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PROLOGUE


Maybe if the man hadn’t smiled at him, Martin wouldn’t have given himself away. It had taken him a few seconds, his initial look of indignation slowly changing to one of recognition.

‘Hello, Martin. Long time no see,’ he’d said.

He was much older, frailer even, but that smile was the same.

Martin hadn’t understood it properly in the past but the gesture was practised, designed to put him at ease while at the same time asserting dominance. Before, it had been as if the man were looking straight into his very soul. The smile always suggested he knew every little detail about Martin and would ultimately use it to his own ends.

And it seemed that nothing much had changed.

Martin felt the same chill he’d experienced every time the man had smiled at him in the past. It penetrated his bones, deep into his marrow, and all he wanted to do now was retreat, to escape this folly and pretend none of this had ever happened.

But they wouldn’t let him.

Martin had been following the man for weeks, tailing him through the streets of Worle day after day from a safe distance.

Every day, the man conducted the same mundane routine: morning walk, visit to the newsagents, an evening pint of beer, and dinner at home. The lights always went off in the master bedroom between 10:30 p.m. and 11:00 p.m.

It didn’t feel right to Martin that someone so monstrous could live a life of such mundanity when he should’ve been wrestling continuously with demons. He went about his day as if he wasn’t any different from anyone else, as if he wasn’t a destroyer of lives.

Such was the easy domesticity of the man’s routine that Martin had begun to doubt himself. Maybe the man’s crimes were imagined, or he was stalking the wrong person. His mind started playing tricks on him, suggesting that people could change, and that this old man who walked to the shops every morning to get his newspaper was nothing like the person he’d once been.

But they’d dissuaded him from such notions.

They’d reminded him of his purpose and had even gone so far as to recount the terrible things the man had done. Yet even as he took the key from its hiding place and let himself into the side garage now used as a maintenance room, Martin’s doubts remained.

They’d told him he had to be the first. The plan was simple: track and follow the man until the opportunity arose, then subdue and expose him. It had sounded easy enough, but many opportunities had presented themselves and Martin had balked at the last moment, until it reached a stage where they’d begun to lose faith in him.

It had to be tonight, they told him, and so it was that he’d taken that extra step of courage. He’d broken in when the man had been at the pub, and was now face to face with him for the first time since this had all begun.

‘So, what are you doing here, Martin? Why are you inside my house?’

The man had taken a step nearer, the same penetrating smile still plastered on his wizened face. Like an apparition, he now held a hammer in his right hand, having swiped it from a workbench like a magic trick.

His eyes followed Martin’s gaze to the weapon, and he gave a slight nod of acknowledgment.

Martin’s resolve was fading. He knew fine well what the man was capable of, and the pleasure he would derive from using that hammer. Every inch of Martin wanted to turn and run, but his body remained fixed.

He imagined them telling him he had to go through with this, reminding him that the smiling man wasn’t the threat he had once been. Now, he was old and weak. Martin was younger and stronger, with righteousness on his side.

‘I’ve come to end this,’ Martin said, surprised by the calmness of his own voice and the authority in his tone.

‘Like hell,’ the man said, taking another step forward, the hammer swinging in the air.

It was as if Martin had been training the last forty years for this exact moment, even though he hadn’t expected such a confrontation. He’d started self-defence training in senior school and, although they rarely practised against hammer attacks, the same principles of attack and defence applied.

The man’s mistake was his momentum, the elaborate swinging of his right arm. Before Martin knew it, he’d blocked the advance, taken the hammer from the man and, in one movement, swung it at his would-be assailant.

A satisfying cracking sound echoed off the concrete walls of the garage as the hammer reached the man’s chin. Wide-eyed, he fell to the ground, a confused look, almost comical, on his now-misaligned jaw.

The plan was simple, they told him. Subdue him and make him endure what he’d once made others endure, before…

The man was making gurgling noises as he lay on the grey floor, blood and loose teeth dribbling from his mouth. Martin moved to him and hauled his body over his shoulder, surprised by the man’s lightness.

A shiver ran through Martin’s body as he carried him upstairs.

He was back in the cold room, shivering in his underwear as water cascaded into the waiting bath.

He shook the vision away.

The man tried to murmur his protests as Martin held him over the bath he’d already run. His body was frail and light, so brittle that it felt incongruous to Martin that he’d ever been scared of him.

He imagined their appreciation as he looked the man in the eyes, cradling him like a baby before placing him into the waiting water.
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It was a more relaxed morning than usual for Louise Blackwell and her family. Although both she and her husband, Thomas, were due into work and the children had to be dropped off at their respective schools, they’d somehow managed to sit down to breakfast together.

Emily was busy chatting to Jack as Thomas placed a cup of black coffee in front of Louise. ‘Are you seeing your mum today?’ he asked, swiping a piece of toast and tearing the corner off it.

Louise noticed Emily give her a quick look at the mention of her grandmother. Louise’s mother’s health had been deteriorating these last few months, and although Emily knew some of the details, Louise had yet to share with her the worst of it: that the diagnosis was terminal.

‘Not today,’ she said. ‘Though we’re all going over this weekend. Dad’s decided he’s going to cook us Sunday lunch.’

‘That should be interesting,’ Thomas said, kissing her on the top of her head before turning to the children. ‘Right, you two, let’s go.’

Emily helped her brother from his chair. Louise walked them to the door, still amazed at the sight of Emily in her school uniform, having started at the local comprehensive school three weeks back. She already looked so much older, her independence growing, and Louise was at once proud of her while wondering what the next few years had in store for her niece who was now her adopted daughter.

She bent down and kissed Jack goodbye. ‘Be a good boy today,’ she said.

Jack gave her a tight embrace. Like his sister, he was growing too fast. He was in his last year of preschool, and Louise found it difficult to believe he’d be in reception next year. She tried to hold on to every moment with him, recording every change in a journal, but life seemed to seep by. One day soon it would be Jack who was off to senior school, and that time would come before they knew it.

‘Are you okay picking them up still?’ Louise asked Thomas.

Thomas kissed her goodbye on the cheek, a hint of his citric aftershave lingering in the air. ‘No problem. I’ve got the one meeting in Bristol, then I’m effectively working from home. When are you going in?’

‘I’ll just clean up here and go in after,’ Louise said. She’d worked until 11 p.m. last night, so she was due a later start, though she’d still be in the office by 9 a.m.

She watched the three of them climb into the car, Thomas driving off before she shut the front door. A strange type of silence came over the house as she retreated inside and cleaned the morning dishes. Although it had only been a few minutes, she already missed the noise and chaos, was already looking forward to seeing them all that evening.

She poured coffee into a thermos and was about to leave for the office when her phone rang.

‘Blackwell.’

‘DCI Blackwell, how are you this morning?’ came the dour Glaswegian accent on the other end of the phone. It had been two years since Louise’s promotion to DCI, but she was still not used to being addressed that way. That was probably why her boss – the now Detective Superintendent Robertson – kept using the title.

‘Not too bad, Iain,’ she said. ‘To what do I owe this honour?’ she replied, already fearing the answer.

‘You still at home?’

‘Yes, why?’

‘Possible homicide in your neck of the woods. I thought you’d want to take a look’.

Louise’s role as DCI was supposed to have meant more office-based hours and less hands-on investigative work. She’d initially been worried about taking the role on, being more used to the day-to-day involvement of an investigation, but although things had changed slightly and she spent more time behind a desk than she ever had before, she’d been relieved to still be able to occasionally work in the field.

‘What sort of body are we looking at, Iain?’

‘A very cold one,’ Robertson replied enigmatically. At first, Louise thought he was referring to a cold case. Her mind went back to her last major case prior to her promotion, where a set of human remains had been found in a nearby cave structure.

‘How cold are we talking?’

‘Oh, I didn’t mean it like that,’ Robertson said with a deep growl of laughter. ‘An IC1 male, aged sixty-four, has been found in a cold bath. There are signs of assault.’

‘I hope to God you weren’t making a pun on IC1 male there, Iain.’

‘Now, would I do something like that? So, can I tell them you’re going to do it? I’ll send Miles over once he turns up,’ Robertson said, referring to her colleague, DC Miles Boothroyd.

‘Perhaps now’s the time we let him head this one up himself?’

Robertson didn’t immediately reply. ‘You give it the once over. I’m getting some conflicting noise from the first responder. After you make your first assessment, we can look at assigning roles. I’ll send the details now.’

Robertson hung up before she could reply, and an address pinged up on her screen which was less than a mile from her house.

Janice Sutton, the head CSI, was waiting for Louise as she arrived at the property in Worlebury ten minutes later. Louise nodded to the uniformed officer guarding the police cordon and walked over to Janice who was standing outside the garage which adjoined the semi-detached property.

‘Sending in the big guns, are they?’ Janice said, removing her CSI mask.

‘The joys of living in Weston,’ Louise replied. ‘What have we got?’

‘The corpse has been identified as belonging to Jeffrey Gregson, aged sixty-four. He was discovered this morning by his sister, Sheila. She’s inside.’

‘He was found in the bath I believe?’ Louise asked, repeating the piece of information Robertson had given her.

Janice nodded. ‘The sister hadn’t heard from him the last few days. She let herself in last night and noticed the garage door was open. She went upstairs and found the body. Want to take a look?’

‘I’d love to,’ Louise said, pulling on her own protective CSI uniform, known colloquially as a noddy suit, just as Miles arrived, ducking under the police tape and jogging over to them.

Miles was six foot four with a rugby player’s build and strawberry blonde hair. He was currently studying for his sergeant’s exam having worked as her understudy for the last two years. Louise had found him diligent and hard-working from the off, and his work in CID had chipped away at his previous naivety.

‘Just in time, Miles. Get your protective gear on and come take a look.’

They waited for Miles to clumsily pull on his own noddy suit, which was a tight fit over his considerable bulk.

The air inside the garage was musty, a dim light shining from the deep freeze in the corner. ‘Body’s upstairs. Through here,’ Janice said, leading them to a side door into the house proper.

‘This is a bit ominous,’ Miles said as they took the stairs.

‘You wait and see,’ Janice replied, stopping outside the bathroom.

The scene inside was almost a caricature of a horror movie. Jeffrey Gregson’s lifeless eyes staring up at them from the bath which was still pooled with water.

‘What’s wrong with his face?’ Miles said.

‘It’s been drowned,’ Janice replied deadpan.

Miles turned to look at her, a sardonic look on his face.

Louise understood what he was referring to. The man had a misaligned jaw, and she’d already spotted the potential reason why. She nodded towards the hammer on the bathroom floor already in an evidence bag.

‘There’s blood on it,’ Janice confirmed. ‘Thought you’d want to see it in situ.’

‘You want to piece all this together, DC Boothroyd?’ Louise asked.

‘Our victim was attacked by someone brandishing a hammer. They cracked his jaw, then drowned him in the bath?’

‘Seems about right,’ Janice replied.

‘He was definitely drowned?’ Louise asked. ‘He didn’t die from the injuries?’

‘I’ll need the post-mortem to confirm,’ Janice said. ‘But there’s foam around the mouth and nose, as well as the marks on his neck. That’s a strong indicator he was breathing when he went under. And look at the scratches on the rim of the bath.’

Louise looked closer at the small grooves in the enamel.

‘There’s blood under his fingernails too,’ Janice added. ‘Could be his own from the scratching, but it could also belong to whoever held him down. We’ll know more when the lab results come back. But as you can see there’s water everywhere. My guess is he put up a fight… and whoever did this held him down until the fight left him.’

Louise shivered as she pictured the scene. The hammer blow would have obviously weakened the victim, but the killer would still have had to have the resolve to hold him down beneath the water until the life left him. She tried to imagine what it must have been like for the victim, staring up from the water at his attacker knowing they would be the last person they would ever see.

As she left the room, she wondered what could have provoked the killer into such a violent and remorseless attack.
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Louise couldn’t shake the image of Jeffrey Gregson’s wide eyes beneath the sheen of cold water, as she made her way around the rest of the man’s house, accompanied by Miles.

The victim’s sister, Sheila, was being watched over by one of the uniformed team downstairs.

The mode of death had been horrific enough, but the likely scenario—that Jeffrey had been drowned after the attack with the hammer–suggested something beyond premeditated murder. Blood had been found in the garage and the stairs, so the working theory was that the initial attack had taken place downstairs, and that the killer had taken Jeffrey upstairs to drown him.

‘Doesn’t have much of a homely feel, does it?’ Miles said, shaking her from her reverie.

Louise had been thinking the same thing. The house was more functional than homely. No photographs or paintings hung on the walls, and there were no trinkets on the sideboards, or signs of anyone being part of Jeffrey’s life.

Louise ran her finger along the window of the main bedroom, covering it in dust which seemed to lay on everything. Jeffrey’s house was neat, but definitely not clean.

In the bathroom, the taps were pitted with lime scale, a greasy residue running over the sink and the shower. The carpets were worn and a stale, lingering smell followed them wherever they moved.

Downstairs, the living room had a full three-piece sofa and two armchairs, but even a cursory look suggested only one of the chairs was in constant use, the yellow-brown armchair faced directly in front of the television.

On the side table next to it were TV magazines, tissue boxes, an empty cigarette pack, and an overflowing ashtray. On the sideboard was a supermarket-branded whisky bottle – down to its last quarter – with a chipped glass beside it.

Appearances could be wrong, but Louise certainly didn’t envy the potentially lonely life she thought Jeffrey had endured prior to his death.

They walked through to the kitchen, Miles stooping so he could get under the doorframe, where the uniformed officer was sitting at a small kitchen table and introduced them to Jeffrey’s sister, Sheila Wood.

Sheila nodded, shook hands and put out the cigarette she’d been dragging on. Louise thanked the uniformed officer before sitting at the table with Miles.

Sheila was struggling to sit still. Her body was trembling, her fingers drumming on the kitchen table.

‘When was the last time you spoke to Jeffrey?’ Louise asked her.

‘About a week ago. We don’t speak that often, but we were supposed to be going to the graveyard today to put flowers on Mum’s grave. That’s why I came round here this morning.’

Louise blinked away the thought of her own mother and her cancer diagnosis. ‘And you tried Jeffrey by phone prior to that?’

‘Two or three times. He wasn’t great at responding, but he did usually get back to me one way or another. I thought maybe he’d lost his phone or something.’

‘And you let yourself in?’ Miles asked.

‘Well, I rang the doorbell first. I have his front door key on my keyring for emergencies.’

‘And you found his body in the bath?’

Sheila took out a cigarette and drummed it on the countertop but didn’t light it, just rolled it in her hand as if for comfort.

‘I was about to call, the police, I mean, this morning but thought I’d better look around first. There was a draught in the house when I let myself in and I saw that the side door into the garage was open. I noticed the blood on the garage floor. I went to call then but thought I should check the house first. That’s when I found him.’

Louise nodded. Although she was clearly shaken, Sheila’s recounting of the situation was factual and straightforward. So much so that she wondered if Sheila had rehearsed all of this. ‘What did you do then, Sheila? Just so we are clear about events.’

‘I saw the hammer, and then I saw Jeffrey in the bath.’ She began shaking her head violently. ‘I don’t think I’ll ever be able not to see that again,’ she said, her eyes darting upwards.

Louise looked at Miles and nodded to the kettle, Miles standing to make them drinks. ‘Did you touch anything? Did you go to your brother, to check if he was alive?’

Sheila stopped shaking as if the question had jarred. ‘He was blue and his eyes were wide open. I screamed and ran out of the room and called you.’

‘Did you touch the hammer?’

‘No, why?’

‘Nothing to worry about,’ Louise said. ‘We’re going to have to ask you to come into the station and take some fingerprints and DNA if that’s okay. It’s purely procedural.’

Sheila looked over to Miles who was pouring hot water into three tea mugs before nodding at Louise.

‘Was Jeffrey your only sibling?’ Louise asked as Miles returned with the tea, receiving a large smile from Sheila as she took the cup from him.

‘He was. He was eight years older than me. As I said before, we didn’t really talk that much. The age gap made a big difference when we were children and we just never saw each other as we got older. In fact, we only really got in touch again when Mum passed away.’

‘When was that?’ Miles asked.

‘Four years ago.’

‘What can you tell us about him? Your brother?’ Louise asked.

Sheila took a deep breath. She went to drink the tea, her mouth lingering on the cup’s edge before deciding against it. ‘He was a decent man. He used to work in construction and did a bit of painting and decorating in his latter years.’

‘Did he ever marry? Or have a partner?’ Miles asked.

Sheila shook her head. ‘No. He was always a little uncomfortable around women, I found. I don’t remember him ever being with someone. I think he was quite lonely.’

‘What about men?’ asked Louise.

‘What about them?’

‘You said Jeffrey was uncomfortable around women. Maybe he had relationships with men?’

Sheila frowned as if the thought had never crossed her mind. ‘I don’t know. He never said and…’

‘Can you think of any reason why someone would want to hurt him?’ Louise asked, the image of Jeffrey’s disjointed face still fresh in her mind’s eye.

Sheila lit the cigarette, her hands trembling again as she took a long drag, a spiderweb of wrinkles appearing on her face at the effort. ‘I don’t really know him. I didn’t know any of his friends, if he had any friends.’

They took details of the local bar Sheila said he drank at, before the uniformed officer led Sheila away to have her prints and DNA taken. ‘Let’s see if Jeffrey had a will, and who gets the house. Life insurance, the usual,’ Louise said to Miles, wondering how truthful Sheila was being with them.

In the bathroom, the water had been drained from the bath. The scene was being photographed and taped.

‘Definitely looks like a broken jaw,’ Janice said. ‘Completely disjointed from the socket. Must’ve been one hell of a swing. Blood under the nails survived the dunking.’

Louise nodded as her phone rang. She jogged downstairs, taking the call outside, blinking against the September sun as she answered.

‘Ma’am, it’s Constable Rush from headquarters,’ came the voice as she answered. ‘Thought you’d want to know. DC Boothroyd asked us to run a check on a few names, including your victim, Jeffrey Gregson. I’ve gone through it and thought you’d want to know that Gregson had a criminal record. He was on the sex offenders list.’
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Jeffrey Gregson had been charged with outraging public decency in a public space. He’d been arrested after being caught masturbating on a bus service in Bristol, where he’d sat next to a young woman, Florence Barker, who testified against him in court.

Although Gregson didn’t have any other entries on his record either before or after the incident, the fact that he was on the sex offender list changed the nature of the investigation. It was a potential motive, and Louise wanted to speak to Florence Barker as soon as possible. She instructed the team back at headquarters to locate her, and to begin a thorough search of Gregson’s past.

The wind had picked up as she and Miles walked the short distance to Gregson’s local pub, The Greyhound, which Sheila had stated he attended practically every evening. They walked the incline to the pub, which was halfway up a steep hill in Worlebury. Miles bent down as he opened the front door, a familiar smell of stale beer and wood polish reaching Louise’s nose as she followed him inside.

The place was deserted, a lone fruit machine beeping in one corner and a large screen television on the wall switched off, as a bored-looking barman flashed them an unconvincing smile. Louise made the introductions before showing the barman a picture of Gregson. The barman retrieved a pair of spectacles from his pocket, squinting as he studied the image.

‘That’s Jeff,’ he said. ‘What’s this about?’

‘What’s your name, sir?’

‘Travis Morley. I’m the landlord.’

‘Travis, I’m afraid to tell you that Mr Gregson was found dead in his house this morning.’

The landlord instinctively took a step back. He scratched the back of his head, still squinting as if Gregson’s death was a conundrum he could solve.

‘He was a local here, wasn’t he?’ Louise asked.

Travis took off his glasses and placed them back in their case. ‘Certainly was. I’ve been here fifteen years and Jeff’s a regular fixture. He nearly always arrives at six o’clock and leaves by eight. Two pints of bitter and he’s done. The occasional brandy at Christmas.’

‘When was the last time you saw him?’

Travis squinted again. Every time he did so, wrinkles broke out over his face, aging him by at least a decade. ‘Last night I think. Yes, definitely. Came in when the football was ending up on the TV. Usual two pints, and left around 8.’

‘Was he talking to anyone last night?’

Travis shook his head. ‘Jeff kept himself to himself. Took me a few years to even get his name out of him. He always sat over there, corner stool, facing the door. Sometimes he wouldn’t exchange words at all. Same last night. Sat by himself. Only words he spoke were when he ordered a drink.’

‘Did he pay by card?’ Miles asked.

‘Yep. Just before he left, he’d pay for both pints. Every night.’

‘Did Jeffrey ever have any issues? Any fights or altercations with anyone?’

Travis slowly shook his head. ‘As I said, Jeffrey kept himself to himself. No one bothered him, and he didn’t bother anyone else.’

With no one else at the bar to question, Louise and Miles left to head back to Gregson’s house. Rain was starting to fall, and when they arrived, the victim’s body was being placed in the back of an ambulance for transportation to the coroner’s office.

After saying her goodbyes to Janice Sutton, Louise drove to headquarters in Portishead. A pattern was forming in her mind about Jeffrey Gregson. She wondered if the two pints of bitter he restricted himself to every evening was a way of combating his darker impulses—the ones that had been responsible for him committing his offence—or if he was just a man of order; the daily two drinks all he could afford.

A file was waiting for her as she reached her office. Gregson had been arrested twice before for suspected indecent exposure in two different parks in the Weston area, receiving a caution each time before the incident on the bus.

