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A savage murderer taunts the police from his cell.
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Prologue

‘I knew you’d come. I got your message. I couldn’t do it. I knew you’d come for me, though.’

Davis could feel the man standing behind him. He hadn’t heard him enter the house, but then he hadn’t heard anyone enter the house for a long time, not any real people. Occasionally he thought he heard them come home, Mary and the kids. He’d swear he heard the door open and felt the cold air being warmed through with noise and life. 

On the odd occasion, when it was particularly vivid, he’d actually get up to go and look. He’d take his bottle with him, attached to his hand like his daughter’s phone had been glued to hers, and he’d look across the kitchen, over the dishes and filthy worktops, past the wall cupboards, their doors missing, their shelves empty, and he’d wait and watch, just to be certain that his mind had done it to him, just to be certain they weren’t actually coming home – they’d never been there yet.

He’d take a long swig of whatever he’d managed to afford that week; it didn’t matter what it was, they all tasted the same by the time he started hearing his family come home. 

Then he’d go one of two very distinct directions. 

Sometimes he’d cry. He’d feel his once powerful body lose all of its strength in an instant and he’d slump forward, falling against the doorframe as his legs gave way beneath him, his knees pushing against his pallid skin like coat hangers against thin cotton as he lost the strength to stand. He never dropped his bottle, though – he always had the strength he needed to hold on to that.

He’d slump down on to the floor and he’d cry there for a while, sobbing between long swigs of hard liquor, until he eventually passed out; it was often the best sleep he got.

The other direction was the bad one. 

It was the way that had made them leave him in the first place. The way that made the wall cupboards doorless, put holes in the plastered walls and broke crockery and the windows. The way that made him bleed.

That way never ended in good sleep. That way led to the memories, to the nightmares. 

Sometimes, when the neighbours had had enough, and their children were frightened and unable to sleep, the police would come around and find him slumped on the stairs, still shouting, still screaming, still fighting in his nightmares; he’d fight them all the way to the station.

Now, the cause of those memories, the catalyst of those nightmares, was standing behind him.

‘I’m no good to you,’ he said, not able to turn around in case doing so made the nightmare even more real. 

Davis felt himself start to cry but wasn’t even sure why. It wasn’t fear; he’d wanted to die for a long time, was ashamed that at one time he’d been able to take the life of another so competently, but now, was too much of a coward to take his own. He’d been the reaper for some and now his was standing behind him.

He looked down at his bare, skinny legs and at his small pot belly above them. He was lying back in his favourite armchair, his only armchair, the one that only reclined now since he’d broken something inside it. He wondered how he managed to be fat, to have a pot belly, when he couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten solid food.

His underwear was stained, and he was wearing two pairs of socks, because his feet were so cold all the time. On his top half, open and unbuttoned, was his combat jacket; the warmest thing he owned, that he hadn’t yet managed to sell, lose or have stolen.

‘My mum would be ashamed, you know,’ he said, chuckling and noticing how weak and quiet his voice was in the cold air of his lounge. ‘She always said to keep my underwear clean. “You never know what’ll happen and you don’t want people thinking ill of you if you have an accident”, that’s what she’d say.’

He looked again at the yellow stains on his pants; some were old and faded-looking, like dirty tide marks.

‘Look at me,’ he said, gesturing to his body. ‘What the fuck can I do for you? The others are doing better, I think. Fuck knows, I haven’t heard from them in years, but what can I do?’

The figure behind him never moved, never made a sound.

Davis began to wonder whether he’d made the whole thing up, whether this was just another beginning, whether the drink was offering him a third direction. Maybe he’d no longer hear the children come home; instead, it would be spectres from his past, sneaking silently into his house to haunt him and kill him. 

This felt different. 

He wasn’t that far gone, could see almost three quarters of his bottle of cheap own-brand cider on the folding table next to him and he was fairly sure it was only his third.

Also, the room felt warmer. It felt as though there was another body in it. 

Davis had been a fighter once, a long time ago. There was a time when he wouldn’t have been afraid, wouldn’t have been alone.

In these early stages, when the alcohol hadn’t yet sent him to this dark place, he’d wonder whose fault it all was. 

Had it been his, for signing up, young and stupid, joining the Royal Marines and going to fight for his country? As if the country gave a shit about fighting for him. He’d seen and done things that nobody should have to do, that nobody should ever need to, and they’d affected him; he’d brought them home with him. To his wife and family.

Maybe it was Mary’s fault. 

She could’ve stayed with him, helped him, worked with him to get better and be the man she fell in love with again; maybe he hadn’t all but died in Afghanistan, maybe time could have shown that. She could have saved him and brought him back to life.

