life.

	It was only after she heard the unmistakable note of true pain, almost tangible, in his voice that a cold realisation had hit her.

	‘This is all your fault… what I’ve done.’

	‘Dad?’ Claire had said, and clasped her phone tighter in her hand.

	‘There’s so much blood, Claire…’

	She shook herself, teeth biting the inside of her cheek. She was cold through to the bone. Inwardly, she told herself to stop trying to feel anything.

	That’s what Peter had wanted – for her to feel every ounce of misery and a deep regret.

	Claire half turned away from the grave, picked up her suitcase, righted it until it stood freely. She grasped the handle, but something pulled at her inside, made her turn to look at the cold, stone marker.

	After Peter had stopped talking on the phone that fateful day, Claire had known deep in her gut that he was gone. She’d called his name over and over as she’d raced back to her car.

	By the time she had called New Temple Housing, the association that ran the sheltered accommodation Peter resided in, it’d been too late. They’d found his door unlocked and a carer had been the one to enter the bathroom first. What she saw could never be erased from her memory.

	Somehow he had managed, despite his condition, to get into the bath by himself, and with his last ounce of strength, he’d cut so deep with that razor that there was no chance of coming back.

	There had been nothing Claire could have done to save him and Peter had wanted her to know that, knowing it’d stick like a knife inside her. As an officer, he knew she would naturally be hard-wired to think about all the possible outcomes had she moved faster, called someone sooner… he might have survived.

	Claire glared at her father’s grave.

	All that had passed between them had been his own fault. All the misery of his own doing, yet even in death he had been determined to haunt her.

	Peter had been found in his bath, red, ice-cold water filling it to the brim, surface still save for the odd drop of blood that fell from one wrist that rested on the cold, enamel rim of the tub.

	In his lifeless hand, scrunched up, wet with his blood, had been a photograph of himself holding Claire when she was a baby.

	Claire had buried her father with that photograph.

	In some small way her father’s death had been a cathartic experience. It had helped her to exorcise some of her past demons. It had taken this long for her to make the journey up here to finally lay it all to rest. Why now, this moment, she wasn’t really sure of. It had just felt right.

	She’d taken the decision to bury him in Scotland rather than back home. In the end, Claire had been the only member of the family to have remained in contact with Peter before his arthritis had begun to take hold.

	She’d organised a simple ceremony, with only three people in attendance – one had mourned, the other two there because they felt obligated to be.

	Claire and her mother, Iris.

	The third had been a petite Scottish woman called Aggie. The one who’d found Peter.

	Claire and her mother had gone straight to the airport after the burial and got on a flight back down south, still in the clothes they’d worn to the funeral.

	Claire cast her eyes around the headstone. She saw a couple of thistles in a patch of overgrown grass just off to the side of the grave to the right of her father’s.

	She brushed her hair back from her face as she knelt down and twisted a stem, mindful of the thorns against her hand.

	She snapped the stem and stood up straight as she inspected it. Then she dropped it into the vase on Peter’s headstone. She stared at it for a few moments, before allowing herself a little smile. The thistle was a thorny weed, with a beautiful, purple-coloured flower at the top.

	Prickly, yet pretty.

	Even Peter would’ve appreciated the irony.

	*

	Claire decided to walk the short distance to the beach after she left the cemetery.

	She now stood watching the water, boats tiny in the distance, bobbing about in the rough, cold sea of Aberdeen Bay.

	She pushed the handle of the suitcase down, lifted it down a few steps and carried it towards the shoreline, crossing the sand.

	The wind howled over the waves that crested, white foam bubbling over the grey water. Claire put her case down and took a few steps closer to the sea, until her feet were only just out of reach of the waves that slid over smooth pebbles and dark sand.

	Her eyes squinted in the wind as she looked out to sea. Despite the cold, her cheeks still burned and she breathed in deeply, closed her eyes and embraced the wind, fighting with her body to remain rooted to the spot.