Louise was already thinking about potential motives and uploaded the address details for Florence Barker, who’d been sitting next to Gregson on the bus. She was about to call when there was a knock on the door.

‘Come in.’

The door opened, the first thing Louise saw a mound of dark, fuzzy hair as DI Tracey Pugh entered the office, a strong scent of perfume trailing behind her.

‘Hi, boss,’ she said, sitting down opposite.

‘I told you about calling me that,’ Louise said with a smile.

Until her promotion, Louise and Tracey had both been DIs. They were good friends though ever since Louise’s promotion to DCI, Tracey had insisted on calling her boss though nothing between them had intrinsically changed.

‘I hear you’re back on the streets,’ Tracey said, running her hand through her tangled hair.

‘For now.’

‘Well, I’ve got some bad news for you. Lucy has been suspended.’

Louise cursed under her breath. DC Lucy Walters had only been with them for six months. They’d received a complaint by a member of public during a recent investigation, and she’d had to face her hearing that morning. Although she primarily worked for Tracey’s team, it meant there was another member of the team down, which added pressure to an already stretched workforce.

‘Suspended while further inquiries take place,’ Tracey added for clarification.

‘Looks like I might have to stay out in the field then.’

The last two years had been a challenging and interesting process for Louise. The DCI role had stabilised her hours somewhat, which had been great when it came to childcare duties. And she had to admit, she’d become used to spending more time behind her desk but the idea of being out there was a tantalising one.

‘I mean, I didn’t want to say you’re getting softer or anything, boss,’ Tracey said, with a mischievous smile.

‘I was considering making Miles SIO on this, but he has his sergeant’s exams coming up…’

‘Who are you kidding? I can see you’re itching to get back into this. A nice juicy suspicious death for you. You think it was premeditated?’

Louise had to concede she wasn’t sure. The initial attack with the hammer suggested a crime of passion but things were complicated by the drowning and what they now knew of Gregson’s past, specifically the incident which had seen him placed on the sex register. She told Tracey as much, the image of Gregson’s distorted features beneath the water not far from her mind.

‘Well, I just wanted to tell you about Lucy.’

‘What did Robertson have to say?’

‘He was furious in his passive-aggressive way, but not much besides that. Definitely no mention of getting a replacement in.’

‘I’ll talk to him,’ Louise said as Tracey left.

Although disappointed in the news about Lucy, Louise couldn’t deny that she was a little excited to be more hands-on in the new investigation. She assigned herself as SIO in the project file, and called the number she had for Florence Barker, arranging to meet Gregson’s previous victim in Bristol city centre later that afternoon.
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Martin had woken at 6 a.m. before heading straight into town. He liked to spend his time by the beach. At this time of year, the muddy sand was less populated than in the summer months, and Martin enjoyed walking the length of the sand from Marine Lake all the way to Uphill and back again. It was like being in another world, an environment that was ever-changing.

Today the wind was up. Small wisps of sand billowed around him, visible in the cold air as he made his way back to the town centre, passing the old Tropicana building, the Grand Pier looming in the distance.

They had told him he’d feel better once the deed was done, but Martin still felt the same numbness he’d felt since he was a child. He couldn’t deny there was some small satisfaction in hitting Gregson the way he had, and the cracking sound as the hammer had split his jaw had been a moment of release.

That had been a moment of pure exhilaration, but that had soon faded as he’d carried the man upstairs. He’d almost felt pity then. Gregson’s body had felt so frail and lightweight, and as he’d held him under the water, Martin had wondered if he’d made a mistake.

He dreamt about him last night, not in the way he used to. It was as if Gregson had become two people: Gregson from back then, who’d stripped Martin to his underwear and held him under the water, and this different man—this sad, beleaguered figure who couldn’t defend himself properly.

Martin knew what they would say. He could hear them clear in his head now, as if they were standing before him. ‘Think of everything else he did back then. Think about the way he smiled at you when he saw you last night. Don’t be fooled by his transformation. He was still the same person.’

Martin had found himself walking towards the incoming tide. It had breached the mudflats and was now crawling up along the sand. The gentle waves were rippling, and despite the cold, they seemed enticing. Martin tuned out the thought that there was still much to be done as he stepped nearer, contemplating what the cold water would feel like against his clothed skin, how long it would take for him to surrender to its depth, when a voice called to him: ‘Everything okay, buddy?’

Martin turned around to see two people, a mother and her son, looking at him with concern and compassion. A black Labrador he hadn’t heard approaching ran in circles around them, every now and then padding into the water.

Martin shook his head as if banishing his sombre thoughts.

‘I’m fine,’ he said.

He nodded his thanks as he walked past them, back towards the promenade, doing his best to ignore the intrusive thoughts, chastising him, for almost ruining everything.
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Before leaving for the city centre, Louise caught up with Robertson. Her long-time boss had been promoted to Detective Superintendent at the same time she’d got her promotion, her taking over his role as DCI.

However, in the last couple of years it felt the roles had changed somewhat. In all his time as a DCI, Louise as DI, she could barely recall Robertson working in the field, aside from one particular investigation in Weston where they’d worked together. But with all the cuts, it seemed more was expected of her and she suspected Robertson wouldn’t be surprised when she told him she was going to be the SIO on the Jeffrey Gregson investigation.

‘Makes sense,’ he said, as they stood together in the main CID open-plan office, looking at the various crime boards. Robertson was his usual calm self. His new role supposedly meant more liaising with the higher-ups and local politicians. But in truth, Robertson had always excelled at that side of things. And in some ways, little variations apart, Louise thought that although their job titles had changed, not that much about their roles had.

‘I’d get Miles involved as much as you can though,’ Robertson added. ‘It would do him good with his Sergeant exams coming up, and we certainly have a vacancy for a DC at the moment.’

‘You don’t think Lucy will be coming back?’ Louise asked.

Robertson shook his head, a look of frustration in his strained eyes. ‘Not anytime soon. You know how they work,’ he said, referring to professional standards and the various subcommittees who would be engaged to investigate Lucy’s conduct. ‘They’re as short-staffed as we are, and they’re not going to risk putting her back out there until they’re sure she’s 100% clean. Could be six months to a year. Told you you’d love this world of politics and bureaucracy, didn’t I.’

‘Actually, I don’t remember you warning me about this at all.’

‘Some things are meant to remain a mystery,’ Robertson said, moving away before she could offer a rebuke.

Louise nodded over to Miles who left with her for the meeting with Florence Barker.

Miles had managed to obtain two reports from Gregson’s previous employers. The feedback from both added little to what they already knew. Gregson liked to keep himself to himself, didn’t have many friends, but was a hardworking man and no one had ever had any complaints about him.

‘Though reading between the lines, I think he lost his last job because of the conviction,’ Miles added.

‘What reason did they give?’

‘Redundancy. But it came a month after his sentencing.’

‘I think we need to dig a little deeper into this. Go in person and speak to his former boss. Some of his colleagues possibly. You know as well as I do that people tend to take a very dim view of sexual attacks like that. Could be there were rumours about him that HR were either not aware of or didn’t want to share over the phone.’

‘Got it, boss. I guess he pissed off someone, either way.’

Louise scrunched her face. ‘I think by the time this is all done, we’ll find out he pissed off more than one person,’ she said, pulling into a pay-and-display near the Bristol Beacon in the city centre.

Florence Barker was waiting for them in one of the chain bars at the front of the Wharf. In her late fifties, she was wearing billowing black trousers and a matching jacket over a pale lavender blouse. She was holding a glass of Chardonnay, Louise ordering a couple of sparkling waters before joining her.

The bar was in stark contrast to Gregson’s desolate local in Worlebury, filled with office workers finished for the day. Fortunately, Florence had found a quiet spot in one of the corners where they all took a seat.

‘Thank you for seeing us at such short notice,’ Louise said, sipping her mineral water.

‘I have to say it came as a bit of a shock,’ Florence replied. There was a slight slur to her Bristolian accent, and Louise imagined the glass of wine was not her first that day, presuming the drinking was a response to the trauma of reliving the events with Gregson. ‘I’d like to say I haven’t thought about that man since it happened. But the truth is, I still think about it nearly every day. Crazy, really.’ She took a large gulp of the wine, her hands trembling.

‘It’s understandable. It must have been a terrible ordeal,’ Louise said, not wanting to guide the conversation too much.

‘I was trapped, you see. He sat down beside me and pulled it out straight away. The only way to get by him was by brushing past him, and that was the last thing I wanted to do.’

Louise nodded, noticing Miles’s cheeks had reddened, a giveaway sign of his anger.

Florence took another drink. ‘You always think you’re going to behave differently in those situations. You plan it in your head, don’t you?’ she said, her gaze firmly on Louise. ‘But I was just lost. I was stranded. And the smile on his face, you should have seen it. I don’t mind telling you, when you told me he was dead, part of me filled with joy. If that makes me a bad person, so be it. But I hope he went out in the most painful way possible.’

An image of Gregson’s jaw, distorted under the water flashed before Louise’s mind. ‘What happened, Florence, in the end?’ She’d already read the transcripts but wanted to hear it directly from the woman herself.

‘What happened was, I screamed, eventually coming to my senses. I jumped over the back of my seat. There was another woman there; she also couldn’t believe what was going on. We both scrambled to the back of the bus. Thankfully, before… well, you know, the bus driver must have seen what was happening in the mirror. He called the police and locked the doors.’

Florence blinked rapidly, placing the wine glass on the table and bending over in her seat.

‘Are you okay, Florence?’ Louise asked, placing her hand on the woman’s back before she eventually sat back upright.

‘Sorry, felt a bit dizzy. Anyway, that’s what happened.’

‘I have to ask you, Florence, do you know where Jeffrey Gregson was living?’

Florence shrugged. ‘I know it was down in Weston somewhere. It’s on the news, what’s happened. Look, no one at my work knows about what happened to me, and I’d like to keep it that way.’

‘Of course,’ said Louise. ‘But for our records, Florence, I need to ask you where you were last night?’ Louise asked.

Florence pulled up her diary app on her phone. ‘I was out last night in Bedminster with a couple of girls from my yoga class.’

‘We’ll need to take the numbers,’ Louise said.

Florence grimaced, before sharing the details from her phone.

‘And have you seen Jeffrey Gregson since the court case?’

Florence shook her head. ‘I understand what you’re asking. But I didn’t kill him.’ She pressed a few more buttons on her phone. ‘Here’s my Uber receipt for last night, if it helps.’

‘Would you be willing to come in to have your prints taken and a DNA swab?’

‘If it helps but as I said, I didn’t kill him,’ she said, adding under her breath. ‘But I am glad he’s dead.’
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The week dragged. It was Friday morning, four days after the discovery of Gregson’s body. Louise grabbed a coffee from the canteen before traipsing to her office and shutting the door behind her.

The post-mortem confirmed that the hammer blow had broken Gregson’s jaw in six places and that, as Janice Sutton had thought, Gregson had been alive when placed into the water, the official cause of death being death by drowning.

Florence Barker’s alibi had checked out and the week’s investigation had centred mainly around questioning Gregson’s former employers and colleagues. The picture they now had of the man was still little different to the one they’d had at the beginning of the week, though they’d yet to uncover any further incidents of sexual misconduct beyond what they’d initially found in his file.

The Jeffrey Gregson investigation aside, Louise’s workload was mounting up. There were simply too many cases and too few officers to work on them, and Louise was being forced to make tough calls on priorities. But as she caught up with emails and phone calls, she struggled to drag her mind away from the Gregson murder.

Something still didn’t add up. Gregson was supposedly a loner, but at some point he’d either allowed his attacker into the house, or they’d somehow accessed the building unobserved and made the attack. And although his injuries and subsequent drowning suggested a crime of passion and a panic response, the more Louise dwelled on the specifics of his death, the more she believed that the killing was premeditated. There was something about the transition from the initial attack to the bathroom which suggested to her that the drowning could well have been the goal from the beginning. And the terrible intimacy of that act, the killer holding Gregson beneath the water as he stared back wide-eyed at him, made her think that Gregson had been specifically targeted.

But without any evidence, such thoughts were meaningless. She made one final read of the report so far. They had DNA and blood samples from the murder site, so if they ever did come up with a suspect, it was highly likely that such forensic evidence could put them in good stead.

But that was the crux of the matter. They had canvassed the area extensively, speaking to neighbours and shop owners. They had checked CCTV, ANPR, and door cams, focusing heavily on a 48-hour period around the time of death. And although countless people had passed Gregson’s house in that period, no one had noticed anything suspicious.

Louise left her office and joined Miles in the open-plan CID area. Although she was officially SIO, she was trying to give Miles as much authority as possible on the investigation, knowing it could potentially help him during his upcoming Sergeant exams. Not that he should have to worry. In Louise’s opinion, the promotion should have already happened. He had an exemplary record, and she would never forget the last major case she had worked on as a DI, when Miles had effectively saved her life.

But none of them, even Miles, could work miracles. They had to keep plodding on through the evidence they had until they uncovered something that supported her current theory. It was the unglamorous side of police work that most people were unaware of. It was often tiresome and repetitive. But as Louise was always reminding the junior officers, it was the outcome they had to focus on: the potential 1 percent that would lead them to solve their case.

If Miles had one weakness in Louise’s eyes, it was his untidiness. She saw it now at his desk. He had over 30 tabs open on his computer screen, and his desk was overrun with printouts and files. She had talked to him about it before, and he had explained it was just how his mind worked. He needed lots of things on the go. And although it was not the way Louise liked to work — she tended to be more methodical and precise — she couldn’t deny that if the approach brought with it positive results, then she did not really have a base to argue.

‘Anything new?’ she asked.

Miles jumped slightly in his seat.

‘I’ve been trying to analyse the ANPR logs. There are a few vehicles that appear numerous times along Gregson’s street, a few that park close to the address on more than one occasion, but nothing that stands out so far.’

Louise had checked every inch of the management file and knew that everything that could be done was being done. It seemed incongruous that no one had seen the killer enter or leave Gregson’s property, and that was still Louise’s biggest hope at the moment.

All it would take would be one sighting, a neighbour or passer-by recalling something suspicious, and they could use the growing database of personal and private CCTV images they had for an ID.

But while it was a hope, Louise also had to acknowledge it could be a forlorn one. If no ID was forthcoming, then Louise had to concede the possibility that Gregson’s killer could have got away with their crime, and that could have been achieved either through meticulous planning or simple good fortune.

Louise left work early. Thomas was away in London on a business meeting, which meant she had to pick the children up from school. He was ex-police himself — they’d been working together when they met — but had long since moved into the private sector, now heading up security for an international firm. It meant he was often away from Weston. Usually they managed to work things out regarding the children between them, but things were always a little strained when she had a more involving investigation on her hands.

She told Miles not to work too late before leaving the building. She felt the same usual stab of guilt she did every time she left in the early afternoon, especially when she was working on an unsolved murder investigation. She knew it was ludicrous. She was contracted to a set number of hours per week, which she nearly always exceeded.

But as she drove out of headquarters towards Weston, it felt like she was playing truant from school, even though later that evening, when the children were put to bed, she would have her laptop open and would once again be scrutinising the details, not only of the Gregson case, but of every other investigation currently under her remit.

She picked up Jack first from nursery before getting Emily from her new secondary school. ‘Good day?’ she asked as Emily climbed into the back seat.

Emily’s father – Louise’s brother, Paul – had died a few years back. Louise’s parents had looked after Emily until Louise and Thomas had taken the decision to adopt. It had been one of the greatest privileges of Louise’s life, but she still thought about Paul every time she saw the girl. It reminded her of the tragedies that had beset him: his wife’s slow descent into cancer and his subsequent alcoholism, which had led one way or another to his death.

Emily had started asking more questions about him of late, and Louise was worried about the impact it would have on her as she entered her teens.

‘I thought we could take a drive over to Grandma’s,’ Louise said, trying to cheer the girl up.

Emily’s face was sullen in her rear-view mirror. ‘Okay,’ Emily said, smiling briefly as Jack held his hand out to her, a contagious smile beaming on his face.

Louise’s mother was sitting in her armchair watching television, her father pottering around after her as they arrived at the house in Sand Bay twenty minutes later. She kissed her mother on the forehead, noting the coldness of her skin and her pronounced cheekbones as Emily took a seat on the sofa and asked if she could switch channels as Jack mountaineered next to her.

‘Hello everyone. This is a lovely surprise,’ her mother said, handing Emily the remote.

‘Not stopping long,’ Louise said. ‘Thought I’d check in on you before I get these two fed.’

‘Maybe you can tell your dad to stop fussing,’ her mother said under her breath, but loud enough for Louise’s father to hear.

Louise smiled, following her father to the kitchen where she made some tea. ‘How is she?’

‘Grumpy and a pain in the arse as normal,’ her dad replied, though there was a hint of humour to his voice.

Louise’s mother had been in ill health for over two years now. Although the deterioration was gradual, it was still hard for Louise to accept even after all this time, that her mum had terminal cancer.

She barely moved from her chair these days. Some days she was lucid, like today. Other days, her pain made her uncommunicative and sullen. Louise feared she would remember her this way and tried to cling on to the so many positive memories she had of her mother over the years.

The one positive had been the change in her dad. Up until her mother’s poor health, it had been him Louise was most worried for. He’d been growing forgetful and less mobile but caring for his wife had transformed him. ‘Are you still coming over on Sunday? It feels like I haven’t seen my grandchildren properly for ages,’ he asked.

‘Of course we are. How are things with you, Dad?’

‘Oh, you know me. Getting by.’ He kissed her, the familiar scent of his aftershave sending a myriad of memories and emotions through her.

Louise knew they were both avoiding the obvious conversation. Louise’s dad was acting as an effective carer, and despite his outward appearance he wasn’t in the greatest health either and she worried how he would cope when things worsened.

They had talked about getting someone in full-time, but the cost was prohibitive and Sunday had been the day they’d planned to broach the subject of care homes with her mother. It wasn’t something Louise wanted to face at that precise moment and she was glad when her dad changed the conversation to Emily and Jack, content to let the conversation wait until Sunday.

In the end her father insisted on making them food. Emily cheered up as she tucked into the spaghetti bolognese, Louise pleased to see her mother was still eating well and was clearly buoyed by seeing her and the grandchildren.

Thomas was back by the time they returned home, and put the children to bed as Louise opened her laptop and went through the security procedures before logging in.

She checked through the current investigations one by one, reading the new additions in the management files hoping for something good.

‘Dad of the year,’ Thomas said, returning downstairs.

‘How about you be husband of the year and make me a cup of tea?’ Louise said, as her phone rang. ‘Miles,’ she mouthed, receiving a frown from Thomas, who hated her working late.

‘Don’t tell me you’re still at work?’ she said out loud.

‘Home from home, boss,’ Miles said. ‘Sorry to bother you so late but I just got something interesting come in. A response to the canvassing on the Gregson case.’

Louise could hear the excitement in Miles’ voice. That, coupled with the way his face often reddened under times of emotion meant that the DC would never make a great poker player, but she thought that his almost naïve enthusiasm was something he should cling onto. ‘Let’s get to the point then, Miles.’

‘One of Gregson’s neighbours checked the dashcam in his car. It had been playing up – staying on after the engine had been switched off, exhausting the battery, that kind of thing. So he’d been deleting the old footage when he checked the night of Gregson’s death.’

Louise’s breath quickened in anticipation.

‘Around 3 a.m., there’s footage of a man retrieving a key from under a pot in Gregson’s garden and letting himself into the side door next to the garage.’
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Walking the streets of Worlebury and Worle was not what Louise had in mind for her Saturday morning. After Miles’s call on Friday evening, she’d been forced to stay up after midnight calling in favours with the tech team to get enhanced images of the man who’d let himself into Jeffrey Gregson’s property the day before he’d been murdered.

There could be a simple explanation. Louise wasn’t about to get carried away, but chances were high that the grainy images were of Jeffrey Gregson’s killer.

Thankfully the weather was holding off as the assembled team of detectives and uniformed officers went from door to door, business to business, recanvassing the area, asking everyone they could if they’d ever seen the man from the still shots they were handing out.

The clearest image they had was of the intruder facing away from the house just before using a key to access the house via the garage.

Louise spent the early part of the morning liaising with the tech team who’d been using facial recognition software to try and ID the potential assailant. She’d spoken to Gregson’s sister who claimed not to have recognised the man in the front garden and now they were hoping for a hit more locally.

It was hard to be sure, but from what they could see the potential assailant was in the age bracket 55 to 65. He appeared to be balding and was cleanly shaven in the image. The tech team had told her he was 5 foot 11 inches tall.

Now back outside Gregson’s house, Louise watched the condensed video footage on her phone for what felt like the hundredth time. The man clearly knew where Gregson’s key was hidden, but he’d looked shifty as he’d withdrawn it from under the plant pot.

To Louise’s eyes, the final look around as he let himself in was the giveaway.

Getting caught in the way he had suggested it hadn’t been the best of planned attacks. True, he’d got unlucky being spotted on the malfunctioning dashcam, but even at that late hour he’d risked being seen by a night shift worker or simply any neighbour who’d been unable to sleep.

Louise spoke once more to Gregson’s nearest neighbours, going over the same questions they’d been asked numerous times before, studying their replies as she showed them images of the would-be assailant. It was still early and not everyone had been in, but they’d got nothing approaching a hit until one of the uniformed officers approached her just after midday to say the proprietor of the local newsagent thought he recognised the man in the image.