He wanted that, recognised it now as the tears rolled down his face, touching the corner of his mouth. 

Maybe it was the fault of the government, the Ministry of Defence, the Navy Board, the Royal Marines, Taz Lewis and the others who’d all abandoned him so quickly and easily after they got back from that trip to hell.

He felt his fists begin to clench, felt his breathing quicken. It wasn’t his fault, he wasn’t sure which bastard’s fault it was, but it wasn’t his and he wasn’t going down like this. 

‘WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM ME?’

He bellowed the words as he grabbed for his bottle and turned, throwing it towards the dark figure who was standing against the wall behind him.

Davis was up in an instant, no longer caring that he was wearing only socks, pants, and a combat jacket that stank of his own urine. He charged the figure, for a second almost pleased that the man was actually there, that he hadn’t wasted the cider on a false dream.

‘I’LL KILL YOU.’

He ran forward, confident and loud, the old muscles remembering and driving him forward as he closed with his enemy.

Suddenly he had nowhere left to go. 

He was stopped in his tracks. 

His body seemed to fold back on itself, as though he’d been hit so hard, the blow had penetrated what small amount of skin and flesh separated his belly button from his spine.

The figure was on him, stronger, so much stronger. 

Blows landed on his emaciated frame and he was sure he heard his ribs crack as he laboured for breath. Then a hand tightened around his throat, the fingers reaching behind his Adam’s apple and closing together slowly.

‘What do you want from me?’ he croaked, choking and retching as he tried to inhale. 

He felt the hand loosen its grip slightly and he was able to breathe. 

His ribs definitely felt broken.

‘I’m no good to anyone. I can’t help you. I can’t even help myself. I can’t do anything,’ he said, the words pouring out between gasps and sobs. ‘I got your message, but I can’t help. I couldn’t get there.’

The figure was silent, only inches from his face, and Davis could smell toothpaste on the man’s breath as it passed through some kind of thin covering, like a stocking, stretched over the contours of the man’s face.

‘You can help me,’ said his attacker, speaking for the first time. ‘I need you to take a message to somebody.’

Davis began to nod, tried to, but his head was held firmly against the floor like a dog being submitted in a fight.

‘I’ll do that,’ he said. ‘I can do that.’

He paused, blinking, trying hard to breathe, but never quite getting enough air. The pain was coming into sharper focus as his adrenaline began to subside. 

Davis knew he’d need to go to a hospital about his ribs, but he’d just need a few sips of something stronger than cider first, so he’d have strength for the journey.

‘I’d need some money, though,’ he said quickly. ‘To get me there. So I can deliver your message.’ 

The figure paused, released his throat and stood up, leaning forward and offering a hand, then lifting Davis to his feet in a single, excruciating movement.

Davis limped straight back to his chair, his left arm bent against his side as he stooped over. There was another bottle of cider on the floor and he tried to reach for it but was too sore and instead he lowered himself into the chair and shut his eyes as he tried to distance himself from the nauseating pain.

The figure moved round now, standing between him and the window, silhouetted by the dull grey light that seeped in through the filthy brown net curtains.

‘I think you broke my ribs,’ Davis said, between laboured breaths. ‘When do you need me to deliver the message? I’ll need to go and get this seen to, so if you give me a few quid, I can get going.’

‘It’s gotta be now,’ said the figure.

Davis watched as the figure’s hand disappeared into his pocket to retrieve something. 

The man threw it across and Davis looked down at his lap as it landed.

It was a thin piece of wire, with a wooden toggle at either end.

Davis looked up.

‘You know what I gotta have,’ said the figure. ‘You remember. Just the one.’

Davis was already shaking his head.

‘No. Please. I never said anything to anyone. I lived with it. I kept it inside. It ruined everything. It’s like cancer. It just fucking stayed there growing and eating and taking away everything from inside me. But I kept it in there anyway.’

‘Left hand.’

‘No. I kept my mouth shut . . .’ said Davis, his voice rising.

The words trailed off as he saw the figure move towards him, slowly, almost reluctant, a long sigh slipping through the mask as he crossed the room.

‘I kept your fucking secret,’ Davis said again.

The man changed pace, moving fast and sudden.

Davis tried to react, wincing as his ribs screamed, but before he could do anything to defend himself, the man was on him, close to him, straddling him like Mary had done in the early days when she’d loved him and wanted him.

