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Day One





Chapter 1

It was now or never. If she didn’t act, if she didn’t seize this unexpected opportunity, she might never get another chance.

Selima kept her head down, shuffling along at the back of the line of silent workers, looking for all the world as broken and listless as them. But inside her heart was racing. She’d long given up hope of freeing herself from her torment, the soul-crushing routine of back-breaking labour and casual violence, but fate had thrown her a lifeline, one last chance to gain her freedom.

She wasn’t sure what the injured woman’s name was – she was a new addition to their ranks and didn’t speak much English – but whoever she was, she had Selima’s undying gratitude. Their team of a dozen workers, clad in a uniform of drab joggers and tatty face masks, had been trudging back to their transport when the new recruit had suddenly collapsed. Her legs had gone from underneath her and she must have hit the ground hard, for she appeared to be unconscious, her mouth slack, her eyes rolled back. It was shocking, unexpected … and it jolted Selima from her torpor. She’d been following her co-workers in a daze, stumbling towards the open mouth of the van, but the poor woman’s collapse had roused her. Selima looked at the stricken woman, then up at the awaiting van, a shiver running down her spine. She’d sat mute and hopeless in the blacked-out interior many times before, but tonight the mouth of the van seemed even more menacing than usual. Selima had the strong feeling that if she stepped inside again, she might be swallowed up completely, disappearing from the earth as surely as if she had never existed. The thought stung her, bringing tears to her eyes, the horror of never seeing her children, her beloved husband again, too much to bear. Somehow she had to resist, somehow she had to find the will to survive.

Now she had her chance. Naz, their chief minder, a pitiless thug with heavy scarring around his unmoving, prosthetic eye, was stooped over the young Syrian, slapping her face with his rough palm. His charge failed to respond, however, prompting an anxious look at his accomplice, who remained by the van doors, counting the workers in. Aggravated, but concerned, the associate now hurried over, keen to be away before they were spotted by someone. This was highly unlikely of course – they were in a scruffy back-alley in the dead of night – but his anxiety persuaded him to drop his guard. For a moment, the eleven queuing women were unattended, the injured worker occupying both guards’ attention. The others seemed clueless as to how to respond, their lengthy imprisonment robbing them of all agency, but Selima was not going to let this golden opportunity pass.

She took one step to the left, heading away from the line of human statues. Then another, moving obviously out of formation now. She half expected to be yanked back into line, a snub-nosed revolver shoved in her face, but darting an anxious glance in her captors’ direction, Selima saw that the two men were still crouched over their charge. Speeding up, she padded away, the mouth of a nearby alleyway beckoning. She had no idea where it led, but she assumed it would spit her out into a street where there would be people, life, perhaps a police officer. Anything – arrest, incarceration, even deportation – would be better than this.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’

Selima kept walking, breaking into a half-jog, praying that this snarled question was aimed at the ailing woman. But as she heard her minders scramble to their feet, she knew she’d been spotted. A quick glance over her shoulder confirmed this, Naz now tearing towards her, his face contorted with murderous rage. Already he was reaching into his jacket, to pull out what? An iron bar? A gun? It was too late to slip back in line. Too late to pretend she’d made a mistake. A rebellion like this would not be tolerated, her life forfeited, which meant Selima had no choice.

She had to run.





Chapter 2

She ran her index finger down his face, gliding gently over his nose to his mouth, before deftly plucking the joint from his lips. Startled, Helen’s companion looked up at her, an expression of amused outrage on his handsome face.

‘I was enjoying that …’ Christopher protested, reaching out a strong arm to try and reclaim his prize, even as Helen leaned back, keeping it out of reach.

‘You know the rules, you can’t smoke in here,’ she teased, nodding towards the opulent interior of the penthouse hotel room.

‘Don’t be such a killjoy. The smoke detectors never work in these places.’

‘And besides,’ Helen added, continuing to evade his playful lunges, ‘smoking marijuana is illegal. Didn’t they teach you that at the National Crime Agency?’

This provoked a laugh from her date, who leaned back into the plump pillows, clasping his hands behind his head to reveal his broad chest.

‘So, what are you going to do, Helen? Arrest me?’

His eyes sparkled mischievously for a moment, before he added:

‘Oh no, wait, you can’t, can you …?’