	All the sadness seemed to engulf her – the realisation that she’d never see her father again.

	She’d only hear his voice in her memories that were mostly tainted, volatile. Claire tried to find something from her childhood that she knew she’d kept stored away for the hard times.

	She felt tears building and, for the first time in those two years since Peter had died, she allowed herself to cry. As she gave in to the grief, she heard his final words in her head.

	I hope you suffer…

	Tears rolled down her wind-chapped cheeks and a silent scream built up inside her.

	As a huge gust of wind rolled over the waves, whipping her hair back with invisible fingers, Claire flung her arms out to the side of her. She opened her mouth and let out two years’ worth of built-up pain and anger.

	Her screams were swallowed by the howling of the wind.

	

CHAPTER 2

	Raymond Knox looked down at the tagging bracelet around his ankle and frowned at Janet Casey, his offender manager.

	‘So, my life isn’t my own any more, is it?’

	‘And it was inside Belmarsh?’ Janet said, her Irish accent harsh to Knox’s ears.

	He narrowed his eyes but stayed silent. Janet kept her face neutral. ‘This is your chance to prove you can turn your life around and be rehabilitated back into society.’ She paused and pointed to the tag around his ankle. ‘You agreed to this. It’s part of the conditions of your licence.’

	Knox avoided her gaze and picked at the skin around his fingertips. He let his eyes wander over her legs, which were bare under her mint-green pencil skirt.

	He suppressed a grin.

	He didn’t want to make her feel uncomfortable or threatened.

	Knox leaned his long, skinny frame against Janet’s car as she pointed towards the hostel ahead, situated up a short driveway.

	‘Your new home from home,’ she said, watching his reaction.

	Knox looked up at the large, three-storey building that was in a leafy suburb of Haverbridge, three miles from the city centre.

	Knox had spent fifteen years in a cage. Although the building in front of him had no bars across the windows, the thought of going inside still filled him with dread. He had to remind himself that it wouldn’t be for long. Not if he stuck to the plan that had taken all these years to bring to fruition.

	For his barbaric acts, Knox had spent the last fifteen years of his life in HMP Belmarsh, a category A men’s prison in south-east London.

	Although given a life sentence for his crimes, he’d served the minimum tariff determined by the judge and had managed to pull off a very convincing act at his parole board hearing.

	He’d spent those fifteen years behaving like the model prisoner and had managed to convince the prison psychologist that his deviant sexual urges were no longer a part of him.

	Normally, offenders like him would face a testing period before being assessed for release back into society but Knox fitted into the ‘exceptional’ category. His mother was dying. She had been diagnosed with cirrhosis of the liver and had been given very little time to live. That fact and the success at his parole hearing had sealed the deal.

	Knox was glad to be out but he was still far from where he wanted to be. He frowned as he stared at the building ahead.

	Hertfordshire Probation Trust had several of these approved premises hostels to house those who were technically still detained at Her Majesty’s pleasure, and the offenders were ordered to stay in strictly controlled areas. This hostel was close to Knox’s family home and would allow him to visit his father and accompany him to the hospice to visit his dying mother.

	Knox glanced up and down the street and at the houses either side of the detached property. If you hadn’t known that this building could house anyone from those convicted of terrorism and violent crime to high-profile sex offenders, this street could easily be like any other in the country. They say like attracts like, but Knox certainly didn’t want to hang around with any of his kind if he could help it.

	His eyes wandered up to the windows of the house to the right of the hostel.

	He saw a net curtain twitch.

	Someone had noticed his arrival. He hoped, if they recognised him, they didn’t alert the press. Great lengths had been taken to make sure as few people as possible knew where Knox was going to be kept.

	He pulled his baseball cap down further, obscuring his face, and followed Janet.

	Inside, the hostel’s décor was light but basic. Directly ahead a large window had been built into the partition wall, complete with a glass front that could slide across and lock shut from the inside. As they approached, Knox could see an office lay beyond the reception area itself.

