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‘The light of lights looks always on the motive, not the deed, the shadow of shadows on the deed alone.’

– W. B. Yeats
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Prologue

It’s choice, not chance, that decides your destiny, so they say. But none of this feels like something he’s chosen. He’s sitting by the window of the cafe drinking burnt coffee. It’s well after rush hour and the stream of passers-by preoccupied with their phones has thinned out to a trickle. His table’s illuminated by the white glare of the street lamp and he stares out unblinking at the office block on the other side of the road.

There are three other people in the coffee shop with him and he’s careful to keep his face hidden. The scarf he’s wearing is chin-high and, together with the baseball cap, doesn’t give much away. He takes a sip of his coffee; hot and bitter, it helps calm his nerves. And he is nervous because already this wasn’t how he imagined it would be. He’s one of the bad guys now – and the bad guys are supposed to be terrifying, not terrified.

 

Lukasz Mazurek’s head was pounding. It had been a long day, fiddly and irritating. He reasoned that if he put in the hours now, then he might give himself a standing chance of not having to be here again this time tomorrow. Just once this week would be nice.

‘Go home, Lukasz,’ said a warm voice from the other side of the office. He looked round and saw his boss, Lambeth Council’s principal social worker, Nina Thornbury, getting to her feet. She was slipping on her coat as her PC screen went dark behind her. He straightened up, feeling every tense muscle in his back pinching as he did so.

‘I can’t – I’ve got to prepare a care plan for a meeting tomorrow. A fourteen-year-old girl with learning difficulties—’

‘I know the case,’ she said, interrupting. ‘But that’s not until 2 p.m. – you’ve got bags of time to finish it off. Come back to it fresh, you’ll be better for it.’

He shook his head.

‘I’ve got meetings all morning, a client visit at lunchtime and—’

Nina held up a hand in surrender.

‘I won’t argue with you – I know what you’re like. You’re big enough to manage your own hours.’

He shrugged helplessly.

‘I thought I had hours to kill – trouble is, they fought back and won . . .’ he said with a wry smile.

Nina laughed.

‘Just wish I had a husband as patient as your wife,’ she said.

‘Kurwa,’ he said under his breath, preferring, as usual, to swear in his native Polish. ‘I meant to call her.’

He delved into the pile of paperwork on his desk, fumbling for his mobile. Nina gave him a wave and headed for the door. He found his phone and winced as he saw the message he’d missed by over an hour.

 

Helen

Running late? x        20:16

He quickly tapped out a reply.

 

Lukasz

Sorry! Leaving soon, I promise . . .J        21:19

An answer came almost instantly. In his mind’s eye, he could see her watching TV, her phone perched next to her on the sofa.

 

Helen

No rush. I’ve made a stew. Love you x        21:19

She was used to it and wouldn’t be cross – just worried about him. There’d be a gentle prod about his health later, the familiar refrain that he was working himself too hard. He closed his eyes, trying to summon one last burst of energy. His stomach felt empty, his mouth tasted of old socks, and the thought of that stew was making him salivate. He ignored his complaining body and focused instead on the screen in front. It was just over twenty minutes later when he finally surrendered.

As he made his way out, he looked briefly at the coffee shop opposite. It was tempting to pop in and buy a bag of crisps to keep himself going, but he didn’t want to risk missing the next train home. Another half an hour standing in the cold really didn’t appeal. He hurried on, pulling his coat around him. Walking towards him was a man in a baseball cap staring down at the pavement. Lukasz tried to step out of his path and felt a sudden sharp pain in his midriff. Heat began spreading across his chest. He looked down and realised immediately he’d been stabbed, understood it with almost detached incredulity. The knife was still in the man’s hand, blood dripping off it. Before he could react, his attacker thrust it in a second time. Now, the blade was deep inside, cutting through things he really shouldn’t be able to feel, and his legs began to buckle. The man reached out an arm to steady him.

‘Shhh,’ he said.

 

The Labour MP for Wimbledon South, Claire Beacham, was watching the ten o’clock news with growing irritation. On screen, a woman was standing amidst the packed green benches of the House of Commons and addressing the chamber. She was in her early forties, wearing a black trouser suit, with shoulder-length, mahogany-coloured hair, her eyes searching out her colleagues with good-natured intensity. The woman was Beacham herself, several hours earlier.

‘According to a survey by Women’s Aid, only five per cent of refuge vacancies listed last year could accommodate women with no recourse to public funds. I say again to the minister – we have to do better for victims of domestic abuse. Not by Christmas, not by next year. But now.’