Louise wasted no time and followed the officer along the grey streets and up the hill to the newsagent next to the Greyhound pub, where Gregson had been a regular.

‘Ma’am, this is Mr Glen Craddock, he’s the owner of this newsagents.’

‘DCI Blackwell,’ Louise said. ‘I understand you might know this man.’ She showed him the image on her phone which was clearer than the printouts.

‘Yes, that’s definitely him,’ Mr Craddock said, in a deep Brummie accent.

‘You know his name?’ Louise asked, containing her excitement.

‘I’m afraid not. I only remember him because he was a new customer, not one of our regulars. But he started popping in every day. Always the same. He’d get himself some type of coffee from that,’ Mr Craddock said, nodding to the coffee machine in the corner, ‘and he’d buy the same newspaper.’

‘When did this start?’ Louise asked.

‘Not sure, sometime in the summer. Say… early August?’

‘And when was the last time you saw him?’

Mr Craddock’s head tilted from side to side. ‘A week ago perhaps? I initially thought he might be on holiday.’

‘But now you think he lives local?’

‘I presume so, though I never asked him. You get to learn that some people like to chat and others don’t. He was definitely in the latter camp. But I’d say he’s a nice guy, always very polite and respectful.’

‘Mr Craddock has some CCTV images,’ the uniformed officer said.

Mr Craddock nodded. ‘I’m not really sure why we bother, we’d never had much issue with shoplifting. But the camera was relatively cheap and all the files get stored on the cloud. In fact, this is the first time I’ve gone through it all in months. But here you go.’ He turned the screen of his laptop, the intruder’s face staring out at them, much clearer than the grainy image they had from the dashcam. ‘I’m pretty sure that’s the last time he was here,’ Mr Craddock said, clearly pleased with his deductions.

Louise checked the date. It was the day before Gregson had died, the same day the would-be assailant had let himself into the man’s house. ‘You never asked him his name?’ she asked again.

Mr Craddock shook his head.

‘Any of your regulars or locals he ever spoke to?’

‘I’ll ask everyone as they come in.’

‘I’ve already got Mr Craddock to send the files over to HQ, Ma’am,’ said the uniformed officer.

Louise handed the newsagent her card. ‘Please call me the second you hear anything from your customers about this man, however insignificant you think that detail might be,’ she said, before leaving.

The new photo screenshot from the newsagent was clearer than the grainy image they had from outside Gregson’s house. Louise called Robertson and discussed the possibility of going wider, possibly through television and print-based media. Such actions were a risk as they were both time-consuming and financially costly. Any public appeal would lead to multiple dead ends, all of which would need investigating.

Robertson was non-committal. Louise, understanding the subtext, agreed that they continue with the investigation as was for the time being. The new image was sent to all of the officers canvassing the area, and the tech team had started analysing the video files from the newsagent for any other further potential clues.

With everyone working, Louise returned to Gregson’s house. She bent below the police cordon tape and let herself in with the key Gregson’s sister had given her. It felt colder inside than the first time she’d been there. A terrible silence accompanied her as she made her way upstairs. Although the bathroom was empty now, she could still picture Gregson’s corpse in the bath: his pale blue skin, wide eyes and misaligned jaw. Again, she wondered what he’d done to warrant the attack, and what his last thoughts had been as his killer had held him beneath the bath water.

She returned downstairs, unsure as to why she was really there, or what could be gained from being in the house which had been checked already. She looked at the bare mantelpiece. The layers of dust had grown thicker in the days of absence, and she considered what she knew of Gregson’s life. Everything she’d heard about him painted a picture of a loner and she tried to imagine what he’d thought when his attacker had turned up.

She locked up, noticing the sight of Miles stomping up the hill towards her as she left. The DC was clearly agitated, his cheeks flush red, and he was breathless as he reached her.

‘Boss, I think I’ve got a match. Someone recognised the second image from the newsagent – a woman, Jemima Parkinson. We’d canvassed her earlier in the morning but she hadn’t ID’d the suspect. But the second photo somehow jogged her memory.’

‘Well, don’t leave me in suspense, Miles.’

‘She only gave us a first name, but she says it’s 99 percent certain it’s him.’

Sometimes Miles got carried away with himself so Louise gave him a few seconds to breathe and get his composure back. He blinked a few times as if understanding her unvoiced message.

‘She told me she recognised him from the drug rehabilitation centre. He was the maintenance man when she was there nine months ago.’

‘Great work, Miles. You got an address?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’

‘And what are we waiting for?’ Louise said, walking over to her car.

She clicked the doors open. She knew better than to get too excited, but it was certainly a positive escalation. ‘And what name did she give you?’ she asked before getting inside the car.

‘Said he was a lovely guy called Martin.’

Over the years, Weston-super-Mare had become something of a mecca for drug rehabilitation. The places were numerous and Louise had visited this particular centre on a few occasions when she had been based directly out of Weston, though it had been a few years since the last time she had been there.

The centre was part of a converted Victorian house in one of the backstreets off the town centre, a short distance from the seafront. Louise and Miles buzzed through a security door and introduced themselves to the centre’s manager.

‘Sandra Williamson,’ the manager said, taking a hard look at their warrant cards as if she had been fooled before by impersonators. ‘How can I help you?’

‘We’re trying to locate this man,’ Louise said, showing her the photo they’d captured from the newsagent’s CCTV feed. ‘We believe he works here.’

Sandra wasn’t quick to respond. And although there wasn’t any overwhelming urgency, Louise was frustrated by the time she was taking, examining the photo before looking at Louise and Miles once more, as if doubting their motives.

‘That’s Martin,’ she said. ‘He’s our maintenance manager.’

‘Is Martin here?’

The centre manager shook her head. ‘He’s been off work sick.’

‘For how long?’

Sandra flipped through some papers on the small desk in front of her. ‘About a week,’ she said, showing them the last day Martin had signed in for work, the day before Gregson had been killed.

‘Why hasn’t he been at work?’

‘Sciatica pain. He does a lot of heavy lifting. He’s a big man, but he is getting on a bit.’

‘Does he often miss work?’

‘What is this about?’

‘Please, just answer the question,’ Louise said, not about to let the manager dictate the conversation.

‘I’ve worked here for seven years and I can honestly say I can’t remember him calling in sick before.’

‘Could you give us an address and phone number, please?’ Louise asked.

Sandra raised her eyebrows as if she was going to refuse. ‘You need to tell me what this is about?’

Louise could no longer hide her impatience. ‘It’s about a murder investigation. I need his full name, address, and phone number now.’

Sandra nodded and sat down at her computer, turning her back to them. Louise looked at Miles as Sandra began tapping away at the keyboard before the printer next to her began whirring. She stood back up and took the printed sheet and handed it to Louise.

Louise looked at the details: Martin’s full name was Martin Bunker and the address on the sheet was less than a five-minute drive from where they were.

‘If Martin calls, please do not tell him we’ve been here to see him,’ Louise instructed. ‘And obviously do not contact him yourself.’

Sandra nodded.

‘I need to make it very clear that you understand me, Sandra.’

‘What is it you think he’s done?’ Sandra said.

‘Please just confirm you won’t tell him we’ve been here.’

‘Of course not, but whatever it is you think he’s done, I think you’re mistaken. Martin wouldn’t hurt a fly,’ Sandra said, repeating a line the ilk of which Louise had heard many times before.

Louise wasn’t about to get carried away, but still her body surged with adrenaline as they drove to the address, Miles calling for backup as she weaved through the side streets to the small block of flats where Martin Bunker lived.

They parked up on the kerb outside the building, walking across a tarmacked front path to the building’s front door where they were presented with multiple doorbells. Miles found the one for Martin Bunker next to the number eight. It wasn’t the ideal way to announce their presence, and they decided to wait for backup before proceeding.

A patrol car arrived five minutes later, and Louise instructed the two uniformed officers to make their way to the rear of the property. She waited until they’d confirmed their positions and was about to press Martin’s doorbell when the front door opened. The woman who stepped out must have been in her late seventies, her face was heavily made up, her lips painted the brightest red Louise had seen for some time.

‘You coming in?’ she said, holding the door open with a welcoming smile on her face. ‘You’re a big lad, aren’t you?’ she added, looking Miles up and down.

Despite their reasons for being there, Louise couldn’t suppress a laugh at the woman’s comment.

‘Ma’am, we’re here to see Martin Bunker. He lives in flat eight?’

The woman frowned, the heavy makeup cracking on her skin. ‘I wouldn’t call them flats, my dear. They’re little more than rooms. But I saw Martin leaving about an hour or so ago. What’s happened?’

‘Oh, it’s nothing, we just need to speak to him. Perhaps we can come and double-check he’s not in.’

‘Be my guest,’ the woman said, ‘but I can tell you he’s not there. I saw him leave, and knowing Martin he won’t be back for a few hours.’

‘Do you know where he’s gone?’ Miles asked.

‘If I know Martin, he’ll be down the beach. Can’t get enough of it. He’s always trying to get me to come down, but I can barely make it to the shops nowadays,’ the woman chuckled. ‘Well, are you coming in or not?’

Louise and Miles thanked the woman and stepped inside, the musty odour of the interior reminding Louise a little of Jeffrey Gregson’s place. They took the stairs to the second floor over threadbare carpets, the walls covered in cheap, peeling wallpaper, and along the dank corridor, stopping at number eight. Louise knocked on the door, trying once more when there was no answer.

‘Shall we break it down?’ Miles asked.

Louise rubbed the side of her face, her hands cold against her skin. At that precise moment, although Martin was an active suspect, the only evidence they had against him was from the dashcam outside Gregson’s place. They had no reason to think he was in immediate danger, so breaking down the door at this stage could have been viewed as overreactive.

Instead, she radioed the two officers to join them, positioning one outside the block of flats, the other outside Martin Bunker’s front door, before setting off to the beach with Miles.
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Miles rounded up the officers who were still canvassing in Worle and Worlebury and told them to make their way to the seafront. It was early afternoon and they only had a few more hours of light.

In other circumstances, Louise would have probably waited it out until Martin returned home, but with the uniform team already in place, it made sense to utilise them. Within the hour, the stretch of a mile and a half of sand from Uphill up to Marine Lake was marked into grids and the search for Martin Bunker began.

Louise checked in with Thomas before making her own way down to the beach. Although it saddened her to be missing such precious family time, she couldn’t leave while the investigation was at this stage. She told Thomas she would be back as soon as she could before stepping onto the sand near to Uphill Golf Course.

A few years back, Weston-super-Mare had been little more than an occasional day-trip destination to her. She had been brought up in Bristol, her family making the occasional foray to the seaside on warmer days, but now she felt like she knew the seaside town better than anywhere else.

Walking onto the dry sand close to the promenade, she was reminded of the many investigations she’d worked on in the town. As she gazed across the bay to the small island of Steep Holm in the distance, she was momentarily taken back to her first major investigation with the then Weston CID, a serial killer case which had changed everything for her.

She scanned the length of the beach, checking the skeleton team of officers searching for Martin Bunker, while keeping an eye out herself for anyone matching his description.

She turned left towards Uphill. The sea was out, barely visible off towards the horizon. The differing layers of yellow and brown stretched out to the water’s edge, wild and eerie at the same time, but somehow welcoming to her. It was another aspect of Weston she’d come to appreciate these last few years: the fact that the landscape was forever changeable and that there was beauty even in cold, stark days like this. She felt part of Weston in a way she’d never experienced anywhere else before. Perhaps it was to do with the children and their connection to the town, but the place felt like home now, and although she’d once been a city girl, she couldn’t imagine ever leaving.

Despite it being a Saturday, the beach was relatively quiet, the majority of people on the sand dog walkers. Thomas had told her they’d already taken the family dog, Molly, to the beach that morning. Louise smiled at the sight of a small pack of three Golden Retrievers chasing each other at the back of the sand dunes behind the golf club—another place where Louise had been involved in an investigation.

She stopped a young couple walking an ancient-looking German Shepherd, who padded dutifully in line with them, and showed them the picture of Martin Bunker.

The pair shook their heads.

‘Sorry,’ the man said.

‘Though we did see someone acting a bit odd, didn’t we?’ said his companion, a young woman wrapped in an overcoat two sizes too big for her, wearing a yellow bobble hat with a matching woollen scarf.

‘Oh yes, a few hundred yards over there,’ the man said. ‘I’m not sure I’d say odd exactly. He was just stepping in and out of the mud. When we passed him, I heard him muttering to himself. I thought perhaps he had some mental health issues. We said hello, but he just grumbled something in response.’

Louise thanked them and began walking to the area the man had pointed to. She walked headlong into the breeze, the draught picking up around her, the sand billowing like a swarm of bees.

It was hard not to hope that they were on the verge of something pivotal. Yet, although she wondered what Martin Bunker would have to say for himself when they finally located him, she still had to consider the possibility that his appearance at Gregson’s house was a coincidence.

Despite Gregson’s seemingly lonely lifestyle, it was still feasible that Martin Bunker could be a friend, and that Gregson had told him where to find the key he’d so foolishly left outside his house.

Louise radioed in the details about the man the dog walkers had described, one of the uniformed officers calling back to say they had eyes on someone fitting that description out towards Uphill.

She told them to wait for her and not to approach as she sped along the beach to them.

‘That’s him,’ one of the officers said, pointing to a lone man gazing out to the horizon as Louise caught up with them a few minutes later. ‘We were just about to approach him when you sent the message out, Ma’am.’

The man was staring out to the distant sea with an unwavering intensity. Louise double-checked the image on her phone. In it, Martin Bunker was wearing a grey jacket. She guessed it was similar to the one worn by the man looking out to sea, but the item was too nondescript for a definite match. She watched for a minute more, the man not moving from his spot.

‘I’ll go over. Let’s give him some distance, don’t want to spook him.’

Louise moved from the loose powdery sand onto the wet beach, stepping through mounds of worm casts.

‘Excuse me, sir,’ she said when she was within thirty yards.

The man didn’t answer, but she could hear him muttering under his breath as if he was talking to himself.

Louise glanced back to the uniformed officers, who were walking in her direction.

‘Excuse me, sir. My name is DCI Louise Blackwell. I was wondering if I could ask you a question.’ She raised her voice loud enough that the man would be forced to hear her.

She took another step forward as he slowly turned, and Louise recognised him immediately.

‘Mr Bunker,’ she said, raising her left hand to her side to signal the uniformed officers to join her.

The man stared at her, having clocked the hand signal. He appeared like he was about to say something, before abruptly turning and sprinting towards the distant water with surprising agility for someone his size.

‘Jesus,’ Louise muttered under her breath as she took after him.

The uniformed officers had started running too, but they were still some distance away.

‘Sir, please stop,’ she shouted, as the wet sand began merging into something darker and softer. ‘I just need to ask you some questions.’

But the man wasn’t listening. He’d upped his pace and was pulling away from Louise, who had yet to hit full speed, having decided that her target had only one direction to go.

She jogged after him hoping he would stop, but if anything his movements were becoming more erratic. The uniformed officers were cutting their angles, running through the mud now, close to catching up.

Louise called out once more, just as Martin Bunker’s movements got the better of him. His right foot caught in a soft patch of sand, sending him spiralling through the air and landing face down in the mud.

She let the uniformed officers catch up with her, instructing them to cuff Bunker before reading the man his rights and informing him that he was being arrested on suspicion of murder.

Bunker didn’t try to fight. He mumbled to himself as he was lifted to his feet, keeping his head down as he was escorted along the beach and into the back of the police van which had arrived to take him to be processed.
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Louise saw her weekend disappearing from her as she headed to Portishead. She called Thomas, leaving a message telling him that she might have to miss the lunch they’d planned for tomorrow with her parents. It was one of the downsides to the job that Louise had suffered less from since moving to DCI, but she was officially the SIO on this case and would have to be present for any interviews with Martin Bunker which would be happening sometime in the next twenty-four hours.

She sat with Miles in CID as they waited for the risk assessment to be conducted on Bunker. The man had been close to incoherent on arrest and Louise was concerned about the potential delay this could cause.

She ate the sandwich she’d purchased from the canteen as Miles went through preparations for the interview, the main focus of which would be centring on why Martin Bunker had let himself into Jeffrey Gregson’s house. The footage from the dashcam was condensed, ready to be used during the interrogation as she and Miles began work on trying to find a link between Bunker and Gregson.

However, it wasn’t long before Louise received the call she’d feared. The risk assessment had concluded, and it had been deemed necessary for Martin Bunker to have a psych evaluation before progressing.

This in itself wasn’t that unusual, and Louise wasn’t that surprised considering the way Bunker had been talking to himself and had been almost monosyllabic in his responses since his arrest. But it delayed the possibility of an interview and meant they were likely to be there until the early evening if not longer.

‘At least it gives us time to work on our interview,’ she said to Miles. ‘Good preparation for your sergeant’s exam, too.’

Bunker’s prints and DNA had been taken, but the results wouldn’t come back until later in the week. A preliminary check on Bunker’s background had thrown up little, beyond the fact that he’d spent much of his childhood in the care system — a series of foster placements that thinned out in his teens.

Louise called CPS, and concluded that, subject to the interview, the evidence of Martin Bunker allowing himself into Gregson’s house was potentially enough to warrant a murder charge. Although the CPS solicitor took pains to point out that this would be subject to how Martin Bunker responded during the interview.

It was another hour before the FME arrived, and a further hour until the all clear was given for the interview to take place, subject to Martin Bunker being assigned an appropriate adult for the interview, which only sufficed to delay things further.

In the end, it wasn’t until six o’clock that the go-ahead was given, a duty solicitor having been found for Bunker as well as a volunteer appropriate adult present because of Bunker’s reduced mental capacity.

Louise wanted to hand things over to Miles, but the situation was a precarious one. She didn’t know how Martin was going to respond and how much leeway both the solicitor and appropriate adult would give them so decided she would take charge.

Martin Bunker didn’t look up as they entered the interview room. Louise sat opposite him, and Miles sat beside her. On the opposite side, Martin sat with the solicitor and appropriate adult.

Once they were settled, Louise started the recording device, making all the necessary introductions and precautions before beginning the interview proper.

‘Martin, I’d like to ask you a few questions,’ she said. ‘Do you remember me from the beach?’

Martin glanced up, his gaze having been focused on his interlocking fingers. He nodded at Louise, even offered a perfunctory smile. Louise thought of the CCTV images they had of him letting himself into Gregson’s house, and the clearer images from the local newsagent’s. In the harsh glow of the interview room, Bunker looked much older. He clearly had a big frame, but his body language was timid. He was slightly bent over at the waist as if he was trying to curl himself into a ball to hide from the reality he’d found himself in.

‘I understand you like going to the beach,’ Louise continued. ‘I spoke to one of your neighbours today, Mrs Webster. Do you know Mrs Webster, Martin?’

Martin glanced at the appropriate adult he’d been assigned as well as his solicitor, the pair nodding in unison.

‘Yes,’ Martin said.

‘She said we might find you down the beach. You go there most days, is that right?’

‘I like the peace,’ Martin said. His voice was surprisingly firm and coherent.

‘Me too. I like to walk my dog there. Lots of dogs on the beach, Martin, aren’t there?’

Martin nodded, Louise now wondering how much of the bemused adult was an act.

‘You do know why we’re here, Martin, don’t you?’ she said, trying to keep her tone friendly to keep Martin on her side.

Martin nodded but didn’t respond.

‘We’re here about Jeffrey Gregson. Do you know Jeffrey?’

Martin sat up a little straighter. Again he turned, this time his eyes only alighting on his solicitor, who nodded once before Martin looked back at Louise.

‘No comment,’ he said.

Louise sighed and rolled her eyes. ‘Really?’ The question was directed to the solicitor, who ignored her. She continued, looking back at Martin. ‘Well, Mr Gregson was found dead in his bath earlier this week. We believe he’d been attacked with a hammer before being held underneath the water. Do you know anything about that, Martin?’

Martin didn’t need prompting this time. ‘No comment,’ he said again, holding her gaze a little easier as if growing tired of pretending to be confused.

‘Take a look at this, Martin,’ Louise said. ‘For the benefit of the recording, we’re showing Mr Bunker Exhibit One, a video recording from a dashcam outside Jeffrey Gregson’s house on the night of his murder.’

She pressed play on her laptop, the video footage appearing on the white screen in the interview room.

‘Do you recognise the man letting himself into Jeffrey Gregson’s house?’

‘No comment.’

‘It’s clearly you, Martin. You can say no comment all you want, but that won’t help you in front of a jury. Here.’ Louise showed him a freeze frame from the footage. ‘Everyone in this room knows that’s you, Martin.’

‘Please don’t speak for anyone from this side of the desk, DCI Blackwell,’ said the solicitor.

‘Martin, it’s plain to see the advice you’ve been given, but you need to know that this is your opportunity to tell me your side of the story. I don’t know why you let yourself into Mr Gregson’s house and I don’t know for sure what subsequently happened, but we’ve taken your DNA and your prints. And what I think will happen is that we’re going to find them, both on the hammer and on the bath where Mr Gregson died. So you can help yourself now by telling me exactly what happened that night and I’ll do my best to help you as best as I can. But if you continue with this no comment charade, it’s only going to hinder you in the long run.’

‘May I remind you that my client doesn’t need to give specific answers to your questions,’ the solicitor said.

Louise held her hand up in response. Although she understood why Martin had been given the advice he’d been given, it was frustrating and didn’t sit well with her.