	Janet smiled at the man who appeared at the reception window. ‘Knox, ten-thirty,’ she said.

	John Beckett gave a weak smile as his eyes flicked between them both. He nodded towards the corridor with the stairs. ‘We’re in room one.’

	His eyes fixed on Knox. ‘Let’s get you settled in.’

	*

	Beckett studied Knox with some curiosity as he sat next to Janet. He was trying to remember what Knox had looked like fifteen years ago and see if prison had aged him at all.

	Knox was pale, further accentuating his dark eyes. His black hair was sticking up in a spiky fashion and his fingernails were bitten, and had yellowed with nicotine. Knox was a little subdued, but this wasn’t unusual for newly released offenders when they first came to the hostel.

	Six months on from his parole hearing and here he was. Thirty-seven years old and ready to start his life again.

	‘Right,’ Janet said, smiling at him. ‘Your curfew will be between 7 pm and 7 am.’ She handed him several sheets of paper. ‘The exclusion zone isn’t as restrictive in Haverbridge as you might’ve thought, since all three of the victims and their families no longer live here.’

	Knox nodded and crossed his legs and glared at the electronic tag around his ankle

	‘I know it’s uncomfortable,’ Janet said. His eyes shot to hers. ‘This latest device is one of the first to be trialed in Hertfordshire.’

	Knox paused, then tapped the tag with his finger. ‘I’m like a walking bloody sat-nav. The police will be watching my every move… It’s not like I’m going to do anything stupid. It’s a GPS tag… They’ll even be able to tell where I’m taking a shit.’

	Janet ignored him and placed another sheet of paper in front of him. ‘This gives you nformation on the new tag and how to charge it. We’ll be holding monthly meetings to see how you’re getting along and if there are any problems. You’re a MAPPA offender… Your whereabouts can be monitored by the minute.’

	The Hertfordshire Multi-Agency Public Protection Arrangements (MAPPA) had been introduced in 2001 to ensure the most dangerous people living in the community were closely monitored by leading agencies – probation, police and the prison service.

	Although Knox had been released under certain guidelines, it was clear nobody wanted to take any chances.

	He might have convinced the relevant people he’d changed, but the wider public had already made threats when they’d been informed of Knox’s eligibility for parole.

	The threats had made the national headlines. People wanted his blood and the authorities were keen to do literally everything by the book.

	Clasping his hands in front of him on the table in the stuffy little meeting room, Beckett introduced himself. ‘I’m John Beckett, the manager here, and you’ll be signing in under my supervision four times a day. If you have any problems, I’m your first port-of-call.’

	Knox smirked and looked away. ‘CCTV, psych-tests, a GPS tag and routine drug tests, despite the fact I’ve never used in my life.’ Knox shook his head as his eyes met Beckett’s. ‘What am I, some sort of social experiment?’

	He leaned in closer.

	‘I’m a human, not an animal,’ Knox said.

	Your past would indicate otherwise. The thought was there in Beckett’s head immediately. He’d dealt with violent and difficult offenders before but Knox was different.

	Knox had notoriety – a risk that Beckett wasn’t convinced was worth taking.

	He sighed, and pinched the top of his nose. ‘The psychometric tests are there to help us understand your needs…’

	‘Sure they are.’

	‘…and everyone has to have the drug and alcohol tests,’ Beckett said, ignoring Knox’s interruption. ‘It’s routine and one of the conditions of your licence.’ He raised his eyes to Knox’s.

	After a brief pause, Knox spoke. ‘I’ll just do as I’m told, I’m sure… After all, I have had fifteen years of practice.’

	Janet shifted uncomfortably in her seat. ‘How about a tour of the building, so you know where to find everything? Then, after you’ve settled, we’ll sit down and talk about what potential job training might be right for you?’

	Knox shrugged. ‘Whatever you say.’

	*

	After Knox had been shown the various areas on the ground floor, he was ushered into the kitchen. Knox barely listened as Beckett spoke to him.