She sat down sharply to a ripple of approval from the MPs behind her. A man in an immaculate suit stood up on the government side and approached the table of the House with an avuncular smile. He laid a smart ring binder down in front of him like a vicar about to give a sermon at the pulpit.

‘We made it very clear when we set out our proposals on housing benefit that we would protect particularly vulnerable people such as the ones the Honourable Lady refers to. Those policies were the right ones then – and they remain the right ones now.’

The news report snapped back to the presenter in the studio and Beacham turned the TV off in disgust.

‘Wanker,’ she said, tossing the remote on to the desk in front of her. ‘Wankers, in fact.’

‘What’s the matter?’ asked the silver-haired man standing next to her. Grant Lassiter was her diary secretary and they were in Beacham’s parliamentary office at Portcullis House. Though the building, a stone’s throw across Parliament Square from the Palace of Westminster, was lavish, her office was not. Small and functional, it often felt more like a cell on long evenings like this.

‘You’ve made the ten o’clock news, every major news website’s carrying it and I’ve got interview requests from several national radio stations for the morning. I’d call that a win,’ he said. Claire exhaled.

‘Yes, I suppose so. Not arguing. I’m just pissed off with myself, mainly – I think I could have done better. I was too’ – she grasped for the right word – ‘woolly.’

‘You’re being too tough on yourself. Again,’ said Lassiter.

‘No, I’m not. This isn’t self-deprecation, Grant – I wasted time this morning that I could have used to prepare myself better.’ Lassiter looked disappointed and she immediately waved a mollifying hand. ‘I’m not blaming you. It’s my fault – spreading myself too thin again.’

‘It’s supposed to be my job to stop that from happening.’

‘So we both failed. But you’ve got an excuse – you don’t get paid enough.’

‘That’s very true,’ he agreed and they both smiled. ‘You’ve got an early start again tomorrow. I’ve booked you a taxi home.’

She looked up, annoyed.

‘I don’t need a car – it’ll cost a small fortune. Public transport’s fine.’

‘What you need is a decent night’s sleep, Claire. It’s on me – you can return the favour some time.’

She shook her head wearily.

‘I’ll pay you back.’

‘Whatever. It’s waiting downstairs. And don’t forget you’re starting early tomorrow with talkRADIO at six-forty. I’ve emailed you the full list of interviews with times. I’ll be up and on the end of my phone if you need me.’

She nodded and stood. She might just get six full hours of sleep if she was lucky, and the call of her bed suddenly felt powerful.

‘Thanks, mate,’ she said sincerely and reached for her coat.

 

‘Smug fuckers, aren’t they?’ declared the driver as they pulled off. Privately Claire was grateful for the unexpected lift. It was a welcome chance to sit back and switch off. What she didn’t need was a chatty driver.

‘Who are?’ she replied, trying not to be rude but hoping he’d take the hint.

‘This government. Muppets, the lot of them. I heard you on the news sticking it up them earlier. My wife loves you.’ He pointed at the Houses of Parliament as they began to cross Westminster Bridge. ‘Always says you’re the only one talking any sense in that place.’

She smiled. The compliment was rather nourishing after the day she’d had.

‘Does she now. And what’s this smart lady’s name then?’ she said, reclining back.

By the time they reached Wimbledon Parkside, the affluent part of south-west London where she lived, Claire had established the driver’s name was Ivan, his wife was called Angie and that they’d been married for nearly forty years. He seemed a decent man who’d been through a bit in his life, and there was also a lack of self-pity which she’d rather warmed to. It had been an unexpectedly nice way to end a long day.

Walking up the drive to the large detached house she shared with her husband, she felt in unexpectedly good spirits. Sometimes talking to someone who didn’t arbitrarily hate you because of your job was refreshing.

As she approached the front door, she saw a medium-sized brown box on the step in front of her. She assumed it was a late delivery from Amazon that her husband hadn’t heard. He was probably blasting out the TV on full volume or the delivery driver hadn’t bothered ringing the bell even though the lights were on. She hated it when they did that. Stooping to pick it up, she then shoved the box under one arm and fumbled for her keys.

‘Have you been wasting money again, Michael?’ she shouted as she entered the hallway. There was no reply, and as she walked into the kitchen, she saw her husband standing by the counter, buttering a slice of bread. Roughly the same age as her, with billowing black hair and matching beard, he possessed either a vaguely Christlike countenance or a satanic one, depending on her mood.

‘What are you talking about?’ he said, looking round.

‘I found this on the doorstep,’ she replied, placing the box on the kitchen table. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Making a sandwich. I’ve been on the phone all night and haven’t eaten. Do you want one?’