‘Shall I tell you what I think happened, Martin?’ she said. ‘I think for some reason you decided you wanted to kill Jeffrey Gregson. I think you stalked his place, discovered where he kept his key, let yourself in and attacked him with a hammer before drowning him. How does that sound, Martin? Am I close to the truth?’

Martin sat wide-eyed. His lips were trembling as if he was muttering something under his breath.

‘Because at the moment, that’s the only thing that makes sense to me. Now if you want to tell me something different, I’m all ears. But if not, I’m going to have to presume that’s what’s happened.’

Martin leant forward, his mouth hanging open, and for a second Louise thought he was going to talk before he eventually said, ‘No comment.’

Louise studied him. She sensed a difference between the way he was presenting himself and his actual self, and was trying to determine if this was intentional. She recalled him on the beach where he’d definitely been disorientated and incoherent, and thought she saw some of the same things in him now, despite the occasional glimpses of clarity. One thing was certain, and that was he had enough wits about him to keep saying ‘no comment’ to her questions.

She suspended the interview and called CPS again, relaying how the interview had gone. ‘We’ve got him at the scene of the crime on the night,’ she said, as if she needed to give them any further reasoning. ‘He had his chance to explain why he was there and whether or not he was given permission to enter the building. We’ve no option but to proceed.’

She took a breath as the line went silent. Louise had a good relationship with the CPS in general, but depending on who she spoke to they could sometimes be prone to risk avoidance. It would’ve been preferable if she’d been able to get Martin to respond, but the video evidence had to be enough as a starting base to form a case against the man.

‘I’ll call you back,’ the CPS solicitor said.

Louise sighed as she hung up, going to CID where Miles was the only other one present.

‘They going for it?’ he asked.

Louise frowned, not answering. All they needed were prints or DNA evidence to come in and it would be a watertight case. She would’ve liked some idea of a potential motive, but once the forensics were confirmed, she was sure Martin would become more talkative.

She hated the waiting, and although she understood CPS needed to be sure before putting Martin in front of the magistrates Monday morning, she was loath to have to release the man. She tried to work on some other outstanding cases while she waited, but it was all she could think about.

Finally the call from CPS came in, Louise full of adrenaline as she answered.

‘Okay… We’d rather have more but it’s enough,’ said the CPS solicitor. ‘Charge him.’
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The room the police placed him in wasn’t much different to the one he was used to.

Martin had spent the last twenty-plus years moving from bedsit to bedsit, and although there was a clinical feel to the place he was now in, the truth was it was cleaner and he felt safer than he’d done in a long while.

They’d given him some books to choose from and he’d settled on a sci-fi book he’d read before. He had his own reading light, and he was warm, and considering his situation he couldn’t have wished for much more.

It was almost hard to believe he’d been charged with murder, such was the kind way they’d treated him so far. Even in the interview, he’d felt almost overwhelmed by the compassion he’d been shown by the policewoman and her colleague.

He’d so wanted to blurt it out, to tell them why he’d done what he’d done but that was the selfish approach and the reasons for his actions would become clear sooner or later.

He could hear them now, telling him what a great job he’d done and how it’d all be worthwhile in the long run. He’d told them from the beginning he’d had his doubts, and he wondered now if that was more down to his fears, his own self-doubt about what he could achieve, how best he could help. But so far everything had gone to plan, so he had to give them that.

But then, as he switched off his reading light and lay back in bed, the image of Gregson fighting for his life came to him.

Martin saw the frail body beneath the thin sheer veneer of the water – fighting for his life, eyes wide as he tried to understand what was happening to him. As the vision played out, Martin found he wasn’t traumatised by what he was seeing. But neither did he have any sense of satisfaction or closure from killing the man who’d haunted his dreams for so long.

The simple fact was that Jeffrey Gregson had once existed, and now – because of Martin – he no longer did.

Martin had hoped that would fill him with joy, but he was surprised that it only gave him a sense of indifference.

Although he had no sense of remorse for his actions, he had to wonder now if what had happened – and what was about to happen – was as worthwhile as he’d once believed.
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Thomas had told Louise he would take the children to her parents’ for Sunday lunch so she could get some rest, but she’d declined the offer. Although she hadn’t returned home until after midnight and had struggled to sleep, the adrenaline from the day’s activities – the capture and arrest of Martin Bunker, the subsequent interview, the murder charge – constantly playing through her mind, she needed to do something to take her mind off things.

After the formal charge, Martin had been remanded to a mental health unit until his appearance at the magistrates on Monday. Louise knew it was the right decision, but she would have liked something more than the dashcam video evidence to support her case.

There was something about Martin Bunker’s mumbled replies, his stubborn way of saying no comment, which still troubled her. There was nothing new in the approach – it was almost standard nowadays, a familiar litany she knew would crumble once more evidence came their way. But as they drove to Kewstoke, Emily and Jack playfully bickering in the rear seats, Louise felt a guilty impatience for tomorrow to arrive. She wanted to see Bunker remanded by the magistrates, wanted to begin the work on proving his guilt.

She shook these thoughts away as Thomas pulled up to her parents’ house. Molly was barking between excited growls as the engine was switched off, desperate to be freed into the large garden.

Louise’s dad was waiting for them outside the front door. Emily unbuckled her seatbelt and ran from the car into his arms, Jack having a mini tantrum as he tried to free himself as well, desperate to join his sister.

‘Your mother’s not on top form, I’m afraid,’ her father whispered, after he’d disentangled himself from his grandchildren.

Louise still felt a little perplexed by the change she’d seen in her father these last couple of years. Prior to her mother’s diagnosis, it had been her father who’d seemed to lose his zest for life. The change in her mother’s health had sparked something in him, as if he’d decided he had to be twice the parent and grandparent. He was more energetic now than Louise could remember him being in years. She wondered what it was really costing him, but he’d never been one to share his emotions, and for now she was just glad he was holding up.

‘Hi, Mum,’ she said to her mother, who was sprawled out on the armchair in front of the television. Her mum barely lifted her head in response.

Although she’d always known such a time was bound to come, it was now of little comfort to Louise. In that moment, she realised things would only go downhill with her mother, and although she tried to cling onto the positive memories, she feared that her abiding memories would be of these last few years and she tried not to dwell on how much worse things could yet become.

The children behaved as if nothing was changing, but Louise knew that Emily, at least, had an inkling of what was happening to her grandmother. She’d talked to the girl before, explained as best she could that her grandmother was poorly and might not get better, but it was a difficult concept for anyone to grasp.

Emily had surprised her by asking if her grandmother would die. Louise had answered as truthfully as she was able, telling Emily about her mother’s prognosis, hating herself for having to share such information.

It soon became apparent that her mother wasn’t going to be up for lunch, and Louise helped her father carry her to the makeshift bedroom they’d made in the downstairs spare room.

It was all happening so fast. She’d seen other people’s lives change so quickly in her job, and had experienced it herself with her brother’s violent death, but it didn’t make what was happening to her mother any easier to bear.

Her father put a brave face on it during lunch, chatting to the children, asking both Louise and Thomas how their jobs were progressing, as all the while Louise’s mother lay asleep in the room next door.

After they’d cleaned up, Thomas took the children and Molly outside to play. Louise’s father’s demeanour changed as she asked him if they could talk.

‘I know what you’re going to say, darling,’ her father said.

‘I think it’s time now, Dad.’

Over the last few months, they’d been looking at care homes in the local area, unbeknownst to Louise’s mother. A vacancy had arisen in a place close by in Weston, which her father had visited with her.

‘You’ll be able to visit her every day. Nothing much will change, but she’ll be looked after properly,’ Louise said, regretting her clumsy words. ‘You know what I mean, Dad.’

‘I know what you mean,’ her father replied. ‘She’s not going to be happy.’

‘You never know. She might surprise you. I think she’d just be so much more comfortable, don’t you?’

Her father nodded, swiping aggressively at the tear which had formed in his eye. He’d never been one to overly display his emotions, and she imagined in his mind he was holding things together for her sake.

‘We’ll call them tomorrow and confirm everything,’ Louise said.

‘I never thought this would happen. I thought we’d be in the same house together forever.’

Out of everyone, Louise’s father had taken Paul’s death the worst. It had made him shrink into himself for a period, and the last thing Louise wanted was to see that happen again.

‘I know, Dad,’ she said, her father allowing her to hug him. Louise sensed his frailness as he reciprocated her embrace, and try as she might, she couldn’t help but wonder how long it would be until he was in the same situation as her mother.

Louise called the care home as she made her way to Bristol city centre on Monday morning. She was surprised to hear her voice breaking as she confirmed that her mother would be moving in on Thursday.

Although her mother had been ill for some time, it felt like everything was happening so quickly. Her mother moving into the care home would change everyone’s lives in a way she hadn’t fully comprehended, and part of her wished she’d somehow been able to cling onto the happier times or at least appreciated them more.

No longer would she simply be able to visit her parents. She would have to get used to seeing her mother in the care home, and she realised her real fear was that things would only get worse.

The thought was still with her as she arrived at the magistrates. Martin Bunker was first up, Louise sitting with Miles as the magistrate confirmed that the case would go to Crown Court and that Martin would be remanded to a local secure psychiatric care unit until the court date.

As she watched him depart, she still wasn’t sure they’d read him right over the weekend. He was clearly suffering from some mental health issues, as had been proven by his assessment, which had highlighted issues of disassociation and the risk of self-harm, but the occasional glimpses of lucidity she’d witnessed suggested that perhaps there was something more to him.

Outside the courtroom, Louise caught up with the CPS solicitor who’d been assigned to the case. Rachel Winters looked too young to be in such a position. She must have been in her twenties, but she’d been assured and confident on the few cases Louise had worked with her on.

‘Good result,’ Louise said.

Rachel glanced at her watch. ‘What’s your read on him? Bunker?’

Louise hesitated. ‘I can understand why he’s been placed in the unit, but there were moments when I was interviewing him that he appeared sharper than he was letting on as if the disassociation was some kind of act.’

‘Then we need to prove that. You know what they’re going to go with. Was he competent? Did he understand what he was doing? His defence will push hard on diminished responsibility.’

Louise gave a wry smile. She understood the young solicitor was trying to stamp her authority but she didn’t need things explained to her. ‘That’s down to you, Rachel. You’ll get everything you need from us.’

Rachel checked her watch again. ‘I need to go. Get me those forensics. And if anything else turns up I want to know immediately. This case is thinner than I’d like.’

She walked away before Louise could respond, Louise a little surprised by the young woman’s tone and the use of the word thinner. They had evidence Bunker had let himself into Gregson’s house, and as long as the forensic reports came back as expected, it felt like a strong case to her.

Back at headquarters, she was faced with a similar response to what she’d perceived was a good result when she went to see Robertson in his office.

‘When will we have forensics?’ he asked.

Louise smiled at the customarily dour response. ‘I’ve been told end of the week at the latest.’

‘Let’s hope we get something positive from that then. That video feed looked a bit iffy to me.’

First it was ‘Thinner’, and now it was ‘iffy’. She tried not to show her reaction. ‘In all my years of knowing you, Iain, I’ve never heard you use that word before.’

Robertson raised his eyebrows. ‘Iffy… I guess I’ve spent too long in this country. I’m being anglicised against my will.’

‘I did think your accent was getting weaker,’ Louise said, departing the office before he could retort.

The Gregson case wasn’t far from her mind as she returned to her office and tried to make a dent in her growing list of outstanding cases. She’d been led to believe that being a DCI would mean a life of delegation, but for that to be true there was a need for a sufficiency of subordinate officers.

She looked at the growing list of cases with dismay. A county lines operation going nowhere. Two stabbing suspects who’d fled to London. A missing woman from Keynsham, six weeks and counting. A care home manager stealing from the elderly. A sexual assault series near the university. A hit-and-run gone cold. Although she had officers working each case, her role as DCI meant she had overall control and would be judged on the results.

Going through each one in turn, she checked for updates and added comments where needed before returning to the Gregson murder.

Despite Robertson’s reservations, she felt the dashcam evidence to be strong but he was correct in suggesting the forensic evidence could be pivotal especially without any further corroborating evidence.

Louise would have loved to rush the samples through, but that was never going to happen. The forensics lab was as stretched as everyone else, and tests like these always took their time. There was plenty else they could be doing. Miles had already arranged to visit Bunker’s place of work in Weston to interview his colleagues, and would begin the process of interviewing Gregson’s neighbours in the coming days.

The day slipped by faster than anticipated, Louise working straight through lunch, barely looking up from her computer screen until it was time to leave for the day.

Due to the erratic nature of both their jobs, Louise and Thomas still used a nanny to pick the children up from school on most days. But Louise liked to get back as early as possible when her work allowed, knowing how important it was to spend quality time with them both.

They were fortunate that Thomas’ work brought in enough money that they’d once considered Louise giving up her role in the police. And as Louise made her way out of Portishead onto the snail-like traffic of the M5, she questioned why she’d let that opportunity slip.

She called Yvonne, the child-minder, receiving an exasperated sigh when she told her she might be late. A year or so ago Louise would have called her mother and got her to collect the children, and the thought reminded her of the upcoming move to the care home.

Inching along the motorway traffic, over the Avonmouth bridge which brought back memories of another murder investigation, her thoughts darkened as she considered once more what their life would be like going forward. In particular, she worried about her dad. The change in him of late had been great but she wondered if all that energy would dissipate once he was separated from the woman he’d spent the best part of fifty years with.

The traffic began thinning and Louise took the opportunity to increase her speed, the ETA on the sat-nav suggesting she would make it back to the child-minder in time only for her phone to ring as she took the bypass into the centre of Weston.

‘Miles?’ she said, answering.

‘Yeah, hi boss. Sorry to disturb you as I know you’ve left for the day.’

‘Spit it out, Miles.’

The young DC hesitated and Louise’s mind rushed through various possibilities of why he might be calling before he finally spoke. ‘There’s been what looks like a murder, boss, in the Weston area. Well, Congresbury. Thing is, it looks like exactly the same MO as Jeffrey Gregson. Body was found in the bath. Marks around the neck.’

Louise eased her foot off the accelerator. ‘Do we have an estimated time of death?’

Miles paused, Louise resisting the urge to scream down the line at him.

‘CSI are on the way. First responder thinks that it happened recently. They have spoken to a neighbour who allegedly chatted to the victim yesterday afternoon.’

Louise didn’t need to be reminded that yesterday afternoon, Martin Bunker had been in custody, where he’d remained ever since.
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Louise stirred the Bolognese sauce before pouring it over the pasta. She took another look at her phone, willing it to ring, before placing the plates in front of the children. Thomas was still thirty minutes out, and although she’d considered dropping the children at her parents’, she knew it wasn’t justified, that it wasn’t fair on them or the children themselves.

Emily glanced up at her as she shovelled in too big a mouthful, her lips and cheeks coated with the red sauce. ‘What’s the matter?’ she said, picking up on Louise’s agitation.

Louise sometimes forgot everything the girl had gone through over the years. First losing her mother, then her father’s descent into alcoholism and eventual death. ‘Just some work I need to catch up on,’ she replied, Emily’s eyes scrutinising her as she continued eating.

Louise was trying not to think too far ahead, but Miles’s revelation about a second murder had her more than on edge. A drowned murder victim, found in a bath, coming only days after Jeffrey Gregson’s body had been discovered in the same manner, couldn’t be coincidental.

She was half expecting a call from Bunker’s solicitor demanding he be released. Although she doubted the news was public yet, whatever this all meant, it was clear that Bunker wasn’t responsible for the second death, which cast deep shadows of doubt over whether he was responsible for the first.

Louise kissed Emily and Jack goodbye as she heard Thomas pull up outside.

‘Sorry, no time to wait,’ she said to Thomas as she passed him on his way in.

‘Love you too,’ Thomas called after her, a bemused look on his face.

She got into the car, stopping only to blow him a kiss.

Louise tried to make sense of the second death as she fought the rush hour traffic out towards Congresbury and the address Miles had given her. Miles himself had only given her piecemeal details, and it was possible the first responder was mistaken, that either the victim had been dead longer than they thought, or that the body found in the bath hadn’t been a victim of murder.

But as Louise left the main road for the small village of Congresbury, she couldn’t help but concede she was probably looking for things that almost certainly weren’t there. It was hard to even imagine what this all meant, and by the time she arrived at the property, she was growing increasingly concerned that they’d made a mistake in arresting Bunker.

Miles was dressed in his CSI overalls, waiting outside the detached property which was set down a dirt track road, the rear of the property surrounded by woodland.

His cheeks were glowing red as she got out of the car. ‘Sorry to call you in, boss,’ he said redundantly, as if Louise could possibly not be present for a second murder.

‘What do we have?’ Louise said, wasting no time in changing into her own CSI outfit.

‘Eleanor Slade, aged seventy, widow. She was found late this afternoon by her neighbour, Anne Corbett, who’d grown worried by her lack of response to phone calls. They’d supposedly been going to a book club this evening, and it wasn’t like Eleanor to go all day without acknowledging the calls.’

‘How did they get into the property?’

‘She kept a spare key for such eventualities.’

‘Show me,’ Louise said, following Miles inside.

She glanced absently at the deep carpets and floral wallpaper before following Miles upstairs to the landing where the head CSI, Janice Sutton, was waiting.

‘Took your time,’ Janice said. ‘I was about to let the plug out, but I thought you’d want to see her before we did.’

Louise placed a mask over her face and followed Janice into the bathroom, where the naked corpse of Eleanor Slade looked up at her, wide-eyed, from a pool of maroon-coloured bath water.

Louise stepped back into the corridor. ‘Is it definitely the same MO?’

‘I’ll do my best to confirm either way, but you’re going to have to give me some time.’

‘What are the chances of a terrible coincidence?’ Louise asked, more out of hope than anticipation.

‘You never know. I’ve seen some strange things in my time. But if I was a betting person, I wouldn’t be getting my hopes up.’

Louise nodded and joined Miles outside. The surrounding area outside the property was lit with vintage-looking street lamps and the CSI floodlights.

‘What does this all mean?’ Miles asked.

Louise sighed, stopping short of saying that they may have made a mistake with Bunker. ‘The neighbour?’ she asked.

‘Anne Corbett. Three doors down.’

‘Let’s go then.’

They walked the short distance to the neighbouring property in silence, images of the two drowned victims never far from Louise’s mind.

Anne Corbett was sitting in the living room of her house, being consoled by her husband and watched over by a uniformed officer as Louise and Miles arrived.

‘Hello, Mr and Mrs Corbett. My name’s DCI Blackwell.’

Mrs Corbett looked up slightly from where she’d been gazing into her lap before reassuming the position.

‘I know this has been a traumatic day for you, but I need to ask you a few more questions if that’s okay.’

Mrs Corbett nodded.

Mr Corbett, however, appeared less enamoured with the idea. ‘We’ve already answered your questions,’ he said, pulling his wife closer to him.

‘I completely understand,’ said Louise. ‘But as I’m sure you can appreciate, we’re looking at a murder investigation here and I have to be a hundred percent sure of what happened.’

‘It’s fine,’ Mrs Corbett said, her voice stronger than before, as she shrugged her husband from her and sat upright before speaking. ‘Eleanor and I speak every day.’

‘Isn’t that the truth,’ Mr Corbett said, interrupting and receiving a withering look from his wife.

‘I knew something had to be wrong.’

‘Although we have thought that before, haven’t we?’ Mr Corbett said, looking at his wife for confirmation.

‘Well, that is true. Today wasn’t the first time I’d let myself into Eleanor’s house, but it was the first time I’d found her dead,’ she said, her voice breaking.

Louise waited a few moments for Mrs Corbett to compose herself. ‘I know this will be difficult, but can you tell me exactly what happened? How you found her?’

‘I called her name. Told her I was breaking and entering again. Our little joke. Then I went from room to room. I knew that something was off instantly. It sounds weird, but the house had this strange atmosphere to it. I made my way upstairs and there she was. In the bath…’ Mrs Corbett placed a hand over her mouth, her breath catching.

Mr Corbett frowned, staring at Louise and Miles as he placed his arms around his wife once more.

They all waited in silence for a few minutes until Mrs Corbett was ready to speak again.

‘This may seem like an odd question, but did Eleanor have any enemies? Anyone you can think of who’d want to hurt her?’

Louise watched Mr Corbett in particular as she asked the question, noting a slight twitch in his face.

‘Who would want to do this to Eleanor?’ Mrs Corbett said, not receiving any affirmative response from her husband.

‘Can you think of any reason someone would want to hurt Eleanor, Mr Corbett?’ Miles asked.

‘I mean, she could be a pain in the arse sometimes, but this is obviously connected to that killer, isn’t it? The one who offed the guy over in Worlebury.’

‘We’re certainly not reaching that conclusion, and I’d appreciate it if you kept your opinions to yourself for the moment,’ Louise said. ‘Can you think of any disputes with neighbours, friends, family?’

‘Parish council,’ Mr Corbett said, this time the withering look coming from his wife. ‘I’ve been on enough committees in my time to know if you ever want to make some enemies, that’s the place to start.’

‘Eleanor was on the council?’

‘Chairwoman,’ Mr Corbett said, as if he had a bad taste in his mouth.

‘Are either of you on this council?’

Mrs Corbett shook her head and gave them the names of the people who were. Miles took the names down before Louise asked, reluctantly, ‘Do either of you know if Eleanor knew Jeffrey Gregson?’

‘I knew it,’ Mr Corbett said, unable to hide his pleasure. ‘What are we looking at? Some sort of serial killer?’