	He was more interested in looking out of the windows that looked out into the back garden.

	He stared at the tall fence around the perimeter.

	Then his eyes rose to stare at the man who had just entered the kitchen, who stopped dead in his tracks, as if he hadn’t been expecting the kitchen to be quite so occupied.

	He gave Knox the once over, grunted, then headed towards a cupboard and began to make himself some tea.

	‘This is Devon,’ Beckett said to Knox.

	The other man turned in their direction at the mention of his name, but he didn’t speak. He gave Knox a small nod, but his expression was less than friendly.

	‘What did you do to end up here?’ Knox said.

	Devon smiled to himself and turned his back on him.

	Beckett visibly bristled, and gently touched Knox’s elbow, steering him from the room. ‘We don’t make it a habit to discuss personal information like that when we first meet people.’

	They headed to the room next door. ‘The hostel can be quiet during the day. Some residents are on courses or working, so it won’t be until around six that you’ll start meeting the other residents, and I don’t recommend you start a conversation by asking what they’ve done,’ Beckett continued as they headed into a small room used for doing laundry.

	Janet hung behind in the kitchen doorway until the others were out of earshot and turned to face Devon, who was now staring at her.

	‘He doesn’t look like he’s made of much.’

	‘Don’t be fooled by appearances. He’s more dangerous than he looks,’ she said.

	Devon leaned his tall, heavy-set frame back against the kitchen worktop. His green eyes looked darker than usual and his brown hair needed a good wash. ‘What do you want me to do?’ he said.

	‘What we discussed,’ Janet said, stepping out into the hall. ‘I’ll be around until late afternoon.’

	She turned from Devon and followed Beckett and Knox as they climbed the stairs off the hallway to the sleeping quarters.

	‘There’re five bedrooms on each floor,’ Beckett said to Knox. ‘You’ll be in room nine.’

	Knox was barely listening. He leaned towards Janet, close enough to smell her perfume and enough to sneak a look down her blouse.

	Beckett unlocked the door to Knox’s bedroom. ‘It’s basic but you have all you need.’

	Knox walked inside and took everything in.

	‘Well,’ Janet said, taking a step back as Knox turned to look at her, ‘I’m sure you’d like some time to settle in. We’ll leave you alone for a while.’

	All eyes were now on Knox.

	He dumped his bag down on the bed that was to be his own for the foreseeable future and unzipped his jacket.

	He gave Janet a look.

	It made her blood run cold.



CHAPTER 3

	Janet had driven two streets away from the hostel and was now parked at the side of the road. She stared at her reflection in the rear-view mirror.

	Dark circles were heavy under her blue eyes and her fair Irish skin looked patchy and dry. She felt her body jolt as the reality of the situation hit her full force in the gut.

	She felt herself dry-heave.

	Her hand flew up to cover her mouth but nothing came out except a low groan of pain from deep within.

	When the feeling of sickness had subsided a little she took another look at her reflection. Her hands started to shake.

	Then she broke down, consumed by uncontrollable sobs.

	She let her face fall into her hands as tears flowed freely down her cheeks, between her fingers, drops falling onto her skirt.

	She hit out her fist at the steering wheel, slamming it several times as tears poured down her face.

	Then the passenger side door flew open.

	Janet shot around, about to scream at whomever had just sat in the seat beside her, when she saw familiar eyes staring back at her.

	‘This has hurt you more than you thought it would.’

	Janet accepted the tissue that was now being offered to her, and blew her nose. After checking her appearance in the rear-view mirror again, she turned to face him.

	Devon stared back at her, with little emotion in his face.

	‘We can’t be seen like this,’ she said, sniffing back more tears and pushing strands of her long hair from her face that had worked loose from her ponytail.

	Devon shrugged. ‘Anyone sees, I’m just trying to comfort my offender manager because she’s feeling sick. There’s no law against that.’