‘You beauty . . .’ she said with feeling.

He reached for some more slices of bread from the loaf next to him.

‘Nice performance today, by the way,’ he said. ‘You’ve been all over the news.’ She didn’t reply and he gave her a knowing look. ‘If you tell me you thought you were shit, you can make your own sandwich.’

‘I don’t want to talk about it. It’s all I’ve been talking about all day.’ She pouted and took her coat off.

‘So what’s in the box?’ he said, motioning at it.

‘Don’t know – at first I thought it was a delivery.’ She flipped the box over, looking for some clues. ‘But there’s no writing or labels on it anywhere.’

‘Are you sure it’s safe?’ said Michael, peering at the object in her hands uncertainly now.

She sighed.

‘It’s not a bomb – I know that much.’

‘Carried many bombs, have you?’ he said.

She rolled her eyes.

‘I can tell – it’s probably a gift from a constituent. Wouldn’t be the first time, would it?’

‘Cake with rat poison in then,’ he said with an exaggerated eye-roll.

She made a face at him then shook the package and heard the rustle of plastic inside.

‘Weighs a ton, whatever it is.’

‘Maybe you should let one of the security people at Westminster open it?’ said Michael.

Claire was too tired to be cautious so, using her door key, she scored the front of it open. Inside was a carrier bag. She lifted it out gingerly and immediately something dripped on to her shoe.

‘It’s wet . . .’ Almost in slow motion, she saw her hands were now soaked in dark, red, sticky liquid. ‘Fuck!’ she said, dropping the bag. Something heavy hit the ground with a clunk and rolled across the floor. For a moment they both stared at it in disbelief. And through strands of bloodied hair, the sightless eyes of Lukasz Mazurek peered blankly back up at them.





Chapter 1

Detective Inspector Alex Finn rolled out the blue mat and sat down on it cross-legged, focusing his attention on a framed picture hanging on the far wall of his flat. It was a painting of a small port with a perfect azure sky, some tavernas, and a handful of bright white yachts moored close by. He knew the place well – Fiscardo village on the Greek island of Kefalonia, a place he’d once visited with his late wife Karin. He stilled himself, slowed his breathing down and cleared his mind of everything except the image. Meditation was something that once upon a time he’d have poured scorn on, but in recent months he’d come to appreciate.

He was a tall, lean figure with short, grey-flecked brown hair and high cheekbones. Expensive Prada glasses adorned a well-moisturised face, giving him a slightly professorial look. He didn’t fit most people’s stereotype of what a murder detective looked like – but then he hadn’t been one for a while. Finn was currently on a sabbatical from the job, after suffering from what he now accepted had been a breakdown just over six months before.

In the aftermath of his wife’s death from a brain tumour just over two years earlier, he’d rushed straight back to work. At the time he’d thought it was the best way of dealing with his grief. As it turned out, he’d been wrong – horribly wrong. He hadn’t been able to let go of her – bereavement as addiction is how it had been described to him. How close he’d come to taking his own life the day that addiction finally overwhelmed him, he wasn’t sure. The memory still made him shiver.

It had proven to be the catalyst for change that he’d needed. Since then, he’d been undergoing bereavement counselling, learning to enjoy life once again, and slowly easing his way back into a healthier state of mind. Now on the eve of his return to work, he felt rested, refreshed and just a little bored.

‘Proud of you,’ said Karin.

‘Hush now,’ he replied with a smile, focusing again on the picture.

Finn was a man of routine. After his daily meditation, he went for a swim. After the swim, he went for a walk and then there was a stop for a leisurely coffee at his favourite cafe on Wandsworth Common. Force of habit meant he still studied the news websites closely. He often pictured his colleagues at the Cedar House major investigations team going about their business, and he enjoyed following the progression of their investigations through the media. There’d been a frequent temptation to call in and see how they were doing, but his counsellor had made it clear that to do so would be rather defeating the point of his sabbatical.

As he sipped at his espresso, he flicked through the BBC News website on his phone. The world seemed a little less restless than usual – a Commons debate over domestic violence was dominating most of the headlines. But there were no reports of any fresh murders in south London and his return to work looked like it would be a gentle reintroduction. He watched the world go by for a moment, absorbing the sights and sounds around him. This particular routine was about to come to an end and he would miss it.

 

He spent his afternoon in the Marylebone office of his bereavement counsellor. One last session to put a cap on things for the time being.