‘As I said, Mr Corbett, it’s way too early to be reaching any conclusions on what’s happened. Jeffrey Gregson, have you heard the name before?’

‘Only in the newspaper reports. Haven’t you arrested someone for that?’

Louise didn’t reply, ending the interview and asking for the keys to Eleanor’s property before leaving the husband and wife with the uniformed officer.

‘I’ll make a start on the council members,’ Miles said as they walked back along the silent road towards the beacon of floodlights where Janice was waiting for them.

‘Tell me you have some good news,’ Louise said to the CSI.

‘That would depend solely on what you consider good news. What I can tell you is that my initial assessment suggests the victim was killed in an almost identical manner to Jeffrey Gregson. Blunt force trauma to the head, pressure marks to the neck suggesting she was held beneath the water.’

‘I asked for good news, Janice,’ Louise replied, resting her hands behind her head as she contemplated what this all meant. Was there a copycat killer on the loose, or had they made a terrible mistake in arresting Martin Bunker in the first place?
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Louise felt a flicker of trepidation as she stepped into Robertson’s office the following morning. Robertson did his usual power play of not immediately responding as she sat down opposite. He typed away at his computer as if unaware of her presence before eventually looking towards her. Louise would’ve laughed at his transparent nature if the circumstances weren’t so dire.

‘Have we arrested the wrong man?’ he asked, eventually.

‘It’s way too early to say that, Iain,’ Louise responded, though in truth she’d been thinking about nothing else since leaving Eleanor’s property in Congresbury late the previous evening.

‘But Martin Bunker sure as hell didn’t kill the second victim, did he?’

‘Seems unlikely.’

Robertson frowned, Louise knew only her close relationship with her boss gave her the leeway for such a flippant response. ‘I’ve already had CPS onto me this morning. They’re not best pleased.’

‘No one’s pleased, Iain.’

‘A woman’s been murdered and an innocent man may have been charged and remanded due to our ineptitude.’

The last comment was a low blow. Robertson effectively ran the whole of CID, reporting directly to the Assistant Chief Constable, so she understood the pressure he was under, but his use of the word ineptitude stung as if it was a direct attack.

‘Look, no one’s questioning you, Louise. You know that,’ Robertson said, as if she’d betrayed her feelings in her facial response. ‘But you can see how this looks.’

‘CPS were happy enough for us to charge Bunker on Saturday. No one knew this was going to happen. I know it sounds like an excuse, but what else do you want me to tell you? What is definite is we can’t drop the charges against Martin Bunker. We can question him again as to why he let himself into Jeffrey Gregson’s place the night he was killed, and if he has any connection to our second victim.’

‘Yes, I think that’s the least we can do.’

‘I’ll push for forensics as well.’

Robertson grimaced. ‘I’ll leave it in your capable hands, then, shall I, DCI Blackwell?’

‘Thank you, Detective Superintendent Robertson,’ Louise replied, getting to her feet and heading into the incident room Miles had set up for the double murders.

The room was little more than an interview suite and for now Louise and Miles were the only ones who’d be working out of it. Louise had ancillary staff she could use for the investigation, but the main bulk of the work would have to be done between the two of them.

Miles had made a start on the crime board. He’d printed images of Jeffrey Gregson and Eleanor Slade, beneath which was an image of their sole suspect, Martin Bunker.

He’d drawn a line between the two victims and one between Gregson and Bunker. It was a stark reminder that it was impossible for Bunker to have killed both victims.

Louise took a seat, nursing the coffee Miles had made for her, staring at the images as if searching for divine inspiration.

‘A connection between the two victims has to be a priority,’ she said, almost to herself.

‘I can speak to Florence Barker again,’ Miles said. ‘See if she knew Eleanor.’

Louise nodded. ‘Let’s divvy this up. You speak to Florence, then work your way through Eleanor’s neighbours and colleagues from the parish council. I’ll focus on Bunker. I imagine we’ll be hearing from his solicitors in the not-too-distant future and we could do with getting something more substantial on him.’

Louise called Sandra Williamson, Bunker’s boss, and arranged to meet her and her colleagues later that afternoon in Weston.

Back in her office, she chased up the forensic team. She was well known at headquarters and had a good relationship with everyone in the lab. She understood as well as anyone the time constraints they were under, so rarely pushed for anything, but having explained the situation with the second murder she managed to get Martin Bunker’s tests put to the front, with an outside chance of results coming in that day.

A positive result would stave off any objections from CPS or Bunker’s solicitors about him staying in custody; a negative result was something she couldn’t consider at the moment.

That arranged, she spent the next couple of hours working through her other cases, all the while fighting the distraction of the double murders, which she wanted to give her undivided attention.

She called Tracey and managed to palm off a couple of investigations to her department so that her team could focus on Bunker before grabbing a takeaway sandwich and heading to the car park.

The investigation played in her subconscious as she drove back to Weston. It was the way she often worked, the details of the case percolating away until potential answers presented themselves, often seemingly out of nowhere.

The impossibility that Bunker killed both victims aside, she was trying to come to terms with why two retirees would be targeted, especially in such a brutal and specific way.

It reminded Louise of the first major investigation she’d worked on in Weston, where a woman in her sixties had been found dead on the beach. And while it was possible that the victims were random, Louise thought that due to their age it was feasible that they were targeted, which hopefully meant that a tangible link between the pair would soon present itself.

She pulled up outside the rehab centre where Bunker worked as maintenance manager, her mind still working on what that possible connection could be. She was walking to the front door when a male voice called out her name.

‘DCI Blackwell?’

Louise turned to the source of the voice, a nervous-looking man in dark navy jeans and a burgundy coat, his thinning brown hair neatly cropped.

‘And you are?’

‘Nathan Price,’ said the man, handing her a card.

Louise couldn’t resist letting out a sigh as she saw the job title, Freelance Journalist on the man’s card. ‘Everything press related goes through our press office. I imagine you already know this.’

She had bitter experience of working with journalists, one in particular, Tania Elliot, who’d been a dangerous interloper during Louise’s initial period in Weston. She’d never met Price before, and couldn’t recall his name.

‘Do you think you have another serial killer on your hands, DCI Blackwell?’ Price said, undeterred. ‘It wouldn’t be your first.’

Elliot aside, Louise had been subject over the years to considerable press interest due to the nature of some of the investigations she’d worked on. Due to the obtrusiveness she’d endured, she didn’t trust any of them and always gave any journalist who tried to work with her directly the same response.

‘Press office,’ she repeated, taking the steps to the rehab centre.

‘I guess it might not be a serial killer. Certainly if you think Martin Bunker’s responsible for Jeffrey Gregson’s death.’

It wasn’t that surprising that details of the second death had been leaked, but it was still a little galling to be asked such a question. She understood that sometimes it was better to develop relationships in such circumstances than immediately destroy them, even though that approach had backfired in the past.

‘Look, you’re only going to get a no comment from me at this stage. You know how it is. I have to go through procedure. Speak to our press office and see what they can set up for you.’

‘DCI Blackwell, I know something else is going on here. Perhaps if you can give me a few minutes of time I might be able to help.’

Louise pressed the doorbell. In all her years, she’d never known a journalist help her unless it was in their own best interest and the fact that she didn’t know the man made her less inclined to speak to him. ‘Sorry, you need to speak to the press office first.’

Price hesitated. He looked more flustered than the journalists she was used to dealing with. Louise wondered if it was an act, but as the door buzzed open she took some pity on him. Pity mixed with a little anxiety that he knew about the second murder and the fact that Bunker couldn’t be responsible for both.

‘Look, as I said… if you speak to our press office we might be able to set something up. But do not interfere with my investigation. Do you understand me?’

‘I heard you were tough,’ Price said with a smile.

‘You barely know the half of it,’ Louise said, closing the door behind her.

It was the last thing she needed. She couldn’t believe the press office would’ve released anything yet about the second murder without talking to her, which meant that Price already had a source somewhere. Louise had zero tolerance for such things, and staff shortage or not, she’d have the job of any officer or civilian worker who’d shared information with the journalist they shouldn’t have.

The centre’s manager, Sandra Williamson, was waiting in reception. She was dressed more formally than the last time they’d met, in a neat skirt and matching jacket.

‘DCI Blackwell. Please sign in.’

Louise did as instructed and followed Sandra to her office.

‘Can I get you something to drink?’ Sandra asked, as they sat down opposite each other.

‘No, I’m fine. Thank you.’

‘Still can’t believe this is happening. I’ve known Martin for years. I still refuse to believe he’s capable of doing this.’

Louise repeated some of the questions she’d asked last time, but Sandra was as evasive as before.

‘As I said, I don’t really know him that well beyond him being our work colleague, but he’s always been hardworking and kind. Everyone who works here loves him, as do the guests.’

‘Love him’ felt like an extreme sentiment for someone who by the manager’s own admission she didn’t know very well, but Louise was used to people talking in such platitudes. Rarely had she encountered a murderer who was universally loathed by everyone they knew. The opposite was often the case.

‘You mentioned Martin was off work these last two weeks.’

‘Yes, first time I can ever recall.’

‘Did you know he suffered from sciatica? I imagine that’s quite an occupational risk, especially for someone his age.’

‘He hadn’t mentioned it before, no. He’s a fit guy. To be honest, I was surprised when he called in sick as I mentioned before.’

‘Does he have any particularly close relationships in the building?’

Sandra frowned. ‘No, not really. As I said, he’s a quiet type, our Martin.’

Louise paused. Sandra appeared to be trying a little too hard to make her colleague sound innocent. She admired the sentiment, which undoubtedly came from a good place, but it was a little frustrating. All she wanted was to get to the truth, and she didn’t need the manager to go on about her feelings towards the man.

‘When we interviewed Mr Bunker, we were notified that he had a history of mental illness.’

‘So?’ Sandra said, her tone immediately sullen and defensive.

‘Were you aware of his medical history?’

‘He’s only the maintenance guy. But to answer your question, no I don’t know of his medical history or any history of mental illness.’

‘I have to say I’m a little surprised by that, especially in a place like this.’

‘It’s not as if he works with our guests, is it?’ Sandra said, still in defensive mode.

‘Not directly, I imagine.’

Sandra sat back as if considering what Louise was trying to imply. ‘We do thorough research on all our employees. I personally don’t know of any issues, but the owners would know. I can have his file forwarded to you if that would help?’

‘That would be great, thank you.’ Louise took out her phone and showed Sandra a picture of Eleanor Slade. ‘Do you know this woman?’

Sandra took a cursory glance. ‘No. Should I?’

‘Her name’s Eleanor Slade.’

‘Sorry, I can’t say I’ve ever met her. She certainly hasn’t been a guest here. At least not since I’ve worked here.’

‘Can you check further back?’

‘What, now?’

‘If you don’t mind.’

Sandra clearly did mind. She sighed as she got to her feet, Louise following her to reception where Sandra checked her records. ‘No one by that name has ever stayed here. These records go back to day one.’

Louise didn’t bother returning to Sandra’s office. She asked the manager a few more questions before handing her a card, deciding not to tell her about Eleanor’s murder just yet. If there was a connection between the victims, she wanted to find it herself before word spread.

‘Did Martin ever talk about other relationships? Friends and family, that sort of thing?’

Sandra shook her head. ‘I know he lived alone,’ she said, lowering her head as if embarrassed not to know much else about her colleague.

‘Listen, I know you’re trying to do your best for Martin, but you can believe me when I say I am too. I want to find out who did this and would love to rule out Martin but I can only do that if you’re being honest with me.’

Sandra nodded her head slowly, as if weighing up whether or not she could trust Louise.

‘If you can think of anything that might help, please contact me. Anytime, day or night, however insignificant you think it is. For what it’s worth, Martin seemed like a decent guy when I met him, and if someone else was responsible for Jeffrey Gregson’s death, then I will find them,’ Louise said, leaving the centre, pleased to see the overeager journalist was gone.
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The tension at headquarters had been palpable ever since news of the second killing had broken. People were on edge, Miles included. The controversy regarding whether or not they’d arrested the wrong person was the last thing he needed with his sergeant’s exam fast approaching.

Miles had even seen the tension in DCI Blackwell after she’d left the office with Robertson early that morning.

It wasn’t like her to be flustered, and Miles was still wondering, as he drove to Congresbury, whether they’d made a mistake in arresting Martin Bunker.

Everything had pointed to the man being responsible for the death of Jeffrey Gregson, but there was no way he could have killed Eleanor Slade as well. Like everyone else, Miles wasn’t sure what to think but for now he decided to focus on Eleanor’s death as if it was a standalone incident.

Police cordons were still up outside Eleanor’s house as he parked up in the leafy neighbourhood, Louise having made her way to Weston to interview Martin Bunker’s work colleagues.

Miles manoeuvred his large frame out of the car, a gust of wind sending a shiver through his body as he bent beneath the police tape and allowed himself into Eleanor’s house.

This was a big opportunity for him and he didn’t want to waste it. More importantly, he wanted answers. He’d learnt from Louise over the last two years the importance that could be found in even the smallest detail, and he wanted to take another look through the victim’s house before the meetings he’d arranged with some of her former colleagues on the parish council.

Eleanor had been in her early seventies, and her house was arranged in the way Miles would’ve expected for someone of her age. There was a cosiness to the house which reminded him of his Nan’s bungalow in Burnham. Amongst the vintage sofas and armchairs, the flowered wallpaper and the trinkets dotted within, he scanned the photographs he’d seen yesterday. Eleanor and her late husband had never had children, and the images were mainly of the married couple in various places on their holidays. From what he could see, the pair had been very happy but photographs didn’t always tell the truth. Miles wondered if not having children had been a choice or not, and how both of the now deceased couple had really thought about it.

Dust puffed up as Miles took the carpeted stairs to the top floor, and the master bedroom where Eleanor had slept alone these last few years. A large oil painting took centre space above the bed, a landscape scene of the local area. There were no photographs in the room, which surprised Miles. He thought Eleanor may have kept a reminder of her husband close to her at night, and again wondered about what their relationship had actually been like.

He checked through the wardrobe and the chest of drawers, everything having already been processed by CSI, hoping for something of importance while conceding that he’d no idea what that could possibly be.

Aside from evidence markers and the splash of dried blood on the side walls, there was little in the bathroom to suggest the terrible trauma that’d taken place there. The bath which had held Eleanor’s body less than twenty-four hours ago was now empty, only a thin residue of maroon-coloured liquid hinting at what had taken place within. The post-mortem had yet to take place, but the blunt force injury to Eleanor’s head and the marks around her neck were indication enough of what had happened here.

Miles had seen the crime scene and the numerous CSI photographs of Eleanor’s corpse, wide-eyed beneath the water. With Jeffrey Gregson’s murder, they’d initially thought it was a crime of passion, which was the most common motive for murders. The presumption had been that Martin Bunker followed Gregson home, where some sort of confrontation had taken place, resulting in Gregson’s eventual death.

The fact that Bunker had seemingly known about the key hidden under the rock outside Gregson’s house, and had let himself in indicated a level of premeditation. But Eleanor’s murder changed everything.

Due to the near identical mode of both murders, it had to now be considered that both victims were specifically targeted and that both murders were premeditated. It also suggested, in theory at least, that the same person was responsible for both murders.

Miles didn’t know what that meant for the charge against Martin Bunker, as he was definitely in detention when Eleanor had been killed and briefly considered the possibility that there was more than one murderer involved in these deaths.

Still looking at the bath, Miles thought about the certain kind of obscene strength and will it would have taken for the killer to do what they had done.

He pictured someone hovering over Eleanor’s prone body, forcing their hands around her throat and holding her beneath the water. He imagined Eleanor convulsing beneath the attack and tried to consider what would motivate someone to continue holding her beneath the surface, whether it was a murderous compulsion or something about Eleanor that’d driven the killer to such lengths.

Tearing himself away, Miles ducked back beneath the door frame and headed downstairs. He made a final scan of the downstairs rooms before returning to his car where he took a short drive to the local church hall where the parish committee convened.

A man was waiting by the front door and introduced himself as Norman Rowe. ‘I’m deputy chairperson,’ the man said. He was almost Miles’s height, though there was a slight stoop to him as he shook hands, his frame willowy rather than broad, his balding head pitted with tufts of hair which had clearly been dyed a deep black at home.

Miles had made contact with the man last night and followed him inside into the draughty church hall which smelt of changing rooms, the air inside somehow feeling colder than outside.

‘As requested, I’ve invited the other members of the committee to come in half-hour slots. I’ve printed this up for you,’ Norman said, handing Miles an itinerary which would take him into the early afternoon.

Norman was staring at him, his watery eyes wide in expectation.

‘Thank you, Norman. This’ll be very helpful. We can, of course, start with you,’ Miles said.

‘Indeed.’ Norman smiled, his West Country accent betraying a little bit too much enthusiasm considering their reasons for being there.

Norman led them to a small side room which mercifully had a heater in it. There was an old oak desk, Norman taking a seat behind it as if Miles was the one about to be interviewed.

‘Such tragic news,’ Norman said, any remorse he might be feeling not reaching his features.

‘You knew Eleanor well?’

‘As well as anyone, I guess. I joined the council ten years ago, though I knew Eleanor before from various functions in the local community. It was here that I really got to know her.’

‘And she was chairwoman, I understand?’

Miles noticed a slight narrowing of Norman’s eyes as he responded. ‘She was these last three years. She was up for re-election. There was going to be a vote in early December.’

‘Anyone running against her?’

Norman ran his hand across his scalp as if in memory of where he’d once ruffled a full head of hair. ‘I would’ve been running against her. Hope that doesn’t make me a suspect.’

Miles didn’t match Norman’s smile. ‘What was Eleanor like as a committee member?’

‘Don’t get me wrong, she was very efficient, well organised. I just thought the time was right for a change. Never hurts to freshen things up, does it? New ideas and what have you.’

Norman spoke as if he was pitching for the role to Miles and not discussing a colleague who’d just been murdered.

‘How did Eleanor get on with other members of the committee?’

‘Have you ever heard the phrase “ruled with an iron fist”? Well, that would sum up Eleanor. She was not one to be messed with. She liked everything to be done her own way. Nothing wrong with that, of course. We all have our ways of managing.’

‘Did she have any enemies?’

Norman made a solemn face, but Miles wasn’t buying any of it. ‘If you run things in the way she did, you’re bound to make enemies. She was outspoken, didn’t suffer fools gladly, and that obviously annoyed a lot of people.’

‘Yet she still maintained her position as chairperson.’

‘As I said, she was very effective in the work she did. You don’t necessarily have to like someone to respect them.’

‘Can you think of anyone who would dislike her enough to want to harm her in that way?’

Norman pursed his lips. ‘Much of this committee business is all harmless nonsense. We all know that. As you’ll see later, the committee’s all retirees. Many of us used to have high-level jobs, responsibilities, power to a certain extent. When you retire, you often miss that aspect. Things like these parish meetings are a way for us to feel we’re still needed. Certainly that’s how I feel. But I don’t think any of us are arrogant enough to believe it means anything more than that, and I think we all have our faculties enough about us to know it’s not worth dying over.’

Miles showed Norman a picture of Jeffrey Gregson and Martin Bunker. ‘Do you recognise these men?’

‘I’ve seen them on the news, obviously, but I’ve never met them before,’ Norman said dismissively, as if he’d been half expecting the question.

Miles nodded, concerned that the interview was getting away from him, that either he wasn’t asking the right questions or that Norman was steering it to his own ends. ‘Did Eleanor ever talk about her past?’

‘She used to be a head teacher at the local comp. Very much old-school teaching, from what I’ve been told. By the time she retired, her husband was the deputy head there. Almost a little family business, though state-run obviously. She didn’t talk about it much, though I occasionally saw her interact with old colleagues who lived locally. Always a little strained, if you want my opinion.’

Norman held his hand up and clenched his fingers together. ‘You know, the iron fist and all that. Look, I’m sorry if I’m painting a bad picture of her. I don’t mean to speak ill of the dead, and I did respect Eleanor… But I thought you’d want to know the truth.’

Miles held his hand up. ‘I really appreciate your honesty, Norman. Everything you’re telling me is very helpful,’ he said, as the door to the side office creaked open, a woman tilting her head around the door opening.

‘Ah, your next appointment’s arrived.’

‘I’ll be with you in two minutes. Just one last question, Norman. You mentioned that you saw Eleanor in conversation with her old colleagues. How about any of her former pupils?’

Norman shrugged. ‘Can’t say I ever saw that happen. No doubt they were too scared to say hello.’

Miles developed a clearer picture of Eleanor Slade as the rest of the day progressed. Norman Rowe’s fellow committee members were less direct, but reading between the lines of some of the replies, Miles was attuned to the same sentiment. Eleanor had been highly respected but had also been feared. Whether that fear had been enough for someone to want to kill her was still open for debate.

He made final notes before leaving the church hall, the sky already darkening outside. He thought about the two victims and how different they were from one another. Jeffrey Gregson had been something of a loner, quiet and introspective, whereas Eleanor had been more outgoing, a voice in the community if not universally liked.

The only thing that linked them so far was their age, both victims having been in their seventies. It seemed clear to Miles that had to be the focus of the investigation now. If they could find a connection between Eleanor and Jeffrey, they might uncover what the hell was going on here.

His hopes for that weren’t high at present as none of the committee members had admitted knowing either Martin Bunker or Jeffrey Gregson.