	Janet shook her head but no words came out as her lip quivered.

	‘You’re not strong enough, are you?’ he said. He propped his elbow up against the car door, and rested his head against his hand. ‘I said this was a stupid idea as soon as you knew he’d be coming to the hostel.’

	‘I have become strong enough,’ Janet said. She wiped under her eyes with care, trying to avoid smudging any more of her make-up. She swallowed hard. ‘I have to do this for my sister.’

	Devon looked across to her. ‘You shouldn’t get involved. It’s all in the past and you don’t even know if it was Knox.’

	‘I wouldn’t expect someone like you to understand.’

	‘Someone like me?’ Devon mulled over her statement in his head. ‘Define “someone like me”?’

	Janet avoided his eyes.

	‘Someone like me, who has done some pretty nasty things, is incapable of understanding anything but revenge? Is that what it is?’

	‘I’m talking about empathy, about family and loyalty,’ she snapped. ‘That’s what matters.’

	‘There’s a hefty dose of revenge in there, too. I could see it in your eyes when he stood close to you.’

	Janet bit her lip, fighting back more tears.

	He gave her the once over, then stretched his legs, his muscles aching. His six-foot frame felt cramped in her small Nissan.

	‘Don’t feel you have to sit here, pretending to care. Let’s not forget the real reason why you’re doing this – me getting you out of the hostel much sooner,’ she said, wiping more tears from her cheeks.

	He stared out of the car window.

	‘The tears,’ he said at length. ‘They need to stop.’

	She snapped. ‘I can’t help it.’

	‘You have to,’ he said, looking at her. ‘Otherwise he’ll know something’s up. You have to grow a thick skin.’

	‘I can’t build up a brick wall and just switch my feelings off.’

	‘I do.’

	‘Well, I’m not you, am I?’

	The tone of her voice made him pause. He sighed. ‘I’m still alive because I learned to hide my emotions. You want justice for your sister, then you have to learn to be just as devious as he is.’

	She sniffed back tears, and looked into the rear-view mirror again as she dabbed at her eyes. When she’d finished, she slumped back in her seat.

	‘I never wanted any of this.’

	Devon’s eyes crossed to hers.

	‘I didn’t want to have any contact with him. He was assigned to me. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve never done anything like this before, not something that could jeopardise my career.’

	Devon shrugged. ‘Like I said, it might not have been Knox.’

	‘My sister, Evie, swears it was him. It was right after she moved from Ireland with my parents to join me here. I was living with my uncle, and we all stayed with him for a few weeks until we could find a house to rent together. Evie, she… She said that she’d recognise his eyes anywhere. They stared into hers through every minute of her ordeal.’

	He cocked an eyebrow at her. ‘What was she doing at the regen reserve anyway? That place is notorious after hours. Kids break in, get up to all kinds of shit…’

	Devon lowered his eyes when he saw the pain in her face. He felt for her, he really did, despite the coolness he showed her.

	‘Any evidence he touched her is gone. Proving what he did won’t be easy.’

	Janet stared at him, her resolve seeming to harden once again. She reached across him into the glove compartment and pulled out a file. She held it up.

	‘There are other unsolved cases that date back to the time Knox attacked those three women.’ She dropped the file into Devon’s lap. He pulled back the cover and saw various newspaper clippings and some information she’d pulled from the internet. All unsolved rapes.

	His fingers lingered on two photographs in particular. They were of the same girl, only the girl was considerably older in the second photo.

	It was easy to see the family resemblance. Evie Casey was like her sister in every respect physically. Long, blonde hair the colour of spun gold. Fair skin, slender build. Their eyes were different, though. Although they were the same shade of blue, Evie’s looked out of the second photograph as though haunted.

	He traced the outline of her face with his index finger, over her cheeks and lips.

	‘Knox left a calling card,’ he said, closing the file again. ‘None of these women has anymutilation to the face.’