‘Do you feel ready?’ she’d asked him and he’d only been able to shrug in response. He’d replied that they’d soon find out, but she didn’t let him go without a warning:

‘Be on your guard, Alex. We’ve talked about triggers – you need to be aware if you feel yourself sliding again.’

The conversation stayed with him on the tube journey home. His job would bring him into contact with death – he led a major investigations team, after all. And with it came the bereaved and with the bereaved came triggers. She was right – he would have to be on his guard. He looked around the carriage and saw a discarded copy of the London Evening Standard on a seat. The headline on the front page read:

‘Domestic Violence Bill disregards needs of victims, warn campaigners’.

He flicked through the pages and again was struck by how quiet things were. If politics was the front page splash, it told you something. A quiet start the next day was probably not the worst thing. He was looking forward to going back, but there were some nerves too. He wasn’t entirely sure how his colleagues were going to receive him after his time away.

That night he made a curry, slow-cooking it until the chicken was hanging off the bone. Spicy and creamy, it was rather sumptuous, even if he said so himself. He’d deliberately laboured over it – one last meal before the job consumed him again. Then, it would be the usual snatched bites to eat, as and when. He was just starting to think about bed when the call from DCI John Skegman came. Skegman was his superior at Cedar House and Finn sighed when he saw the name on the display. It felt like his dad was checking up on him. They’d spoken several times during his sabbatical – the DCI keeping abreast of Finn’s progress. That was fine – but this call, the night before his return, felt a little unnecessary.

‘How are you, Alex?’ said Skegman.

‘I’m good. So what can I do for you that couldn’t wait until tomorrow?’

There was a slightly compressed huff of irritation on the other end and Finn smiled. He knew the face that usually accompanied that sound. The two men generally got on very well, sharing a mutual respect for one another’s abilities. But the DCI was a pedantic and slightly humourless man; not someone you’d want to be trapped next to on a transatlantic flight.

‘You been watching the news this evening?’ asked Skegman.

Finn had seen the main BBC bulletin at ten but nothing particularly noteworthy had jumped out at him.

‘Yes . . . why?’

‘It’s the MP who was in the top story, Claire Beacham . . . well, there’s been an incident at her house tonight.’

Finn sat up, suddenly alert. It felt like Beacham had been subtly following him all day. He recalled the front-page piece in the Standard, the snarky exchange with the minister in the Commons that had been on the news. Skegman explained about the box she’d been left and the severed head it contained.

‘Bloody hell – any idea who the victim is?’ said Finn.

‘No, not yet. Beacham didn’t recognise him. So far we’ve had no fresh reports of a missing person or a body either – so it’s early days.’

Finn dredged his mind for as much as he could recall about Beacham.

‘What is she? The shadow minister for domestic violence?’

‘Yes – “domestic violence and safeguarding”, to give it its full title. But she’s quite low-key most of the time – not one of those that can’t keep their face away from the cameras. The only previous time she’s called the police was over some online trolling.’

‘So what do we think? Is this terror-related?’ said Finn.

‘The head is of a white male – we estimate in his late thirties or early forties. SO15 have been informed but they’re letting us handle the initial investigation.’

Finn nodded. That made sense – counter-terror tended not to get involved until a proven link had been established. But the terrible murders of Labour MP Jo Cox in 2016 and the Conservative MP Sir David Amess in 2021 hung over the conversation.

‘So the day Beacham asks a high-profile question in the House – this happens,’ said Finn. ‘Can’t be coincidental . . .’

‘No. I didn’t think there was much point mucking around, Alex – thought you might want to go to the crime scene for yourself tonight and take a look. It’s not too far from you.’

Finn felt his curry repeat and was grateful he’d only had the one can of lager with it earlier.

‘Makes sense – who’s there now?’

‘Jackie Ojo.’

Finn smiled at the name. Ojo was as much a friend as a colleague, which was rare for him – he tended to keep his workmates at arm’s length socially. With his full support, she’d been temporarily promoted from her rank as a detective sergeant to acting detective inspector in his absence. It was fifty-fifty whether she’d be happy to hand a job like this on to him or be sad to surrender it. The latter, if he was a betting man, he thought.

‘And how’s Beacham?’

‘Pretty traumatised, as you can imagine. Very keen that we keep this away from the media for as long as possible. Jacks can fill you in when you get there. I’ll text you the address.’

Finn was already crossing the room searching for some appropriate footwear. There was a pause on the other end of the phone.

‘What is it, John?’ said Finn, knowing full well what it was.

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’

It was a fair, if irritating question. Finn had deceived his colleagues before about his mental health. He couldn’t blame the man for asking.

‘Don’t you worry about me – I’m fit and raring to go.’
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