Helen’s expression narrowed. She’d only been seeing Christopher for a couple of months, but during that time he’d taken great delight in teasing her about her self-imposed exile from the world of law enforcement. He was an experienced forensic accountant, shedding light on the financial misdeeds of gangsters and fraudsters, whilst she had walked away from a highly decorated career as the head of the Major Incident Team at Southampton Central. She’d quit on a point of a principle, and didn’t regret her decision for a minute, but his good-humoured barbs still landed, tapping into an uncertainty about her identity, her role in life. She was no longer Detective Inspector Helen Grace. She was just … Helen.

As if reading her mind, her bedfellow continued:

‘Tell you what. Instead of hectoring me like an angry school ma’am …’

Helen frowned, but Christopher persisted, unabashed:

‘… why don’t you take a puff yourself? It won’t kill you. It might even do you some good. You’ve been very tense of late.’

He reacted too slowly, Helen snatching up a pillow with her free hand and slamming it into his cheek. Laughing, he fended off her attack, continuing his provocation.

‘Go on, I dare you. Just one tiny little puff …’

Helen glared at him, the smoldering cigarette still clutched in her fingers. She had always been a smoker, so it wasn’t a great leap, but she’d never been a fan of drugs. Still, a challenge was a challenge.

‘Have it your way …’

Placing the joint to her lips, she inhaled deeply, rolling the smoke around her mouth, before letting it slide from her nostrils, gentle plumes drifting up into the air.

‘Happy now?’ she enquired, handing the cigarette back to her date.

‘Delirious,’ he replied, gazing affectionately at her, as his hand came to rest on her hip, his thumb running gently over the silky sheen of her nightshirt. ‘You?’

Surprised by the question, Helen hesitated before answering. It was not something she had ever had time to ponder before, her hectic work-life affording her no time for introspection. But now, freed from her obligations, the possibilities seemed boundless. She could smoke drugs, she could spend long evenings making love in expensive hotel rooms, she could be happy. She could even fall for someone, a luxury she’d never afforded herself.

‘I’m doing pretty good,’ Helen responded, shrugging casually. ‘Nothing special, but good enough …’

It was a blatant tease and Christopher responded immediately, a frown creasing his features, as he stubbed the joint out into an empty glass.

‘And what would it take to make you truly happy, Helen Grace?’ he asked, as his hand slid up her side, brushing against her breast.

Helen said nothing, as his thumb strayed to her nipple. A shiver of pleasure rippled through her and she leaned into him, her lips seeking out his, enjoying his hot, smoky breath. She could sense his desire, his lust enveloping them both and, without warning, he reared up, flipping Helen onto her back. Now it was his turn to bear down on her, kissing her fiercely, but Helen had been expecting this move and used his downward momentum to her advantage, rolling hard to the left to divert him onto his back. Surprised, Christopher tried to protest, but he knew it was hopeless, that he was beaten. Helen wanted him, another wave of pleasure pulsing through her as she descended upon her lover, but it had to be on her terms. Her world was changing, her life in flux, but she still liked to be in control.

Some habits die hard.





Chapter 3

She sprinted down the darkened street as if her life depended upon it.

Bursting out of the shabby alleyway moments earlier, Selima had been horrified to find that the quiet residential street was deserted, not a soul around at this late hour. For a moment, she was flummoxed – she’d been so sure she’d find salvation here – but there was no time for delay, with her pursuers so close behind. Instinctively she darted left down the street, tearing along the pavement. Selima was young, fit and desperate – surely this combination would propel her to freedom, away from the awful nightmare that had consumed her for the past two years? Yet the remorseless footsteps behind reminded her that danger was close at hand, that her tormentors would not give up until they had her in their clutches once more.

Adrenaline coursing through her, Selima upped her speed, straining every sinew to put some distance between herself and her pursuers. Up ahead, she could see traffic lights, a crossroads, cars speeding by. It was a hundred feet away, maybe a little more, but it would take her less than a minute to reach it. Once there, she could throw herself in front of a car, risking all to get someone’s attention. It would be desperate, dangerous, but presumably her captors would think twice before attacking her in front of dozens of witnesses? Surely she could rely on the good hearts of the passing motorists? True, she’d received no kindness, no generosity since she set foot in this blighted country, but the ordinary people of Southampton were surely as decent and caring as anyone else? For her sake, she hoped so.