By the time he left the church hall, the sky had darkened. Miles beeped his car open and was about to get in when someone called his name. He turned to see a man in a tattered overcoat, a leather satchel across his chest.

‘DC Miles Boothroyd?’

‘That’s right.’ Miles stood tall, accentuating his height and physique against the stranger. ‘Who am I speaking to?’

The man held his hand out, a smile forming on his face. ‘My name’s Nathan Price,’ he said. ‘I was wondering if I could speak to you about the recent spate of murders.’
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Louise was driving back to headquarters when a call came in from Martin Bunker’s solicitor agreeing to a further interview at the mental health care unit in Fishponds later that afternoon.

Louise entered the address on her sat-nav before calling Miles to tell him to meet her there. The DC updated her on his afternoon of interviews in Congresbury, describing an interesting character portrait of Eleanor Slade as someone who was far from universally loved.

‘One other thing, boss. I was stopped by some journalist outside the town hall. No idea how he got my details, but he knew me by name.’

Louise grimaced. ‘Let me guess… Nathan Price?’

‘That’s him.’

A surge of adrenaline ran through Louise’s bloodstream. Although she’d found Price to be relatively harmless, especially considering the pushy journalists she often encountered, the last thing she wanted was for more information than necessary to be shared with the press at this stage. ‘You didn’t tell him anything, did you, Miles?’

‘Of course not, boss. Same line we always use. Speak to the press office. But he did go on a bit, kept insisting we talk. Wouldn’t take no for an answer to begin with.’

‘Yeah, I’ve had a run-in with him myself today. Try and find out some details about him when we get back to headquarters as I haven’t heard of him before,’ Louise said, before ending the call.

The journalistic pressure was something they could do without. Louise was already concerned about what she’d read in the press in the foreseeable future and she was growing a little concerned about Nathan Price himself. As she’d told Miles, she hadn’t heard of Price before and it seemed a little odd that he was the only one taking such a strong interest in the case. It was all but certain that Martin Bunker couldn’t have killed Eleanor Slade, and once that was public knowledge, the fallout could be problematic.

She was heading into Bristol at exactly the wrong time of day. The junction to the M32 was packed with workers, and she arrived at the secure unit where Martin Bunker was being kept with only five minutes to spare, Miles standing as she arrived in the main office.

‘They’re ready for us, boss,’ Miles said, the pair of them going through security procedures before being shown through to the office where Bunker, his solicitor, and an appropriate adult – this time one of the care unit’s team – were waiting for them.

Martin looked up at them as they entered. He was wearing the unit’s standard fatigues. He looked a little healthier and more rested than the last time they’d met, and Louise looked through the notes she’d been given, checking the various medication the man was on.

‘How are you keeping, Martin?’ she asked, sitting down opposite, surprised when Martin answered.

‘I’m okay, thank you.’

‘Well, that’s good to hear. I believe your solicitor has told you of the latest developments,’ she said, placing a photograph of Eleanor Slade in front of him.

Louise studied the man’s response as he looked intently at Eleanor’s photo. She was sure there was a flicker of recognition in the narrowing of his eyes.

‘Do you know who this is, Martin?’

Martin shook his head.

‘Her name is Eleanor Slade. Her body was found in her house yesterday. From what we can tell, she was drowned in the bath in a similar fashion to Jeffrey Gregson.’

‘And this incident occurred when my client was in custody, I believe,’ the solicitor said.

Louise shot the woman a fierce look of rebuke. ‘The comment was unnecessary and unhelpful. Everyone’s aware of that fact,’ she said, turning her attention back to Martin. ‘We’re trying to work out who did this to Eleanor, and it would help us to know if you knew her or not, Martin.’

Martin was still fixed on the photograph. He eventually lifted his eyes, turning away from Louise and looking at his solicitor, who nodded.

‘No comment,’ Martin said sheepishly, his eyes now downcast.

Louise glared at the solicitor, even as she addressed Martin directly. ‘I’m trying to help you, Martin. You understand that if we find the person who’s responsible for killing Eleanor, this might help you?’

‘Are you suggesting my client could be innocent of his charge?’ the solicitor said.

‘At the moment, nothing’s changed. But this is your chance for your client to help himself. So the continuous no comments aren’t helping. Give me a reason to drop the charges against you, Martin. Tell me about Eleanor Slade. Tell me how she’s connected to Jeffrey Gregson.’

Martin hesitated, his fingers drumming against the edge of the desk.

Louise decided to capitalise on the indecision. ‘Did you know Eleanor?’ she said, her tone rising. ‘Now’s the time, Martin. Please, help us to help you. Tell me why someone would want to do this to Eleanor.’

Martin mumbled something under his breath, the appropriate adult from the care unit placing a hand on his shoulder, asking him if he was okay.

Martin mumbled again, Louise straining to hear. She thought she heard him say something about ‘they’ but couldn’t be sure.

‘I think we’ll have to wrap this up soon,’ the care unit employee said.

It was a tricky situation. Louise knew if she pushed much harder, the interview would be cancelled and she’d struggle to get to talk to Martin again. But she was convinced he knew more than he was letting on. Maybe if it wasn’t for his solicitor, she might be able to get some answers.

‘I went to see your colleagues at the rehab centre in Weston today,’ she said, making her voice much lighter. ‘They all miss you. Sandra and the others told me there was no way you could be capable of such a thing, and I want to believe them, Martin. I really do.’

Martin shuffled back slightly in his chair, lifting his face up to look at her.

‘And I think your job’s still open if you ever get yourself out of this situation you’re in. Isn’t that great?’

‘Where’s this going, DCI Blackwell?’ said the solicitor.

Louise ignored her, deciding she would ask about Martin’s past. ‘Your records show that much of your childhood was spent in foster care. Is that right?’

‘How is this relevant?’ the solicitor said.

Louise turned sharply to the woman. ‘I’d appreciate it if you could be quiet for just a moment. I’ve been fair with both you and your client, and I just want to find out if Martin’s past is pertinent to the current investigation. If you truly want him to be released, then you’ll let me speak.’ She turned back. ‘Martin, tell me about your foster parents,’ she said, not waiting for the solicitor to object or respond to her criticism.

‘I was in and out of different places. I was a bit of a scallywag,’ Martin said with a grin. It was the most animated she’d seen him since they’d met.

‘That must’ve been difficult for you.’

‘They were mostly kind people. They just didn’t know how to handle me at the time.’

‘Were you in foster care all through your childhood?’ Louise asked.

Louise had been hoping for a reaction, but even she was surprised by Martin’s response. He looked at his solicitor as he began shuddering, muttering to himself, this time the words more pronounced.

‘They wouldn’t like this,’ he said. ‘They wouldn’t like this at all.’

The member of the care unit stood up. ‘Right, that’s enough.’

‘Who wouldn’t like this, Martin?’ Louise said as the appropriate adult shot her a look and escorted Martin out of the room.
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Louise was stuck in gridlock on the M5 as she made her way into work the following morning. At least during the night, rest had come easier than she’d imagined, despite the ongoing pressures of the investigation. Sheer exhaustion had pulled her to sleep, a tiredness she was still experiencing now as she edged a few feet further ahead, rain pounding the windscreen.

She’d been thinking about Martin Bunker’s reaction yesterday, specifically his claim that they wouldn’t like it. The strange response had come to the question about his childhood in foster care last night and Louise wanted to make fresh inroads into that side of the equation. She planned to chase up with the council on finding a fuller set of records, though she doubted she would get the response she needed anytime soon.

That aside, with Martin not forthcoming and no fresh leads on the second killing, finding a potential motive that connected both murders felt paramount. And while there were no records or even a suggestion that Jeffrey Gregson had once been a foster parent, Martin’s visceral reaction yesterday suggested to Louise that she’d hit upon something when she suggested it.

It now seemed more likely than ever that Martin had targeted Gregson from the beginning. He’d known where the key was, which suggested a modicum of surveillance before the night of the killing. Now they needed something else, a motive ideally, and the foster home angle felt as good a place as any to start searching for it.

Once the traffic started moving, Louise was finally able to head to FHQ, arriving about twenty minutes later than she intended.

The incident room was empty, Miles heading over to Congresbury that morning to talk to the faculty from Eleanor Slade’s old school. Coffee in hand, Louise sat before the incident board, the possibility of connections between the two victims and Martin Bunker feeling further out of reach.

She retired to her office where she began trying to make further inroads into Martin Bunker’s past, desperate for that elusive connection that might unravel everything.

Three hours later, she looked up from her computer, the sharp movement making her dizzy, her neck stiff from sitting at the desk. She would’ve been annoyed at how long everything was taking if she wasn’t used to it.

Martin Bunker was a child of the eighties, and as such, finding records for him was difficult. Louise had gone through database after database, made call after call, and had little to show for it beyond unverified reports of four separate secondary schools Martin Bunker had attended, but finally she’d tracked down a name and address of foster parents who’d taken him in aged fourteen.

She’d called the foster parents, a retired couple who lived in Bridgwater, but they’d been reluctant to speak on the phone, so she’d been forced to make an appointment with them after lunch. She tried to check in with Miles before leaving, his phone going straight to answerphone, before setting off back down the M5 the way she’d come that morning.

She smiled to herself as she arrived in Bridgwater forty minutes later. Again she was reminded how office-based her DCI role was supposed to be, and how that was proving to be further and further away from the reality. She couldn’t deny that she was pleased to be on the road. There was a certain frisson of excitement being out on an open investigation that simply couldn’t be replicated behind her desk. And although she was merely visiting the foster parents of a suspected murderer, she still experienced a burst of adrenaline as she parked up outside a quaint cottage on the outskirts of town and knocked on the door, introducing herself to the nervous-looking couple who introduced themselves as Ted and Dorothy Crale before showing Louise inside.

As the Crales showed her to the living room, she was struck by the fact that they were probably older than her own parents. She tried to dismiss the thought of her mother’s upcoming move to the care home as she took a seat on the flower-patterned sofa, instead focussing on the case itself.

The room reminded her of Eleanor Slade’s house, with the major difference being the numerous photographs lining the walls and shelves.

‘Your foster children?’ she asked as the couple sat down opposite her, both with beaming smiles on their faces.

‘Some of them,’ Dorothy said. ‘There’ve been so many. After you called this morning, we went through all our old photos, didn’t we, Ted?’

Mr Crale nodded, his eyes still focused on the numerous photos on the walls before he turned his attention to Louise. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t want to talk on the phone. The truth is I hadn’t thought of Martin in a number of years. As Dorothy says, we’ve fostered a lot of children, so I wanted to remind myself. I hope that’s okay?’

‘Of course,’ Louise said. ‘I appreciate you taking the time to speak.’

‘You mentioned Martin’s got himself into a spot of bother,’ Ted said, continuing.

Louise hadn’t elaborated on her reason for calling on the phone and shared the details of the Gregson murder investigation with the couple now. Mrs Crale in particular looked shocked by the revelation, wincing as Louise mentioned the drownings.

‘This is the man who was killed in Weston?’ Ted said, placing his arm around his wife.

Louise nodded.

‘We’d heard about that, of course, but I hadn’t realised Martin was involved. If you don’t mind me saying, you don’t appear to be overly surprised,’ Louise said, although she wasn’t completely sure that was true.

‘We fostered over seventy children during a twenty-five-year period, DCI Blackwell. And although we did our best to give each and every one our full love and attention, it’s obviously not quite the same as having children of your own,’ Ted said. ‘You see, we couldn’t have children ourselves so we thought this would be the next best thing.’

Louise didn’t interrupt, hoping the man would soon get to his point.

‘What I’m trying to say is that we looked after lots of children, but we didn’t always get to know them that well.’

‘What do you remember of Martin?’

‘We’ve been talking about that all morning, haven’t we, Ted?’ Dorothy said, sitting forward and lifting her album of photos from the table in front of her. ‘I can remember each and every one of the children we looked after, but it’s getting harder every year,’ Dorothy chuckled, her shock forgotten for a moment. But then, she seemed to remember why Louise was here, and her tone became more serious. ‘It shouldn’t be that way, should it?’

She stopped on a page and turned the album to Louise. ‘I’m afraid this is the only photograph we have of Martin. He was with us for ten months.’

Louise took the album and looked at the photograph of Martin Bunker, aged fourteen. Despite the age gap, he was instantly recognisable. The boy in the photograph had the same serene-looking eyes. He was half-smiling to camera, his hair a blonde crew cut.

‘Did you often have children that age join you?’ Louise asked as she scanned through the other photographs in the album.

‘All ages,’ Ted said.

‘Do you remember where Martin had been before he came to you?’

‘From what we remember, he came from another foster home, but for the life of us, we can’t remember the details.’

‘And did you have other foster children staying with you at the time?’

Ted and Dorothy looked at each other as if deciding whether or not to share a secret.

‘We did,’ Ted said. ‘Two boys and a girl. The others had been with us for a couple of years, and Martin was older than them. I think it added to his sense of isolation. As Dorothy said before, we always did our best for every child, but I think Martin felt he was separate, somehow – that he was interloping on our established family.’

‘But that wasn’t true,’ Dorothy said, shaking her head.

‘What was his behaviour like?’ Louise asked.

Ted sighed. ‘It’s such a shame. Unless you’ve been there, I don’t think you can fully appreciate what life’s like for these kids, being brought up with no parents, shunted from home to home. Martin had his demons, like most of them did. He was always kind and polite with us, but he got into fights at school a lot. He was suspended on a couple of occasions. I remember trying to talk to him numerous times about it, but he was always a little uncomfortable in my presence, especially on a one-to-one basis.’

Louise caught Dorothy glancing up at her husband. ‘Go on,’ she said softly.

Ted sighed again. ‘He attacked me once. I don’t think he really meant to. He’d had a fight at school and I asked him about it. He was screaming at me to get out of his room, which in retrospect I should’ve done, but I wanted to help him, and I think I pushed him too far.’

‘What happened?’ Louise asked, her eyes darting from husband to wife.

She could see the recollection was troubling for both of them and didn’t want to push too much.

‘He swung out at me,’ Ted said. ‘And he was a big lad, even aged fourteen. Much bigger than me. In fact, it wasn’t the first time I’d been hit, but he must’ve made a good connection. I stumbled backwards and hit my head. I needed stitches, so we had to declare what happened, and it was decided that Martin should leave our care.’

The pair looked genuinely crestfallen at the declaration.

‘That must’ve been difficult for you,’ Louise said.

‘When these types of things happen, it goes in a flash. He was taken away the same day I went to the hospital and we never saw him again. Sometimes that’s the way things happen.’

‘Do you know where he went next?’

Ted shook his head, his hand entwined with his wife’s. ‘We don’t tend to get to know those details unless we have an ongoing relationship with the child, so I’m afraid I can’t help you.’

Louise nodded. ‘The other children you were caring for, would they have stayed in contact with him?’

‘Not that I’m aware of. I can print you a list of all the children we fostered, if that would help. Some of them keep in contact, some come to visit us, don’t they, Ted?’ Dorothy said, a hint of longing in her voice.

Louise thought about the unspeakable sadness in Dorothy Crale’s words as she drove back to headquarters. She thought about her own relationship with Emily and Jack, and her own parents. She tried to imagine what it would’ve been like having so many children come in and out of their lives, knowing that in many cases they would never hear from them again. Or, on such occasions as today, finding out that the child they’d given their time to was now accused of murder.

Louise wasn’t sure if the fact that Martin Bunker had attacked his foster parent made much difference to the investigation. It wasn’t as if they were trying to prove Bunker was responsible for Jeffrey Gregson’s death. Despite the second killing, that seemed almost certain to Louise.

What she wanted was some potential motive that would link the two murders. She’d had a momentary hope when she’d looked through the list Ted Crale had given her. But that hope had quickly faded when she’d found no mention of Jeffrey Gregson, Eleanor Slade, or anyone else currently connected to the investigation.

‘How was your day?’ she asked Miles when she arrived back at headquarters. ‘I hope it was more productive than mine.’

Her junior colleague was sitting alone in the incident room, his laptop in front of him.

‘Well, I got things done, boss. But I’m not sure how productive I’ve been.’

Miles gave her a rundown of the people he’d spoken to that day, mainly former colleagues of Eleanor Slade.

‘Reading between the lines, much like when I spoke to the council people, I get the overall opinion that she wasn’t particularly well liked by either pupil or staff,’ Miles said. ‘She sounded very much like an old disciplinarian, but there’s nothing about her past I can see that would warrant anyone wanting to kill her.’

Louise shared the list the Crales had given her, asking if anyone he’d seen that day was on it.

There had to be days like this, Louise acknowledged. Days where nothing seemed to go right, where the investigation seemed to stall. It made the times when more positive results came in that more fulfilling. But although Louise told herself that every piece of information they picked up, however irrelevant it might feel at the time, could potentially prove to be useful, she still felt overwhelmingly frustrated as the door opened and one of the civilian office staff informed her there was a call for her.

Louise took the call from the forensic team in the incident room, putting it on speakerphone so Miles could hear.

‘We have DNA and blood tests back from the Jeffrey Gregson scene at present. We should have matching results for Eleanor Slade by tomorrow,’ the technician on the other end of the line said.

‘So what do you have for me?’ Louise asked.

‘Pretty much as you’d expect. We have blood and DNA from the garage and bathroom, as well as under the nails of Jeffrey Gregson, that match with Martin Bunker.’

After reiterating the desperate need for the results from Eleanor Slade to come back tomorrow, Louise hung up.

Although the result had been expected, Louise had to concede that she was a little disappointed that it was now almost certain that Martin Bunker was responsible for Jeffrey Gregson’s death.

Where she should’ve been pleased – they now had all but unarguable proof that Bunker had killed Gregson – she was now preoccupied with the fact that they had a second murder to solve, and unless Bunker had somehow killed Eleanor Slade before his arrest, there was now a second killer on the loose.

Louise looked over to Miles, surprised he’d yet to comment since the call had come through. The DC was still head down in the list she’d received from the Crales. ‘What is it?’ she said.

‘I was just cross-checking this list of children the Crales foster-parented with the people I spoke to today. I almost missed it,’ Miles said, handing the list to her with one of the names circled. ‘It looks like he lived with them at the same time as Martin Bunker.’

Louise rubbed her eyes. ‘How did I miss this?’ she said, looking at the name Miles had circled.

It could’ve been a coincidence, but Louise picked up her phone and called the number she had for the name on the list – the journalist Nathan Price.
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Louise drove Emily along the seafront the following morning, doing her best to hide the fact that she was desperate to get back to work.

‘When will we see Grandma and Granddad again?’

Louise barely heard the question. She still couldn’t believe she’d initially missed Nathan Price’s name on the list of former foster children the Crales had given her. She’d always prided herself on her eye for detail, and despite acknowledging the stress of the current investigation and the fact that she’d only given the list a cursory glance, she still felt it was something she shouldn’t have missed.

‘Soon, not sure,’ she replied. The water was in, the sun making a rare appearance in the autumn sky. Louise checked her rear-view mirror, pleased to see Emily smiling at the view. She felt like she hadn’t spent much time with her niece and adopted daughter of late. With all the changes going on in her life with her move to secondary school, it was good to see her smile and take such innocent pleasure from the sight of the water.

Louise was pleased, too, that when she pulled over to allow Emily out, her niece leaned over and kissed her goodbye. It was such a small thing, but at that precise moment it meant everything.

She tried calling Nathan Price again as she headed back towards headquarters. Both she and Miles had called numerous times after spotting his name on the list, but each call had gone straight to answerphone. It seemed incongruous that they couldn’t contact a man who’d been trying so hard to speak to them.

Louise rattled her fingers against the steering wheel as the call went through to answerphone once more.

Miles was waiting for her at headquarters, his solemn look as he headed into CID not filling her with much optimism.

‘You’re becoming quite the bearer of bad news,’ she said, Miles’s face blushing as she sat down next to him.

Miles lifted Nathan Price’s business card from the desk. ‘I’ve been checking Mr Price’s credentials. It seems that journalist is perhaps a stretch. I can’t find any affiliation to any newspapers.’

Louise ran a hand through her hair. It was probably something they could’ve checked, but they’d both directed Price to the press office, neither of them having reason to believe the man had been lying.

‘He hasn’t been in contact with our PR team,’ Miles added. ‘I’ve done some searching online for him, but there’s nothing out there to suggest he has any journalistic background at all. He doesn’t even have any active profiles on social media beyond an old Facebook page which hasn’t been accessed for over five years.’

Louise shook her head, glancing at the expired social media page, where Nathan Price’s stern-looking face was staring out at them. She was trying to make some sense of it all, why the man had claimed to be a journalist and why he’d courted both their attention.

Neither of them said what Louise was thinking. It seemed a little far-fetched to be true, but it was possible that they’d had the killer in their sights, that he may have even come to them out of some subconscious need to be stopped, and that they’d simply told him to go away. Though that didn’t take into account the fact that Martin Bunker’s blood and DNA had been found all over the crime scene at Jeffrey Gregson’s house.

‘We need to get a handle on this,’ Louise said, calling the Crales and arranging to meet them later that afternoon.

By the time they set off, just after eleven, blood tests had come back from the Eleanor Slade murder scene, the forensic team confirming what deep down they’d already known – that Martin Bunker’s blood and DNA weren’t present. Foreign DNA and blood had been found on Eleanor, but so far no match had been made on any of the databases.

The sun was still high as they made their way to Bridgwater, Louise driving as Miles continued his research on his phone as they headed to the Crales’.