He felt the figure close to him, felt his weight bearing down on him and his warm breath brushing past his ear as the man forced his hand up and underneath the bridge of Davis’s nose, bringing tears to his eyes and forcing his head back until his neck locked and stars appeared in front of his eyes.

‘You’re gonna do it, buddy. You’re gonna do it now, too. Because if you don’t, then I’m going to beat you bad. So bad that you’ll stay in this chair. I won’t need to tie you. I’ll beat the shit out of you until you want to stay here. Then I’m gonna bring in Mary, Sarah and Joe and I’m gonna make you watch, while I make them take their fingers off, see? I’ll tell them that they’re doing it because you won’t, and they can add that to the long list of things you wouldn’t do for them, you useless piece of shit. When I’m done, and I’ve got theirs, I’ll make them each eat them. Then I’ll beat and torture your family while you lay here and watch. It’ll be like a horror movie.’

Davis was sobbing now, listening as every word seemed to break down another small piece of his resolve.

‘Eventually, you’ll do what I asked. Though, as seems to be your thing, the damage will all be done, and it’ll be way too late. But you’ll do it and you’ll blame someone else for your dead family and your shitty life. Then, if I was you anyways, I’d kill myself. No way I could live with the shame. But you’re not me, so you’ll probably just go back to drinking your cheap liquor and being angry at all that’s gone wrong for you.’

‘I kept your secret. I saw what you did and told no one,’ Davis whimpered.

‘Then you’ll know for damn sure that you don’t want me within a hundred miles of those folks you scream about in your sleep. The ones you say you love.’

‘I do love them,’ Davis said, his voice now a whisper. 

The man climbed off him and made to turn away, then seemed to reconsider. He reached back into his pocket and pulled something else out.

‘Good. Then put it in this paper bag when you’re done,’ he said, and leaned against the wall, watching and waiting. ‘And be quick. We got some place to be.’


PART 1


Chapter 1

She could hear them through the walls.

The sounds were muffled so the words weren’t always perfectly clear, but she could still hear them. The only exception was when, for reasons she couldn’t tell, they suddenly lowered their voices and then she heard nothing, as though they’d lapsed into silence.

‘This cannot go on, Roger. This shall not go on.’

She couldn’t always hear Roger’s replies.

He’d been her boss in the Crimes Involving Loss of Life team for several years, and her friend for many more years before that. His voice was lower, carried less through the walls, but he’d speak to defend her, Dani was confident of that much; he always had.

‘No, Roger. She’s an average investigator at best and is often drawn to below average status because she cannot seem to follow our rules and procedures. She thinks she’s better than everyone else and acts accordingly and you, for far too long, have tolerated and encouraged these thoughts and deeds.’

The tone of Captain Harrow-Brown’s voice meant that his words carried more clearly than Roger’s low grumble.

He was Roger’s boss, a full captain, three ranks higher than Dani and one above Roger, and he was a career man, a politician in military garb, and he wanted no one in his chain of command who might do anything to draw negative attention and slow his rise.

Dani knew the man hated her and she hadn’t had to use any of her investigative skills to discern that; he barely concealed it most of the time.

‘Maybe it was the sabbatical, Roger? Hastily arranged and poorly considered. Perhaps taking a year out so soon after screwing up her big success wasn’t the best idea. Maybe what she really needed at that time was guidance, leadership, advice and direction from you, to bring her back into the right way of doing things rather than giving her a year’s holiday to start building conspiracies in her mind.’

She was sure she heard swearing in Roger’s reply.

Roger only had a year left in the Royal Navy Special Investigation Branch, had no chance of promotion, and had been a grizzled and fearless campaigner his whole career. He didn’t hold back when he was alone with Harrow-Brown, or ‘Captain Hardly-Worthit’ as he often called his superior behind his back. Roger also knew why Dani had taken a year’s sabbatical. 

He’d watched as she’d unmasked Christopher Hamilton, a man she’d known and worked with in the Royal Navy Police, and brought him to justice for multiple murders.

It was widely accepted that Hamilton had been killing for more than thirty years and Dani was certain that his true tally of murders could run well above a hundred, but there were no bodies and little evidence that could be used to convict him.

She’d written a paper about him in the wake of his capture, postulating that he couldn’t have killed for as long as he did – and permanently concealed that number of bodies – without help.

The tabloids were already buzzing with stories about a military-trained serial killer who’d twice been seconded to support police efforts to capture himself, and when they ran the story that the investigator who’d captured Hamilton believed there was another killer out there, Dani’s career was left in tatters. 

Her thoughts and theories on Christopher Hamilton were laid open for all to see, and her naval superiors repeatedly chastised her for writing it and mocked her for suggesting such a thing was possible.