From nowhere, a hand snatched at her trailing arm. Yelping in fear, Selima realized that Naz was nearly on top of her, his breathless curses echoing in her ear. Terrified, she darted to her right, leaving the pavement and slipping between two cars into the road. Surprised by this move, Naz hesitated, earning Selima precious breathing space as she tore towards the crossroads ahead. She was now only fifty yards away and if she could maintain her speed, she was sure she’d get there first.

To her immense relief, a vehicle now swung into the road ahead, dazzling her with its headlights. It was coming directly towards her and she waved her hands wildly above her head, desperately trying to attract the driver’s attention.

‘Help me! Please stop …’

Her voice was shrill and cracked, but it seemed to have an effect, the vehicle screeching to a halt just in front of her. Relieved, Selima slowed down, thanking the heavens for her good fortune. But as the headlights flicked off and the shape of the vehicle became clear, Selima’s hopes turned to ashes. It wasn’t a passing car, or even a police vehicle. It was the white van. Naz’s partner in crime had cut off her escape route. Even now, he was climbing out of the cab, as his ally closed in from behind.

‘Min xilas bike, Xudan …’

Selima whispered the prayer to herself as she scanned the street for any means of escape. And to her surprise her desperate plea appeared to be answered, the terrified fugitive spotting a cut-through directly to her right, leading away from the street. Selima didn’t hesitate, peeling off to the right, even as Naz lunged at her once more. This time his fingers gained purchase, grasping the soft fabric of her top, but wrenching her arm free, Selima sprinted on, seeking the sanctuary of the alleyway.

She stumbled, bouncing off the walls in her desperation to escape. She could hear two sets of footsteps behind her now and laboured to stay ahead of their rage. The alleyway was littered with rubbish, but hurdling the detritus, she made it to the end, spilling out into the night air once more. A new vista opened up in front of her, but it was scarcely more appealing. In her desperation to escape, Selima had left the city streets behind, only to run straight into a shopping parade. During the daytime, this place would have been bustling, but at this late hour, the shops were closed, the metal security grilles down. She was trapped. Moreover, she was alone.

Or was she? As she pushed deeper into the lonely precinct, she spotted something up ahead. Something that made her heart soar. It was a light. No, more than that – it was a shop! As Selima broke into a sprint, her eyes fixed on the kebab sign glowing in the darkness, beckoning late-night revellers. She wasn’t sure if it was still open, or if she’d be welcome there, but Selima sensed that if she could just make it to the sanctuary of this late-night eatery, she would be safe.

Swallowing her fear, Selima raced towards the light.





Chapter 4

Helen looked out over the city, entranced by the twinkling lights below. The hotel had been Christopher’s choice and she approved. The Mayflower was a new boutique hotel on the fringes of Watts Park, whose penthouse suites commanded magnificent views over Southampton. The vista was particularly beguiling at night when the cityscape came alive, a mass of sparkling whites, yellows and reds. Helen could have stood for hours watching the cars, the late-night revellers, wondering where they were going, who they were with, what pleasures awaited them.

Tugging the fluffy bathrobe around her, Helen couldn’t deny that she was content. Happiness had always been a relative concept for her. It wasn’t something she’d had much experience of, nor was it something she expected. But despite the questions about her future that continued to trouble her and the guilt she felt about abandoning Charlie and her colleagues at Southampton Central, she couldn’t deny that there were elements of her new life that she enjoyed. The time to be herself, to explore new things, to make a stab at having a proper, functioning relationship. Her liaison with Christopher was still in its early days, but the dating app algorithm that had paired them seemed to know its stuff. They were of similar age, had a background in law enforcement and both enjoyed the occasional retreat from the world, usually in an upmarket hotel. Helen knew her funds wouldn’t last forever, that at some point she would have to think about future employment, but for now at least she was content to savour the moment.

Pressing her head to the glass, Helen allowed her gaze to wander over Southampton, seeking out new diversions. Christopher was in the shower, meaning she had a moment’s solitude to savour. Smiling, her eyes moved back and forth, like a prison search light, seeking signs of life.

Then she spotted something that immediately set her nerves on edge. Maybe a hundred feet below, in a gloomy shopping parade, a young woman was sprinting at full pelt, casting frequent looks behind her. Instinctively, Helen pressed closer to the glass. What on earth was this woman doing in that deserted spot so late at night? And who was she running away from?