	‘So he escalated. Back when Knox was captured, the arresting officer, the one who led the investigation, helped some of these women piece information together. Unofficially.’

	Devon looked sceptical. He was hard-wired to be wary of the police. ‘So where is he now?’

	Janet looked deflated. ‘He had other problems, personal ones, and when Knox was sentenced, Evie and I took that as punishment. We never thought he’d be granted parole.’

	Devon gave her a look as if to say this was all a waste of time.

	‘Look,’ she said, irritated. ‘It’s a well-known fact that Knox is suspected of more attacks than he was convicted for.’

	‘Suspected… but no evidence to back it up.’

	‘We’ll find it and…’

	‘And need I remind you that your sister never even reported her assault.’

	‘That was my fault.’

	Devon’s eyes narrowed. ‘Your fault?’

	Janet paused, her eyes searching his. ‘You wouldn’t understand. Forget I said that… I tried to tell her she didn’t have to be scared, that I was with her, sharing her pain. That’s all she needed to know.’

	When he failed to acknowledge her, Janet looked away in disgust. ‘See, you couldn’t possibly understand.’

	Devon snapped.

	‘You think I don’t know fear?’

	‘So it’d seem, looking at how detached you are.’

	Devon moved quickly, unzipping his jeans, making Janet slam her body against the car door away from him. ‘What are you doing!’

	‘You see this?’ he said, ignoring her panic. Her eyes fell on his hand as he pulled the right side of his jeans down, exposing his thigh. He pulled his underwear to one side. A long, ugly scar ran down his groin. ‘I got shanked in prison by some fucking psycho because I refused to be his bitch.’

	Janet gasped. She turned her head, refusing to look again.

	‘And you think I don’t know fear? I was twenty. Scared and in way over my head.’

	Janet’s breathing became erratic as his anger grew. This was what she’d wanted to avoid. That temper, which had led to another man’s death. The reason he’d been locked up for the past twenty-five years.

	‘I nearly bled to death!’

	He reached out and gripped her face, pulling her chin so she couldn’t avoid staring at the scar again. ‘Take a good look.’

	A tear rolled down Janet’s cheek. ‘I’m… sorry.’

	Devon released her. He rearranged his clothes and took several deep breaths to calm himself down.

	A minute passed in silence.

	‘I’ll start talking to Knox tonight, get him onside, trusting me,’ Devon finally said. ‘I’ll gauge how open I think he’ll be with me, but he might not take the bait. He might see through me.’

	He turned to look at her. Janet’s face was drawn, her hair lacklustre. Her make-up was patchy from where she’d cried.

	‘This is your last chance to turn back. Once we set things in motion, that’s it.’

	Janet froze at his words.

	‘There’s no going back once this starts. You might not like the outcome.’

	‘If this were you,’ she said, her voice catching in her throat, ‘what would you do?’

	Devon shrugged. ‘The new, improved me everyone is convinced I am – the man I have to become to be accepted back into society – would come to terms with the fact that there’s little I can do and get reassigned.’

	Janet’s eyes narrowed. ‘And the real you?’

	He looked at her, his eyes giving away the answer without words needing to be spoken.

	Janet looked at the file in her lap and thought of Knox’s known victims. Her sister was one of them. She knew it in her gut. Evie could’ve easily been one of the ones with her face ruined for ever.

	‘That bastard raped my sister when she was barely fourteen. I can’t stand by and do nothing while he walks free… He may have convinced the parole board he’s changed, but he hasn’t convinced me.’

	Devon nodded. ‘He’s been hiding and suppressing his urges for the last fifteen years. He’ll find a way to do it again now he’s out, no matter the cost.’

	Janet swallowed her fear. ‘And that’s why I’m going to stop him.’



CHAPTER 4

	Claire sat in a small but bright café staring out of the window that looked out onto the beach beyond.

	She’d walked around the bay, braving the weather, not caring as wind and rain seeped through to her bones.