Louise was used to anomalies and discrepancies in investigations, but she had to concede that this one had her perplexed: two seemingly identical murders, a high probability of them being committed by two different killers. Now the consideration had to be that maybe Martin had been working in tandem with a second killer, and with no second suspect yet – a thought Louise didn’t want to dwell on.

Miles called Nathan Price again as Louise parked up outside the house in Bridgwater, shaking his head as once more it went through to answerphone.

The Crales were less full of good cheer than yesterday as they showed them both through to the sitting room.

They’d confirmed on the phone that Nathan Price was a former foster child of theirs, but it was only when Miles showed them the image from Facebook that they were able to confirm they were talking about the same man.

‘What does this all mean?’ Mrs Crale asked, her hands once more intertwined with her husband’s.

‘We were hoping you might help us with that,’ Louise said, trying her best to keep the conversation light when the connection was obvious, that potentially both killers were former foster children of the Crales.

She explained the brief meetings they’d both had with Nathan Price and the fact that he’d claimed to be a journalist.

‘Well, he is a journalist,’ Mr Crale said.

‘Oh, is that so?’ Louise replied, glancing at Miles. ‘We haven’t been able to find any publications Nathan has been involved with.’

‘He’s an investigative journalist. He’s been working on a book,’ Mrs Crale said, clearly taking some pride in the information.

‘He has previous publications?’

‘No, but he always wanted to be a writer.’

‘So you’re still in contact with Nathan?’ Louise asked.

‘Of course. He drops by every few months. He lives in London now,’ Mrs Crale said.

‘Do you know what type of book he’s working on?’ Louise asked, wondering what was so specific to the murder investigation to warrant Nathan approaching both her and Miles.

‘It all stems from his childhood. You see, like Martin, he was something of a child of the system, although fortunately he was able to stay with us up until the age of eighteen.’

‘Would Nathan and Martin have been here at the same time?’ Louise asked.

The Crales looked at one another. ‘Yes, Nathan was with us when Martin came to stay. He was still very young. Six or seven.’

‘And do you remember what their relationship was like?’

‘As I said before, Martin was the oldest when he was here. He kept himself to himself, but from what I can remember, Nathan always looked up to him. It’s quite often that way, you know, younger boys looking up to their teenage counterparts.’

‘And there was never any animosity between the two?’ Miles asked.

Mr Crale frowned. ‘I’m not really sure what you’re getting at, son,’ he said, ‘but if it’s what I think it is, you’re way off the mark. Nathan wouldn’t hurt anyone. He’s a crusader for justice.’

Miles nodded, correctly not justifying his question.

‘Could you expand on that, Mr Crale?’ Louise said, trying to divert the man’s attention from his anger.

‘As I mentioned before, he’s writing a book about the failings of the care system in this country, something we’re all too well aware of.’

‘Do you think it’s possible that Nathan’s still in contact with Martin? I mean, that would explain why he tried to speak to us. It’s understandable that he’d want to help his old foster brother.’

Louise noticed Mr Crale visibly relax as he sat back on the sofa next to his wife.

‘He never mentioned Martin to us. As I said to you yesterday, we had over seventy foster children, and at least half of them came after Martin’s short stay with us.’

‘What about any of your other children?’

‘There’s Gary,’ Mrs Crale said.

‘Gary?’

‘Another of our boys. He lives in London too. Gary and Nathan are still good friends.’

‘Could we get contact details for him before we leave?’ Louise asked.

Mr Crale looked at his wife and nodded. ‘I need to get them from the office,’ he said, returning a few minutes later with a large bundle of papers.

Louise got to her feet.

‘Here’s the contact details for Nathan and Gary,’ Mr Crale said, handing her the top sheet which had full addresses and contact details for both men. ‘And I can give you this as well,’ he said. ‘It’s the only copy we have, so I need you to guarantee we get it back.’

Louise took the pile of papers from the man.

‘This is the book Nathan’s been working on. Maybe it’ll help you find out where he is.’

There was something sweet about the fact that Nathan Price had printed up his work in progress for his former foster parents. Miles had started reading the manuscript before they’d returned to the car, and was still working through it as they returned to headquarters.

Louise was still trying to process everything that was happening. The connections were developing and it was growing more and more important for them to make contact with Nathan Price.

‘We going to London?’ Miles asked, his eyes still on the manuscript.

‘Let me try these numbers first,’ Louise said. She felt they had enough reason to pay Nathan Price a visit, but a lot of time could be saved if they could reach either him or his former foster brother by phone.

She tried Nathan again before calling the number she had for Gary Mead. She lifted her finger in the air as the phone was answered on the third ring.

‘Mr Mead, this is DCI Blackwell from Avon and Somerset Police. I was given your name and number by Mr and Mrs Crale.’

‘Oh my goodness. Are they okay?’

‘Yes, they’re fine. The reason we were speaking to them was in connection to Nathan Price. I believe you lived in foster care with him when you were children?’

‘That’s right. What’s this about? Is Nathan okay?’ Gary said, sounding alarmed.

‘Well, we’re trying to locate him. I spoke to him a couple of days ago. He approached me regarding an active murder investigation I’m working on.’

The line went momentarily silent and for a second Louise was concerned that the man had hung up.

‘He mentioned he might be going there. It’s the thing that happened in Weston-super-Mare, isn’t it?’ Gary said, his voice drifting. ‘About Martin.’

‘Martin Bunker, yes. You know about that?’

‘I know he was arrested for murder. I never met him,’ Gary said, answering Louise’s question before she had a chance to ask it.

‘I see. Regarding Nathan, as far as we’re aware, he doesn’t have any affiliation with any press organisation. Is that correct?’

‘No. He’s been working on a book and he takes it very seriously. He’s done a lot of research on the care institutions in the South West. If you ask me, he was getting a little bit obsessed with it, but that’s Nathan for you. Do you think he’s in some sort of trouble?’

‘We’re not sure. There’s some coincidences we’d like to speak to him about.’

‘What sort of coincidences?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t share those details over the phone. When’s the last time you saw Nathan?’

‘I saw him three days ago. He told me he was going to go to Weston after that body was discovered and Martin was arrested.’

‘And you haven’t heard from him since?’

‘No. We went to lunch together. It was the first time I’d seen him in a few months. I told him he shouldn’t go. I was a bit worried about him to be honest.’

‘In what way?’

‘He can get a bit obsessive over things,’ he said, sounding a little dismissive.

‘What made him specifically go to Weston? What was it about the murder that piqued his interest? Was it because of Martin.’

The line went quiet again, Louise clenching her fist as she waited for Gary to respond.

Gary sighed. ‘I wasn’t supposed to tell anyone this. Nathan swore me to secrecy, but the man who died – Gregson, I think his name was – Nathan said he knew him. Said he was on his list.’
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Louise wasted no time heading to London. Gary Mead mentioning that Nathan Price had a list, and that Jeffrey Gregson’s name was on it, was enough to warrant her visiting him.

She called Thomas and told him she’d be late getting back, but it was already early evening by the time she and Miles pulled up outside a block of flats in North London and she realised she was going to be later back than anticipated.

Gary Mead hadn’t said much more about the list Nathan Price had been compiling. All he seemed to know was that Nathan had been looking into systematic abuse in the care system and that Jeffrey Gregson had been one of the main protagonists in his sights. From what Gary understood, the list was of potential predators from the care system and Louise now wondered if Nathan had been there to share that information with her.

They’d agreed to meet outside Nathan Price’s flat. Louise called Gary’s number as they left the car and a man approached waving his phone in the air. He was in a long wool overcoat, a bright red bobble hat on his head.

‘Mr Mead,’ Louise said, she and Miles showing their credentials as the man nodded. ‘Sorry we’re late.’

Gary looked a little perplexed by what was happening, his face making slight involuntary movements as they spoke to him. ‘I’ve already been to see him but he isn’t in,’ he said. ‘I’ve been trying him all afternoon, but still no answer.’

‘Is that unusual?’ Miles asked.

‘I can’t really say. Weeks can pass before we speak to each other. But I’ve never had to chase him up for something like this before obviously. Do you think he is okay?’ Gary asked.

‘I think it’s best we check on his place,’ Louise said. She’d already discussed the issue with Robertson. It was felt that with Gary having been given direct access and with Nathan’s potential link to the investigation, there was justification to enter Nathan’s property.

Wind howled through the concrete structure of the tower block as they made their way through the foyer, taking a lift to the twelfth floor and along the external walkway to Nathan’s flat. The curtains were drawn and Louise knocked on the door three times before requesting that Gary use his key to let them in.

A wave of pungent air hit them as the door creaked open. Miles switched on the lights revealing an open-plan living room and diner which reminded Louise of the room where Martin Bunker had resided back in Weston-super-Mare. A similarly threadbare carpet lined the living room, hallway and through to a solitary bedroom where there was an unmade bed and no sign of the would-be journalist.

‘When was the last time you were here?’ Louise asked as they began looking through the small bedsit for any indication of where Nathan could be.

‘I probably haven’t been here in a few years, I’m afraid to say,’ Gary said. ‘He gave me the key years back when he first moved here, but I haven’t ever had the need to use it.’

‘Does Nathan have any close friends that might know where he is?’ Louise asked.

Gary shook his head. ‘Not that I’m aware of. He’s quite a solitary guy, even though he comes across as being quite outgoing.’

Louise placed her hands behind her head and stretched, her back stiff from being in the car for so long. On the journey over, Miles had made some inroads into Nathan’s manuscript. As both Gary and Mr and Mrs Crale had suggested, the book seemed to concern itself with the care system in the South West of England. Miles had skimmed through as much as he could, but Mr Crale had given them a manuscript over six hundred pages long, and it would take some time before they’d fully gone through all the information within.

Louise instructed Gary to take a seat before questioning him further. He sat on a wooden dining chair, his breath visible in the cold air, the bobble hat still on his head.

‘When we talked before, you mentioned that Nathan had some sort of list and that Jeffrey Gregson had been on it. Is that correct?’ Louise asked.

Gary frowned. ‘Am I in some sort of trouble?’

‘Nothing like that. We just want to find out where Nathan is. There must’ve been a reason he reached out to us in the first place, and obviously whatever this list is, it could have a big part to play.’

Gary shrugged. ‘I don’t really know much about it. When he was researching the book, he uncovered a lot of wrongdoings.’

‘Do any of these involve your foster parents?’

Gary’s head moved back as if he’d been struck. ‘Ted and Dorothy? No, of course not. They were like parents to us. They still are. Nathan adores them. No, it was nothing to do with them. I think something happened to Nathan before he was fostered by the Crales, but he would never share that information with me. He used to go to a lot of victim meetings, speaking to people who’d suffered abuse in the care system.’

‘Was that in London or the South West?’ Louise asked.

‘Well, as I said, his main focus was on the South West, but he just couldn’t bring himself to live there. I know he’d make regular visits. Some of the people he’d speak to, they’d also left the area for similar reasons.’

‘And when you saw him, he told you that Jeffrey Gregson was on his list – a list of potential abusers?’

Louise thought about what Jeffrey Gregson had done to Florence Barker, and wondered what else they didn’t know about the man.

‘From what I can gather, Nathan was looking at a number of old organisations where systematic abuse took place. All he said to me was that the man who’d been killed was involved and that he wanted to find out why.’

‘And do you know this man as well?’ Louise said, showing him a picture of Martin Bunker.

‘I spoke to Ted and Dorothy. I know they fostered him at the same time as Nathan, and I know he’s been arrested.’ Gary’s face kept twitching but he seemed reasonably composed considering the situation.

‘Listen, Gary, you’re not in trouble… But did it not cross your mind, with Nathan leaving to go to Weston and Martin being arrested, that something was amiss?’

Gary lifted his hands up as if in surrender. ‘I didn’t know what to think. I never lived with Martin Bunker.’

‘Did you before speaking to them know that Martin Bunker had once lived with the Crales?’

Gary looked down at the ground. ‘Nathan had mentioned him before.’

Louise ran her hand through her hair, turning to the side so she could mutter under her breath.

‘This is information we could’ve done with before,’ Miles said.

‘I’ve only just thought about it now. Nathan had talked to a number of Ted and Dorothy’s old foster children as well as countless others. He said Martin had told him about some abuse he’d suffered, but he hadn’t gone into any specific detail.’

‘I don’t wish to be unkind, Gary, but did you not think you could’ve put two and two together here?’

‘Maybe. I apologise, but it never struck me as something worth contacting the police over. Nathan had told me he was going to speak to the police when he was there, and it was only a couple of days ago, so⁠—’

Louise lifted her hand. ‘It’s fine,’ she said, as she saw Miles signalling that he wanted to speak to her.

She stood and followed Miles out of the room, down the hallway to the sole bedroom so they were out of Gary Mead’s earshot.

‘I think I’ve got something,’ Miles said, handing her one of the loose pages from Nathan’s manuscript.

Louise shook her head as she read about anecdotal accounts of what constituted systematic abuse from various care homes.

Tragically, it was nothing she hadn’t heard before. Revelations about such abuse were still common ground and little surprised her, however tragic.

‘Next page,’ Miles said.

Louise took the next sheet, her pulse racing as she read the next few paragraphs which recounted the experience of an unnamed source telling Nathan of his experience at a care home in the eighties.

She struggled to contain her anger as she read, her thoughts turning to Jack and Emily and the unimaginable thought that something like this could happen to them.

But she understood why Miles was showing her the extract. In it, the victim described how amongst bouts of horrific abuse he was often subjected to the ordeal of a place called the cold room.

When they were sent to the cold room, the victim would be routinely submerged in a cold bath where he came close to dying, before being left in the room overnight in his wet clothes.
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Thomas was still up when Louise returned to Weston sometime in the early hours. She’d called him after leaving London, and was surprised to see him sitting in the living room staring at a blank television screen.

‘Everything okay?’ she asked.

‘I didn’t want to call you because I know you were with Miles, but I called your dad earlier as Emily had left a book at his place. He’s really worried about your mum. I know you’ll probably be up for work first thing in the morning, so I wanted to speak to you before you went to sleep.’

Louise collapsed down on the sofa next to him.

‘I know this is the last thing you need,’ Thomas said as she snuggled into him, comforted by his familiar smell and the warmth of his body.

‘You don’t know the half of it,’ she said. ‘What exactly did Dad say?’

Louise felt Thomas’s heart hammering in his chest as he paused before answering. ‘He said your mum wasn’t well tonight. He called the NHS hotline.’

Louise’s own heart rate increased, adrenaline spiking through her bloodstream as she sat upright. ‘What do you mean?’ she said, hearing the shock in her own voice. ‘Why didn’t he call us? What happened?’

‘You know what he’s like. I barely got it out of him. She was having some chest pains. The NHS told him to monitor things but he broke down a little when he told me.’

They both sat in silence, Louise trying to process the information while fighting the competing intrusive thoughts about the concurrent murder investigation. She glanced at her watch. ‘You sure she is okay?’

‘I checked in again before he went to sleep. He says she was sleeping peacefully.’

‘That’s something I suppose. I’ll go and see them before work tomorrow. You should get some sleep.’

‘So should you,’ Thomas said, holding his hand out as he stood up.

‘I can’t. I have a little light reading before I can go to sleep,’ Louise said, pulling Nathan Price’s manuscript from her rucksack.

Thomas was ex-police, so knew as well as anyone the demands of a murder investigation, but still he stood there, his hand outstretched for her to join him. ‘Surely it can wait until tomorrow?’

‘I won’t be long,’ Louise said, beginning to read the manuscript, Thomas waiting a few moments before reluctantly heading to bed.

Miles had done his best to read Nathan’s manuscript on the journey home, but it was a dense document full of names and locations. Most of the book focused on a former care home in Weston-super-Mare – Sandmoor House – which had closed in 1987 following the accidental death of one of the children, Abigail Walker, who’d been seven at the time.

From what Miles had read, Martin Bunker had stayed at the home in between living with foster parents. Miles had skimmed through as much as he could and eventually had located Jeffrey Gregson’s name. According to Nathan, Gregson had worked as a caretaker in the home. The dates of his employment were unknown, but Nathan’s records suggested Gregson had been there at the same time as Martin Bunker.

In one particular passage Miles had highlighted, Nathan claimed to have spoken to a former resident who’d claimed that Gregson had been involved in the so-called cold room treatment.

Nathan had been careful not to name any of the children who’d stayed at the home during the period of his investigation, using aliases and initials. But Louise had to wonder as she read through the transcript of a boy known only as L.D., who claimed that Gregson had held him in the cold bath until he felt like he was drowning, whether this was not in fact Martin Bunker – something she hoped to find out for sure tomorrow when she planned to interview the man again with the new evidence to hand.

It was after 2.30 a.m. before Louise managed to get to sleep, and as she pulled into her parents’ at 8 a.m. the following morning, Thomas having taken the children to their respective schools, she was still tired.

Her dad was up and looked as tired as she felt. Louise was obviously worried about her mother, but she feared for her dad’s health too. She knew he would never admit to being under stress, but she saw in his weary smile that it was taking its toll.

‘Mum’s asleep,’ he said, kissing her on the cheek and pouring her a coffee without asking.

‘Thomas has told me what happened,’ Louise said.

Her father looked away without responding. Louise could barely imagine what it must have been like for him, the panic of not knowing what could happen to his partner of over fifty years. ‘I’ll speak to the care home today,’ Louise said when he didn’t respond. ‘I don’t think we can wait much longer.’

Her father was still facing away from her, his shoulders rigid. She placed a hand on him, turning him to see that he’d been crying.

‘I’m so sorry this is happening, Dad,’ she said, thinking of all the trauma the man had faced over the years, especially the loss of his son, Louise’s brother, Paul.

‘It wasn’t supposed to happen like this,’ he said, brushing the tears away and returning to the tabletop to pour himself a coffee. ‘You get to work. I know you must be busy.’

Louise stayed with him until she’d finished her coffee, a multitude of emotions accompanying her as she left. A familiar feeling of guilt gnawed away as her mind turned to the investigation and she tried to formulate a plan for the rest of the day.

She’d spent so much of her life wondering if she was a good person. Had she been a good sister to Paul, a good auntie – now stepmother – to her niece, a good wife to Thomas and a mother to Jack? And now, not for the first time, she wondered if she was a good daughter.

It wasn’t the first time she’d put her job before her family, and she’d even put her parents at risk before because of their proximity to her. Maybe what she should really do was turn around, head back and be there for her dad.

But although the guilt lingered in her system, she continued the drive to Portishead.

Robertson was sitting with Miles in the incident room when she arrived.

‘So we have a missing person in addition to two murder victims,’ he said to her as a way of greeting.

A sharp pain ran through Louise’s forehead. ‘Good morning to you as well, boss,’ she said, sitting down at the desk and taking out Nathan Price’s manuscript.

She updated them both on the information she’d gleaned last night. ‘We need to speak to Martin Bunker again today. See if this discovery makes him any more talkative. I think there’s a high chance the second murderer’s name is in here.’

‘Do you remember Sandmoor House, boss? The girl who died, Abigail Walker?’ Louise asked.

‘It was a bit before my time,’ Robertson said, though he frowned. ‘I remember the name was mentioned a few times when I took over.’

Louise had already checked on the systems and couldn’t find any previous investigations into Sandmoor House beyond Abigail Walker’s death. The coroner had reached a verdict of accidental death, the girl having fallen to her death after somehow accessing the roof of the care home. ‘You don’t know if anyone was looking into abuse accusations there?’

Robertson shook his head and pointed to the manuscript. ‘What exactly does it say in that?’

Louise had tried to be methodical last night, but at over six hundred pages it had been impossible to read in depth. She’d skimmed enough to know of the terrible accusations of abuse that had occurred over a five-year period at the home.

Robertson winced as she told him about the cold room accusations. ‘I’ve heard of such things before from different places. Is Eleanor Slade’s name in there?’

‘Not that I’ve seen yet, but I need to take a more thorough look.’

‘Give it to the office staff and get them to scan it so we can start searching it properly,’ Robertson said. ‘And let me know when you’ve spoken to Bunker.’

Louise sat with Miles in the waiting room of the mental care unit in Fishponds, her coat wrapped tightly around her. For some unfathomable reason, air conditioning was pumping out into the room despite the cold temperatures outside.

The last few hours had only been the first, Louise realised, of many that would be lost to bureaucracy. She’d spent most of that time on the phone to Somerset County Council, trying to make some headway on Sandmoor House. She wanted confirmation that Martin Bunker had stayed there, as well as lists of other residents and staff workers, but hadn’t made any progress.

If there were any records for the place, they were hidden beneath layers of red tape, and Louise thought it would be weeks, if not months, before they got the information they needed. Which meant the closest thing they had to a working record was Nathan Price’s unfinished, now digitised, manuscript.

She’d assigned four uniform teams to read the various sections of the document from beginning to end. They’d run searches on names linked to the investigation, but the only relevant name so far had been the brief mention of Jeffrey Gregson. Yet, although there was mention of Eleanor Slade, Nathan had used aliases when discussing some of the staff members of Sandmoor House. ‘The Matron’, ‘The Mistress’, ‘The Director’ and ‘The Teacher’ were used interchangeably, which made the goal of assigning names that more difficult.

The same appropriate adult who had been assigned to Martin Bunker last time arrived and they were both called in to another meeting with Martin, his solicitor, and another member from the mental care unit.