Moments later, Helen had her answer, two burly figures coming into view, racing after the fleeing woman. Helen’s body tensed, a host of unwelcome questions pulsing through her mind. Why were they chasing her? And what did they intend to do if they caught her? Helen found herself whispering encouragement to the fugitive, urging the young woman to stay ahead of her pursuers and now, to her enormous relief, she saw the woman reach a kebab takeaway, the only establishment still open. Helen watched intently as the woman disappeared inside. Her luck was out, however, her two pursuers following her in, before dragging her out onto the concourse. As she fought to free herself from their clutches, a man appeared in the shop doorway, wearing a chef’s apron over a bright pink t-shirt, but he made no move to intervene, remaining frozen to the spot.

Helen’s heart was hammering in her chest. Surely the takeaway owner would get involved? Or at least call the police? But to her horror, he did nothing, watching on impassively as the two thugs threw the poor woman to the ground. Immediately, their victim scrambled to her knees, clasping her hands together, imploring them for mercy. But they were clearly not the forgiving type, Helen gasping as one of them pulled what looked like a bicycle chain from his jacket pocket. Was Helen imagining she heard a cry, the woman shrieking out in fear and desperation? Either way, her terror did not save her, the man bringing the chain down on her with all his might.

Helen was already on the move, sprinting towards the door as Christopher emerged from the bathroom, towelling his hair.

‘Hey! Where’s the fire?’ he cried, as she surged past him.

Helen didn’t respond, flinging the door open and racing down the corridor. Behind her, she could hear Christopher calling out, but she powered on, reaching the emergency exit and pushing into the stairwell. Perhaps it would be more sensible to take the lift, but Helen couldn’t risk any delays, convinced that every second counted.

She flew down the steps, jumping them four at a time, myriad questions rattling round her brain. What had this woman done to provoke their anger? Why was their attack so violent? And how come they were so blatant about it, apparently heedless of possible witnesses to their crime? Consumed with a desire to understand, to intervene, Helen burst into the lobby, causing the night manager to look up sharply. Breathless and sweaty, she raced on, her robe flapping wildly behind her as she ran towards the exit. Frustrated, she discarded it, sprinting across the lobby in her satin nightdress. Seconds later she was on the street, pausing momentarily, before spotting a dimly lit cut through to the shopping precinct. Sprinting across the road, her bare feet pounding the tarmac, Helen pushed away all thoughts of danger, disappearing inside the shabby passage.

Suddenly plunged into a gloomy darkness, Helen tore on, barely pausing as her leading foot hit something sharp. Shrugging off her discomfort, she kept going, convinced the punishment being meted out to the anonymous woman would be far worse. The corridor seemed endless, but now finally Helen burst out into the desultory parade, casting wildly around her. Immediately she spotted them, a shadowy group not fifty feet away. She’d been hoping for cries, a struggle, signs of life, but to her horror, the woman lay motionless on the ground, her breathless attacker looming over her.

Helen didn’t hesitate, tearing towards the clutch of figures, her speed increasing with each stride. Athletic, lithe and light on her feet, she made little sound and it was only at the last second, as the vile thug raised his arm for yet another blow, that he seemed to clock her approach. The expression on his face changed suddenly, alarm at an approaching intruder morphing to shock as he struggled to process the image of a striking woman in a nightdress bearing down on him. But before he could respond, Helen took off, flying through the air, and planting a solid foot squarely in the middle of his chest. The man fell backwards, landing heavily on his back and gasping in shock. Surprise was now Helen’s ally and she stepped forward decisively, crunching the heel of her foot into the prone thug’s exposed cheek, slamming his head into the floor. Dazed, in pain, he blinked stupidly at the night sky for a moment, before turning away to groan and whimper. Helen paid him no heed, for she could hear footsteps behind her. Turning, she saw the other thug bearing down on her. He was clearly a street warrior, with heavy scarring around his prosthetic left eye, and intent on doing her some serious damage.

‘I don’t know who you think you are, lady, but—’

He didn’t get any further, Helen’s powerful right foot snapping up sharply into his groin. Her assailant groaned, his face contorted in agony. Helen was not minded to show him any mercy, however, driving her fist into his stomach, prompting him to double up sharply, before bringing her elbow down on the back of his neck. With a pitiful groan, he collapsed to the concrete, out cold.