Serial killers working together were rare and, as Dani suggested, working together purely to conceal the victims was unheard of outside family groups – Hamilton had no real family.

It was after this, when her superiors had chewed her up for even writing such a paper and then accused her of leaking it, that Hamilton had reached out from prison to take some revenge.

They’d been waiting for her as she left a remote pub near Portsmouth. 

The attack had been fast and brutal.

She’d fought them and escaped, but she could still feel the marks they’d left on her back and she knew they’d never fade. 

She’d known it was Hamilton who’d sent them, was certain of it. 

It wasn’t just the fact that it’d happened on the anniversary of his conviction, it was the way the attack was planned. 

The men were going to beat her and humiliate her, to make sure she was left with scars inside and out – a lasting reminder. 

Hamilton had all but admitted that he was behind the attack during an interview in recent months, but she’d known anyway.

No one was ever caught or punished for the assault, because, aside from Felicity and Roger, she’d never told a soul, yet Hamilton had known and had enjoyed letting her know that he did.

It was Roger she’d turned to after the attack, Roger who’d cleaned her up, dressed the wounds and arranged for her to take a break, which became a sabbatical, to give her the time she needed to recover.

When she came back, it was Roger who then sent her to investigate a murder-suicide onboard the submarine, HMS Tenacity, though it seemed that wherever she went, Hamilton followed in some form or other.

‘She’s incapable of taking any investigation on and not making it about her, and you damn well know it. That debacle on Tenacity – claiming she was assaulted by the crew—’

‘If she says she was assaulted then she was!’

Roger’s words were loud and angry now, and Dani could hear the threat in his voice; Roger Blackett was not a man to take lightly.

‘And yet she didn’t report it. Didn’t retain any evidence.’

There was a low mumbled response.

‘Images of an injury that could have been caused bumping into a valve or other piece of equipment on that damn submarine. It’s evidence she was hurt, not evidence someone hurt her, Roger. And even when she could have clawed some kind of victory from this, she chose defeat again – not content to have captured some sailors carting a few bags of narcotic for some extra money, she had to make it a conspiracy, something that went all the way to the top. According to her, she’d discovered the kernel of a criminal empire that was using the resources of Her Majesty’s Government to do its evil. She’s unhinged, Roger. And now there’s this . . .’

Dani waited, wanting to listen and equally desperate not to. She stood by her conviction that the men who’d smuggled drugs on board the submarine Tenacity could not have acted alone. They were sailors, not drug dealers – they were mules who liked some extra money and thought they’d get away with it, but they had no way of moving serious quantities of drugs, no network, no protection. It was so obvious to Dani that the situation went deeper, that anger began to filter through the numbness she felt as she lay beneath the crisp sheets of her hospital bed. She knew what was coming next, too, could almost taste it on the air.

‘And her fixation with Christopher Hamilton,’ Harrow-Brown continued. ‘That’s gone beyond a joke. She’s been watching too much television, Roger. She’s hanging on to that connection because she thinks it gives her power, because she thinks it makes her indispensable. It doesn’t. This latest shambles has gone all the way to the top. I’m briefing the Chief of the Defence Staff tomorrow morning and I’m struggling to know what I’ll say, because her actions are indefensible.’

‘As if you’d try to defend anything but your own backside.’

Dani almost snorted as she heard Roger’s response.

There was silence for a while and she imagined the two men staring each other out, Harrow-Brown slowly realising that he couldn’t intimidate Roger and that her friend wouldn’t back down from his beliefs.

‘How the hell did she end up there, Roger? Tell me that,’ said Harrow-Brown, his voice quieter. ‘What the hell is going on with her? You talked me into approving her assistance with the new Hamilton investigation, and I know she’s been in to see him several times, but I had no idea that the body parts of some of his victims had been sent directly to her.’

Dani heard a low rumble as Roger answered. She couldn’t hear his words but guessed that he was explaining that that information hadn’t been shared with anyone at that stage.

‘Yes, I know that,’ snapped Harrow-Brown. ‘But if the media starts digging into all this, especially with her affinity for headline-hungry actions . . .’

Dani didn’t know if he’d left the words hanging or simply lowered his voice for whatever he said next, but she took the opportunity to shut her eyes and turn over in her bed. 

This was a laborious process, the pain throbbing in her injured shoulder. She squeezed her eyes shut and willed herself not to listen to any more, but how could she not? She was seeing something bigger. From the very beginning, it had felt as though someone was manipulating her. As though she’d been set in motion, not for justice, but to meet someone else’s aim. And yet she knew, in the logical part of her mind, that she couldn’t see the big picture, let alone describe it coherently to someone else. She didn’t know why it was happening, or when it had started, except that somewhere near the middle, likely at the very centre of all that was happening, was Christopher Hamilton.