	When she’d left the beach half an hour ago, she had wandered down the front, passing various family amusement arcades and a fairground. Come nightfall, everything would be all lit up with brightly coloured twinkling lights, the cold air filled with the smell of fried onions and burgers from the kiosk beside the big wheel.

	Needing a respite from the bitter cold, she had taken shelter inside the café.

	When her tea was brought to her, she thanked the waitress and wrapped icy fingers tight around the steaming mug.

	‘You want anything to eat?’ asked the waitress.

	Claire was hungry but knew she’d fight to keep a meal down. She declined and then added five teaspoons of sugar to her mug.

	She was about to take a sip when her mobile rang. She set the mug down, fished the phone from her coat pocket and sighed as she read the caller ID.

	DI Stefan Fletcher.

	‘Fletch,’ she said, answering and pressing the phone to her ear. ‘I’m supposed to be away. That was your idea, remember?’ She sipped her tea, wincing as the heat burned her throat.

	‘Nice to hear your voice, too.’

	Claire’s eyes fixed on the horizon. The rain had started again, hitting the glass separating her from the elements. Big fat drops soon obscured the view.

	‘How’s Scotland?’ he said, when she didn’t answer.

	Claire lowered her voice when she spoke, conscious of her surroundings. ‘Cold, wet, blowing a bloody gale. Sky as black as night.’

	‘Sounds heaven. What’s the hotel like?’

	Claire glanced at her surroundings. ‘Hotel’s… fine.’ She swallowed hard. ‘What’s up, Fletch?’

	Stefan paused. ‘Just thought I’d see how you were.’

	‘That’s a precurser to something else…’

	He gave a sardonic laugh. ‘Okay, you’ve called me out on it… Rupert Knox…’

	‘Jesus, Fletch, not him again? What is it this time? More dog shit through the letterbox?’

	Stefan cleared his throat. ‘Not since last week. No, he’s been assaulted. A clear step up from being threatened with it.’

	Claire rubbed her forehead, squeezed her eyes tight shut.

	Rupert Knox, father to the infamous rapist Raymond Knox, had been receiving all kinds of hate mail since the news had broken of his son’s impending release. Claire thought it’d all been talk. She hadn’t thought anyone would actually take their frustrations out on Knox’s father. Not about his person anyway.

	‘Shit,’ was all she managed.

	‘It was like a ticking time-bomb, Claire. The threats had been escalating, uniform were constantly going out to his house, and now we’re involved.’

	‘How bad is it?’

	‘He’s needed stitches in his head and his right arm is broken. Claims he was glassed from behind when he went to retrieve his wheelie bin from the alley beside his house. He usually leaves it on the boundary at the bottom of his front garden for the bin men to empty, but it’d been moved.’

	‘By whoever attacked him?’

	‘We think so. I’ve got Harper working on it; not that there’s a lot to go on.’

	Claire watched as a few of the people scattered about started to hang around the nearby amusement arcades. She glanced at her watch. It was nearing five o’clock.

	‘Lone assailant?’

	‘Group of men. It was dark when it happened, yesterday night. There’s no lighting down that stretch of alley. Knox says he didn’t see anyone until he was hit. He was on the ground and they kicked him like a football. It’s a miracle he wasn’t hurt more, if I’m honest. He thinks it could’ve been a group of three to five men; he can’t be sure. Dressed in dark clothes, hoods up.’

	‘They say anything?’

	‘Apparently not.’

	‘Witnesses?’

	‘The street’s built up, was about eleven at night. Chances are someone saw something or heard it, but given who his son is…’

	‘Nobody’s talking.’

	‘Exactly.’

	‘Double-shit,’ she said, as she drained the last of her tea.

	‘Just thought I’d give you the heads-up, considering Knox was more than vocal about needing police protection.’

	‘And here I was thinking I was taking a break from it all.’

	‘Hey, you asked to be kept in the loop… You’re back day after tomorrow?’