Turning, Helen hurried over to their victim, who lay motionless on the ground. Kneeling down next to her, Helen gently raised the injured woman from the floor, cradling her in her arms. The young woman’s face was bloodied and bruised, her body quivering with agony, but she was alive, which was a relief given the sustained brutality of the attack. Desperately worried, Helen shouted out to the takeaway owner to call an ambulance, only to discover that the shop was now swathed in darkness, the ‘closed’ sign clearly visible.

‘What the f—’

Helen was about to launch a volley of abuse in his direction, but now the woman in her arms coughed violently, a mist of blood drifting from her lips.

‘It’s OK, love, you’re going to be OK,’ Helen intoned, trying to sound as friendly and positive as she could. ‘We’re going to get you help. You’re going to be fine.’

The woman’s eyes swivelled in her head, before finally coming to rest on Helen, her expression a mixture of pain and confusion.

‘I’m a friend,’ Helen reassured her. ‘And I’m going to get you out of here. But I’m going to need you to stand. Do you think you could do that for me?’

Helen regretted now coming out without a phone or any means of summoning help. They would have to make it back to the road, or the hotel just beyond, and they would need to do so fast, before her attackers rallied. But the woman in her arms made no move to respond, barely registering Helen’s presence.

‘Can you tell me your name?’ Helen asked, remembering her basic training. ‘What are you called?’

And now Helen did see a reaction, the woman raising her head, trying to find the words, even through a clutter of broken teeth.

‘Selima,’ she whispered, before sinking back into her arms.

Helen nodded, smiling warmly at her. The injured woman seemed to be in her twenties and of Central Asian or Mediterranean appearance, with ebony hair and rich brown eyes. Intriguingly, she had small tattoos on both her chin and forehead – a cross and a gazelle – though an explanation of their significance would have to wait. The important thing now was to get away.

‘OK, Selima. My name’s Helen and I’m going to help you, but we do need to get you on your feet. I know you’re in pain, but we’ve got to try. Do you think that you can do that for me?’

Selima raised her head again. She looked as if she wanted to say something, but in the end this proved beyond her, so instead she simply nodded, trying to raise her head a little higher.

‘That’s it, slow and steady …’

Helen slipped her hand behind Selima’s back, trying to lever her off the ground. For a moment, Selima seemed to respond, a brave smile tugging at her lips. Then suddenly her expression changed markedly, her face clouding over, panic etched in her features. Helen stared at her for a moment, confused, before realizing the magnitude of her mistake. Convinced that one of Selima’s attackers had roused themselves, Helen turned to look behind her, but she’d barely moved before she received a savage blow to the back of her head. Her whole body lurched sideways, her head spinning, but now a second blow came, sending her crashing to the ground. Her face hit the concrete hard, tearing the skin on her cheek, even as her arms relinquished their grip on her injured companion. Gasping, choking, Helen half-raised her head, but the world was spinning around her, darkness threatening to consume her, and she fell back down to earth with a crash.

She lay there on the dusty concrete, breathing heavily. She felt nauseous and disoriented, yet even through her confusion, she heard Selima cry out once more. Summoning what remained of her strength, Helen attempted to rise again, struggling first up onto her knees and then, falteringly, onto her feet. The precinct floor seemed to sway in front of her, and Helen staggered sideways as if on the deck of a pitching ship. Vomit was rising in her throat, she couldn’t see properly and, as she clamped her hand to the back of her head, her fingers found hot, sticky blood. For a moment, Helen felt sure she would faint, but in spite of this, she was now moving forwards again, following the sounds of Selima’s distress.

Everything was a blur, she could only see outlines, colour and shapes, but even through her confusion, Helen knew that Selima was being dragged away. Now a new sound cut through, an engine roaring, the sound of a vehicle screeching to a halt. Desperately trying to focus, Helen made out the blurred shape of a white van, its one working brake light pulsing red at her. She heard doors open, a cry, then the doors slam shut again. Helen knew exactly what was happening and tried to focus on the vehicle, but the number plate was too far away, too indistinct, for her to make out. Worse still, the van itself was now receding in her fractured vision, driving away at speed. Forlornly, Helen cried out, raising a hopeless arm as if to stop it, only succeeding in unbalancing herself in the process. Startled, Helen was now pitching forward, powerless to stop herself as first her torso, then her head, connected sharply with the ground.

Then everything went black.
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