He was always there. He always seemed to know where she was and what she did.

‘How the hell do you start to investigate a girl who goes missing from a warship and end up beaten half to death in a shop with bodies all over the place and the head of a naval rating in the fridge? We’ve kept it under wraps for now, Roger, but this is going to go public very soon. She found the young girl, Roger, she’ll take that as a win and it is. She caught Sarah Cox, which is another victory, but all of this will certainly mean the press drawing parallels with the Hamilton case and we both know that that will swiftly lead to the re-publication of Miss Lewis’ paper and her outlandish claims that he had help. Questions will be asked and someone will ask the million dollar questions – why was she there alone? And what the hell is going on that she’s not telling us?’

Harrow-Brown spoke with the brave certainty of a keyboard warrior, protected from the target of his words as he wilfully missed the point. Not only did he feel he could be rude and overbearing because of the protection allowed him by his rank, but he focused only on the parts of the narrative that aided his point of view.

Dani’s last investigation had been to find a missing girl, and she had been found, thank goodness, along with her kidnapper, Sarah Cox, but someone else had been there too, unseen, and they had managed to get ahead of Dani. 

The search for Natasha Moore should have ended when Dani found the makeshift cell in Sarah Cox’s home, but someone got there first and had taken both Natasha and Sarah Cox, then lured Dani to the abandoned shop in the New Forest, a place she’d been to only once before and had never wished to visit again. 

That had to have been a set-up.

Harrow-Brown’s voice cut through her thoughts. 

‘This whole thing, the mess on Tenacity, the creation of conspiracies everywhere she goes . . .’

Dani wanted to climb out of bed, hurtle along the linoleum on the military hospital corridor, find Harrow-Brown in the next room and scream, ‘What about Ryan Taylor’s head turning up in that shop, in a refrigerator? You tried to stop me looking for him and someone decapitated him.’

She imagined herself grabbing his pallid face, squeezing his features and ignoring the shock in his beady eyes as she forced him back against the magnolia wall. She carried on shouting in her head: ‘Think about it, you bloody moron! Why would someone decapitate a drug mule and leave his head for me to find? It makes no sense! People selling drugs don’t want attention like that – they don’t want to give me more evidence to build a case against them. Somebody did it because they wanted to send a message.’

She halted her mental tirade, because the only way she could continue would be to tell him the truth, and she couldn’t do that. She couldn’t yet admit that when she’d come to after being battered by an unseen figure at that shop, there’d been some men there with her, three of them. Two were known gangsters, crime boss Jimmy Nash and his assistant Marcus, members of an organisation that had the will, knowledge and muscle to shift the types of drugs Dani had found on Tenacity – the sort of people who’d be hurt by her actions on board the submarine. 

It was their mule who’d been decapitated and their organisation that would eventually come under scrutiny – they gained little from the scene. 

And then there was the third person in the room, the person for whom Dani was the message – her father.

Harrow-Brown was speaking again, but Dani couldn’t bear to listen. She’d been used to send a message to her father and to Jimmy Nash. 

That thought made her furious, that someone could manipulate her and interfere with her investigation to get her to a certain place at a certain time. 

Two other things really boiled inside her. 

She needed to find out what the message was that was being sent to her father and Jimmy Nash, but more than that, she needed to know who was helping Hamilton to send it.

The article she’d written years before came back to her, as it often did. 

She thought about the evidence against Hamilton, or lack of it, the sheer complexity of what he did and how he did it so brazenly. 

There was someone helping him, watching Dani, interfering and manipulating her, and she was going to find out who that was – then she’d get to see how Hamilton coped when he was the one who became truly isolated. 

She turned on to her back and tried to shuffle up into a sitting position. Her head was pounding, and she saw the two painkillers on the locker next to a small plastic cup half-filled with water.

‘Sideline her, Roger. I mean it. Nothing new for her. Make sure she rests up and stays out of the bloody way. She can continue to help the NCA, because I’m not able to turn that tap off so quickly, but I want you watching her. I’ll hold you personally responsible for any trouble she gets herself into.’

Dani took the painkillers and sat for a moment, letting her head adjust to being upright again.

Harrow-Brown was saying more, but she was already thinking of other things.

Her father had said he’d come back to explain why he was there when she’d woken up at the shop, and she needed to have that conversation, but first and foremost she needed to get out of here.
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