	‘Yeah, flight’s at 9 am. I’ll be coming in straight from the airport,’ she said, glancing at the sea again. The waves thundered across the sand. The water looked darker than before. ‘Harper’s working on it, you say?’ she said at length.

	‘Yeah. That okay?’

	‘What’s Crest got on at the moment?’

	Stefan paused. ‘Don’t you think Harper’s competent enough?’

	‘He’s more than bloody competent, but I’ve got a feeling this is just the start of things. It’s only gonna get worse once word gets around that Ray Knox is out already. You seen the news?’

	‘Been avoiding it. There’s only so much I can take on the EU referendum,’ he said with a laugh.

	Claire frowned. ‘What?’ She tutted. ‘No, Fletch, I meant about Knox. The press don’t know he’s out already. The release date has been kept vague on purpose.’

	‘It won’t stay that way for long.’

	Claire paused. ‘Exactly. I don’t want to risk anything being leaked.’

	Stefan paused. ‘We cleared that up last year. You gave Harper a second chance.’

	She tilted her mug towards the waitress as she approached and offered Claire a refill.

	Two years ago Claire had thought her team impenetrable, tight.

	Loyal.

	Leaked information about the case that nearly finished her had potentially compromised everything they were working on at the time. The police had needed to buy some time, room to manoeuvre, to catch a sadistic killer. Leaked information to the press had cast a shadow of doubt over her team.

	The previous year, a few details on smaller cases had found their way into the hands of the media.

	Claire had turned her suspicions to the newest member of her team, DS Elias Crest. They’d clashed two years ago. Their working relationship had calmed in the last year since he was the one who had made DC Gabriel Harper come forward about leaking information to the press.

	Claire had been persuaded to give him a second chance and nothing was made official. Stefan had been the only other person to know about it.

	‘Harper’s really proved himself in the last year,’ Stefan said, cutting into her thoughts. ‘Matthews was on one today,’ he continued, changing the subject. ‘Whining about taxpayers’ money being used to keep Raymond Knox’s whereabouts a secret. Personally, I don’t think he should be out yet, if ever.’

	Claire silently agreed with him.

	‘Bollocks,’ she said to herself after they’d ended the call. 

	She glanced up and saw her reflection in the café window and she saw that, where her cheeks were once hollow, the fuller face she was used to was beginning to return.

	It’d been a long two years since she’d quite literally stared death in the face, and before that she hadn’t exactly been in great shape, letting events of the past take their toll mentally as well as physically.

	The weight she’d lost back then had only just started to return in the last six months. It hadn’t been easy, but Claire had been determined to get back to some kind of normality. To a time when she had been truly happy, just before she’d met her now ex-husband.

	She crossed her legs, clad in skinny jeans. They still bagged a little at the waist – reminding her of before.

	Health-wise she wasn’t completely out of the woods just yet.

	But Claire was determined not to be beaten. There were so many things that happened in her life that she couldn’t control, but she would be damned if her outward appearance would be one of them.

	Another customer sitting near her unfolded their newspaper. Claire stared at it and found herself biting the inside of her cheek.

	Truly evil-looking eyes stared out at her, under bold, damning headlines. The familiar face of Raymond Knox.

	She felt a shiver dance up her spine.

	She remembered that case well, was close to it in some small way, even though she hadn’t worked on it herself.

	There was a smaller photograph accompanying the article on Knox.

	It was of Knox’s father, Rupert. He looked bedraggled, older than his years. The paparazzi had caught him midway between his front door and his wheelie bin, his face half turned towards them, shrouded in his dressing gown, half hanging loose at the waist, his face grey with rough stubble, unshaven for a few days at least.

	Claire’s eyes narrowed. This man used to be a doctor, respected, trusted.

	He didn’t look like someone who would have dark secrets hidden from the world; his type rarely did.

	It was this sort of person who really could be anyone. You next-door neighbour, your closest friend, even a relative.

	For Claire, that’s what made it much more frightening
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