In truth, they were lucky that Martin had agreed to speak to them. He was facing a murder charge, and so had no reason to accept an interview that could incriminate him further.

‘How are you, Martin?’ Louise said, sitting down opposite the man. As before, Martin seemed more rested, as if his stay in the unit was benefiting his mental health.

He’d know by now that he was a match for the blood and DNA found at the Gregson crime scene. Louise wondered if he’d come clean when directly confronted with the fact, but first she asked him about Nathan Price.

Martin looked up from where his eyes had been cast downwards, a clear look of concern on his face. ‘What’s this to do with Nathan?’ he asked.

‘I believe Nathan used to be your foster brother at the Crale household,’ Louise said, the look of concern deepening on Martin’s face.

‘I don’t understand. What is this?’ Martin said, turning to his solicitor and the two care workers for assistance.

‘It’d be very helpful if you could clarify yourself, DCI Blackwell,’ the solicitor said.

‘Three days ago, Nathan Price approached both me and my colleague, DC Boothroyd. He claimed to be a journalist working on the murder investigation, but once we checked the records we found out this wasn’t true. At least in the sense that he wasn’t representing any particular news organisation.’

‘He is a writer,’ Martin said defensively.

‘So we’ve discovered. We spoke to Mr and Mrs Crale, your former foster parents, Martin. The thing is, we haven’t been able to speak to Nathan for the last couple of days, and we’re beginning to get worried for his safety.’

Martin sat upright. ‘Why? Has something happened to Nathan?’ he said, asking Louise directly.

‘What can you tell us about Sandmoor House, Martin?’ Louise asked.

The question had a dramatic effect. The alertness Martin had shown at the mention of Nathan Price disappeared. His shoulders slumped as his eyes returned towards the desk.

‘What is this about Sandmoor House?’ the solicitor asked.

Louise gave them a few more details. ‘I believe you used to stay there, Martin, in between going into foster care. Is that right?’

‘I stayed there,’ Martin said, stammering.

‘And Nathan spoke to you about your time there. Is that right?’

Martin lifted his head slowly, as if an invisible weight was trying to keep it down, until he was looking at Louise. ‘Nathan came to me a few years back. I didn’t remember, but I must’ve mentioned something about Sandmoor House when we lived together as children. He told me he’d been speaking to some other survivors of that time.’

‘Survivors?’

‘Yes. Survivors. People who’d lived through the abuse we’d suffered at that place.’

Louise noticed that Martin’s solicitor was getting twitchy and knew she had to press her advantage while she still had time.

‘How is Nathan involved in all of this?’ she asked.

‘He isn’t. Well, he’s not supposed to be.’

‘I think that’ll do for now,’ Martin’s solicitor said, but Louise pressed on.

‘What do you mean, he’s not supposed to be?’

Martin shook his head, realising he’d said something he shouldn’t have.

‘Martin, I’m sure your solicitor’s let you know that blood and DNA tests have been returned from Jeffrey Gregson’s crime scene and they’re a match for you. If you want to tell us what actually happened that night, now would be the time. And maybe if you can tell us what this is all about, we can help find Nathan.’

Martin’s eyes began darting around the room. He appeared to look everywhere except at the eyes of those present.

‘I really do think we should end this now,’ the solicitor said, but Martin held his hand up.

‘Let me think,’ he said.

Louise snuck a look at Miles before taking one final leap. ‘We know about the cold room, Martin. Is that something you shared with Nathan? Is that something that happened to you? With Jeffrey Gregson?’

Martin began to shake, both the care unit staff member and the appropriate adult moving towards him.

‘That’s enough,’ the appropriate adult said, but again Martin lifted his hand up.

‘No, it’s fine,’ he said.

‘I don’t know what you’ve read in Nathan’s work, but the cold room was a place they used to take us under the pretence that our behaviour was bad. But the pretence was all it was. They would do things to us. Such terrible things,’ he said, tears streaming down his face. ‘And then somehow, as if it was our fault, they would submerge us beneath the water, as if cleansing our sins, and then leave us in the cold, soaking wet, so we could dwell on what had happened to us.’

He looked directly at Louise. ‘You ask if Jeffrey Gregson did this? Yes, he did. He was one of them. You ask if Jeffrey Gregson did this?’ Martin repeated. ‘Well, he did. And that is why I killed him.’
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The care unit staff postponed the interview and Louise and Miles retreated to the reception area while a decision was made on whether the interview could continue. In and of itself, the confession probably didn’t make that much difference – they already had enough evidence to prosecute Martin – but it would make things easier now that he’d acknowledged his guilt.

Louise’s hope was that Martin would help her discover what had happened to Eleanor Slade and how that was related to Nathan Price but she also feared that the solicitor would tell him to stop speaking.

Miles had a copy of Price’s manuscript open on his phone and looked through it as they waited for the unit team to get back to them. ‘This could be a list of potential prosecutions,’ he said.

Louise had been thinking along the same lines. ‘And/or a list of potential murder victims,’ she replied.

‘How do you think Nathan’s involved?’ Miles asked.

‘I’m trying to make sense of what he wants. If we think of him as a potential suspect, then why did he approach both of us?’

‘To draw attention to himself? Get publicity for his work?’

‘What work? As far as I can see his so-called book is an amateur project at best. There is a lot of supposition but nothing like proof of anything that happened at these places. Not that I necessarily don’t believe him, but I can’t see this being published unless he does so himself.’

‘What about the avenging angel angle,’ Miles said. ‘Could be that he helped Martin with the Jeffrey Gregson murder before moving on to Eleanor Slade. It’s not just Sandmoor House in the manuscript, after all.’

Louise nodded, hoping she’d get the chance to continue speaking to Martin Bunker again today. If Nathan did have a role in both murders, then considering the number of potential suspects in the manuscript, chances were high he would strike again.

It was another half an hour before the unit manager approached them. ‘I’ve spoken to Martin and he’s happy to speak to you again, but I’m worried about his mental health. The maximum I can give you today is ten more minutes. If I see any stress in him during that period, then I’ll cancel the meeting immediately.’

Louise nodded her understanding. Her hands were effectively tied by regulation. Despite the fact that Martin had confessed to murder and there was at least one other murderer on the loose, there was no way of demanding a longer audience with the suspect.

Martin’s solicitor was less than pleased to see them return to the interview room. She looked at her watch. ‘Ten minutes from now,’ she reiterated.

‘Thanks for seeing us again, Martin. And thank you for sharing those details. I can only imagine how difficult that must be. From what I can see, some terrible things happened to you and possibly others at Sandmoor House, and believe me, I will look into it for you. But I can’t have any more killings. We can bring those responsible to justice, but this isn’t the way to do it.’

Louise paused before continuing, hoping for a reaction from Martin. But he barely moved.

‘Now, you mentioned Nathan’s been looking into this for a long time, and when I questioned you before about whether he was involved in these murders, you said he wasn’t supposed to be. Those were your actual words. Can you elaborate on that for me, Martin?’

‘Nathan doesn’t have anything to do with these murders,’ Martin said after a pause.

‘Okay. But can you tell me who is responsible then? Because I know you didn’t kill Eleanor Slade.’

Unlike before, Martin had kept his eyes focused on her ever since she’d returned to the room. It wasn’t Louise’s position to make moral judgements on anything. Of course, if Jeffrey Gregson had done the things Martin had said he’d done, then she understood why Martin had wanted to take revenge. But she couldn’t condone it. All she could determine was what was criminally illegal and what wasn’t. And although she sympathised with Martin, he was a killer, possibly hiding the identity of another killer.

Martin didn’t answer.

‘What I think happened is that Nathan became so engrossed in looking into these terrible incidents that he decided to seek justice for the victims. His own interpretation of justice. I think that maybe he helped you kill Jeffrey Gregson and perhaps helped another victim kill Eleanor Slade. Is that the case, Martin?’

Martin shook his head. ‘I told you, Nathan has nothing to do with this. He asked me some questions about Sandmoor House and I told him, but he didn’t know I planned to kill Jeffrey Gregson.’

‘And what about Eleanor Slade?’ Miles asked.

Martin’s head tilted to the side, as if he’d forgotten Miles was in the room.

‘Was Eleanor at Sandmoor House as well, Martin?’

‘She was one of the care workers, if you can believe that. A funny title for someone who behaved in such a way. They let her become a head teacher. How could that have happened? She shouldn’t even have been allowed near children, let alone run a school.’

Miles continued with the questions. ‘Do you know who killed her, Martin?’

Martin shook his head. ‘No. And that’s God’s truth.’

‘But how do you explain her dying so close to Jeffrey Gregson and in exactly the same manner?’

Martin’s eyes darted downwards again. Louise understood the response was a reaction to his uncertainty, but it was also evident that he knew more than he was letting on.

‘Martin, I understand why you did what you did. I don’t condone it, but I can understand it, and I think a jury and a judge would understand it too. I’m not saying you won’t get prosecuted, but I’d hope some leniency is shown your way. But there won’t be any leniency if we find out you’re harbouring⁠—’

‘I don’t know who killed Eleanor Slade,’ Martin said, ‘but I’m glad she’s dead,’ he added, echoing the words he’d said before about Jeffrey Gregson.

‘Time’s nearly up,’ said the care unit manager.

Louise looked to Miles, who leant forward.

‘Okay. If you say that you don’t know who killed Eleanor Slade, I can buy that. But tell me one thing, Martin. Bearing in mind your friend Nathan is missing, do you think anyone else is going to be murdered?’

Martin looked at Miles and away again. His hands were trembling.

‘If you think someone else is going to get hurt, you need to tell us now, Martin,’ Louise said.

But Martin refused to answer, and it told Louise all she needed to know. That her worst fears were being realised. If they didn’t get a result soon more people would die.
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Louise was still thinking about Martin’s reluctance to speak as she returned to headquarters. She was still uncertain on the nature of Nathan Price’s involvement. His motive was thin, and he had approached both her and Miles, but he still had to be treated as a suspect.

After a quick debrief with Robertson, she and Miles had a meeting with the uniformed officers who’d been reading Nathan Price’s manuscript. They’d each taken a section and updated them on what they’d ascertained so far, mainly just regurgitating information Louise had already gleaned from her own examination of the text.

‘I took it upon myself to look into the Abigail Walker death,’ one of the officers, Ivan Pryor, said.

‘Go on,’ Miles replied.

‘As you know, Abigail died following a fall from the top of Sandmoor House. She had managed to get onto the roof there somehow, unsupervised, and she’d fallen whilst playing. The coroner said it was accidental death, but the reports are conflicted. The entrance to the roof was supposed to be locked at all times, and there’d been quite a fuss in the press about it, which eventually led to the council closing the place down. It seems a bit dodgy to me. You would’ve thought someone would’ve been tried for negligence at the very least, even back then.’

‘Do we have the original police file?’ Louise asked. 

‘It’s not on the system,’ Ivan said. ‘I’ve ordered it from archives.’

‘Keep pushing. Make sure they know it’s a priority,’ Louise said. ‘We’re also going to have to keep pushing the council over the next few weeks. I think we’re going to find that the records on this place are nearly non-existent, but there could be things out there. Do we have any detail on Abigail Walker’s parents?’

‘From the details I have it seems Abigail’s mother gave her up to the care system. She’d been a teenager at the time. Still waiting on a birth certificate.’

‘Keep working on that,’ Louise said. ‘Let’s start compiling a list of names of people we can start reaching out to. The chances are high that this manuscript contains the name of Eleanor Slade’s murderer, as well as other potential victims.’

Louise ended the briefing and was about to return to her office when Robertson arrived at the incident room.

‘Quick word, DCI Blackwell,’ he said, turning and walking away before she had a chance to respond.

‘Let’s get to it,’ Louise said to the team before following her boss out of the incident room to his office.

‘Iain?’ she said, sitting down opposite him.

‘An incident report’s just come in from the Mendips. A man was seen breaking and entering a property. From what we can tell, he’s headed into the woods. We have a search team trying to locate him now.’

A shiver ran through Louise’s body, as if it already knew what Robertson was going to say next.

‘First responders are on site. A body’s been found inside.’

‘Same MO?’

‘Strangled. Found in the bath.’

‘Do we have a name?’ Louise asked.

‘It’s unconfirmed yet, but it seems likely the victim is Philip Cavendish, retired, owner of the house where the body was found.’

Louise didn’t need to look through Nathan’s manuscript to know where she’d heard the name before. Philip Cavendish had been one of the people named in the MS – he’d been Director of Sandmoor House for a number of years until the day it had closed down.

Louise and Miles wasted no time driving to the lone farmhouse on Velvet Bottom, near Charterhouse in the Mendips. Details came through on the radio as they made their way through the darkened, winding back roads.

From what they could ascertain, the killer had been confronted by a delivery driver when fleeing from the house. After a brief confrontation, a man believed to be in his late forties to mid-fifties had fled into the woods. It was believed he’d left a motorbike behind.

Emergency teams had already been deployed, and by the time Louise and Miles arrived, the dog team were outside the Cavendish property, the search coordinator ready to send them off with their handlers into the woods.

Louise parked up and had a brief conversation with the coordinator, Sergeant Andrew Marsh, a man she’d worked with before.

‘We’ve got the drone team on its way. I need to let these guys go,’ he said, glancing over at the dog team. ‘We’re already eating into the golden hour.’

Louise nodded. The first sixty minutes of any search operation was known as the golden hour, as it was the best chance of capturing their target.

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Louise said to Marsh, giving a nod to the dog team coordinator. The dogs barked in excitement as they moved on their harnesses into the dense woodland outside the property.

Louise walked over to the house where Miles was in conversation with Janice Sutton.

‘We must stop meeting like this,’ Janice said with a smile.

‘Body in a bath?’ Louise asked.

‘I’m afraid so. Get your kits on and I’ll show you the way.’

Louise pulled on her forensic suit, struck by an understandable feeling of déjà vu as the slick material passed over her skin.

‘One thing you should know is that I don’t think the deceased lived alone,’ Janice said as Louise followed her up the stairs. ‘Definitely a husband and wife setup going on.’

‘Look into that, will you, Miles?’ Louise said, taking a deep breath before stepping into the bathroom where a large copper standalone tub took centre stage. The corpse of the man they believed to be Philip Cavendish stared up, eyes wide, to the ceiling.

‘Same marks around the neck,’ Janice said, pointing to the red marks on the emaciated body. ‘Almost definitely another drowning, but I’ll tell you more when I’m able.’

Louise took a quick tour of the upstairs rooms, noting the king-size bed and the women’s clothes in the wardrobe, before joining Miles downstairs.

‘We’ve made contact with Mr Cavendish’s wife, Jane. She’s on her way back from a planned dinner in Burnham-on-Sea,’ Miles said.

Louise pinched the bridge of her nose, the thought of the emotional turmoil she would have to witness when Philip Cavendish’s wife returned already paining her.

‘Reminds me a bit of Eleanor Slade’s house,’ Miles commented, ‘only a little more luxurious.’ He picked up an antique clock off the sideboard, weighing it in his hands.

A uniformed officer stuck her head into the room. ‘Sir, ma’am? I’ve taken a statement from the witness if you want to speak to him.’

In the urgency of securing the scene, Louise had almost forgotten that there had been a witness to the escaping murderer.

‘Bring him in,’ she said.

The officer returned with a short, stocky man who introduced himself as Richard Kealy.

‘Hi, Richard. I’m DCI Louise Blackwell, and this is my colleague, DC Miles Boothroyd. Please take a seat.’

Richard shifted his bulk to a flower-patterned armchair and lowered himself down with a grunt of effort, Miles and Louise taking a seat on the sofa opposite.

‘I know you’ve spoken to my colleague already, but can you tell me exactly what happened today when you arrived at the house?’

Richard was in his late twenties, his skin pale with blotches of faded acne. ‘It was my last drop-off of the day,’ he said in a thick West Country accent. ‘To be truthful, I hate delivering around here. All the houses are so spread out and it’s a bugger to manoeuvre the van, but I know the old boy and girl who live here – they always say hello, even give me a little bonus at Christmas, so I don’t mind making the effort. I noticed a motorbike parked up, which I thought was very strange.’

‘Why did you think it was strange?’ Louise asked.

‘The only other vehicles I’ve seen at the house, apart from those that belong to the Cavendishes, have been cars. Not a motorbike family, if you know what I mean. I presumed it was another courier, but when I saw him leaving the house, I knew something was off. He looked at me and panicked, glancing back inside. I stood my ground and asked him what was up. He tensed, and for a second I thought he was going to come for me. He moved towards his motorbike, so I stepped towards him. I had that feeling, you know? I thought maybe he’d stolen something from the house. I asked him again what was happening, and then he just scarpered off into the woods.’

‘What did you do next?’ Miles asked.

‘The door was open, but I knocked on it anyway. I called out for Mr and Mrs Cavendish. When there was no answer, I wasn’t sure what to do. I was going to call, you know, you guys, but I thought I’d better check to see if everything was okay. That’s when I went upstairs and saw him.’

‘Sorry to be pedantic, Mr Kealy, but what exactly did you see?’ Louise asked.

‘I saw Mr Cavendish in the bath, naked as the day he was born. I didn’t have to look long to know he was no longer with us.’

‘Did you touch the scene at all?’ Louise asked.

Richard shook his head. ‘I thought about it. I wanted to close his eyes, you know? I wanted to empty the bath, if I’m being honest, but I know you’re not supposed to. So I just called nine-nine-nine.’

Louise thanked the man and nodded to the uniformed officer to take over as she and Miles went outside to where one of the CSI team was processing the motorbike.

‘Plates have come back as false,’ Miles said. ‘I checked when you were upstairs.’

‘Anything you can tell us?’ Louise asked the CSI.

‘Nothing that springs to mind. We’re checking for prints, but it’s just your bog-standard 500cc motorbike,’ the CSI replied.

Piercing lights filled the early evening gloom, the rumble of an engine coming towards them as a car pulled up outside the house. A woman stepped out, her eyes darting from Louise and Miles to the CSI by the motorbike, to the search team coordinator and the dog van, as if in disbelief.

Louise walked towards her. ‘Mrs Cavendish?’ she said.

‘That’s right,’ the woman replied, her words elongated as if she was in shock.

‘DCI Blackwell. Louise Blackwell. Please come inside with me.’

Mrs Cavendish stood her ground. ‘Just tell me what’s happened.’

‘It would be better if you came inside,’ Louise said softly.

Mrs Cavendish didn’t shift. ‘Just tell me now.’

Louise took a deep breath and told the woman about her husband’s death.

Mrs Cavendish continued standing where she was, as if the information hadn’t registered.

Louise took another step forward. She wanted to console the woman but knew she needed some time to process what she’d been told.

Mrs Cavendish took another look around. ‘I think I’ll go inside now,’ she said, shrugging off any attempts at aid as Louise led her into the house.

Louise ensured that Mrs Cavendish didn’t try to go upstairs – the image of Philip Cavendish’s corpse was still fresh in Louise’s mind and she couldn’t imagine how it would affect his wife.

Thankfully, Mrs Cavendish walked to the living room where Louise introduced her to the family liaison officer, who requested some time alone with the woman. It was standard procedure, but Louise struggled to hide her impatience. They had a third murder victim and the murderer on the run. Mrs Cavendish could hold the key to that person’s identification.

Louise waited outside with Miles as the FLO conducted the preliminary interview, noting the arrival of a second specialist team – a new addition to the constabulary, a team that would dispatch drones into the sky using heat sensors and thermal imaging to attempt to locate the fleeing murderer.

‘You want me to quiz Mrs Cavendish with you?’ Miles asked as the drone team began setting up, liaising with the search team coordinator.

‘No. You keep an eye on things here. Could be useful for your exams when they come around. Let me know if they find anything,’ Louise said as the FLO returned, Miles walking off to join the search team.

‘Mrs Cavendish seems fine to interview, but I’ll sit in if that’s okay,’ the FLO said.

Louise nodded, wasting no time in moving to the living room where Mrs Cavendish was pouring herself a glass of brandy.

‘Get you one?’ she said.

‘No thank you.’

‘I suppose you’re not allowed, are you?’

Louise looked at the FLO. Although she understood why Mrs Cavendish had reached for the brandy, her getting tipsy at this stage wouldn’t help anyone.

‘Do you think maybe we should hold back on that until after we’ve interviewed you?’ the FLO said, picking up on Louise’s concern as she moved towards Mrs Cavendish.

‘No, I don’t think we’ll be holding back on anything,’ Mrs Cavendish said, holding her ground and taking a large swig of the dark liquid.

‘Please, take a seat, Mrs Cavendish,’ Louise said.

Above them, floorboards creaked as the CSI team continued working on the crime scene.

Mrs Cavendish refilled her glass before sitting on the sofa. ‘Is he still upstairs?’ she asked, her voice softer than before.

Louise nodded, her head bowed.

Mrs Cavendish took another sip of brandy. Usually this was the time when the victim’s family would demand to see their loved one, but Mrs Cavendish remained stoic, brushing off the news of her husband’s death as if it was a mere inconvenience. Louise presumed it was shock, a prelude to grieving, though she was keen to find out more about the husband and wife’s relationship, and in particular what Mrs Cavendish knew about her husband’s time at Sandmoor House.

‘I’m sorry to have to do this now, but you must understand, with the killer⁠—’

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ Mrs Cavendish said, interrupting and waving her hand in the air. ‘Let’s just get to the point.’

Louise caught the eye of the FLO before continuing. ‘I presume you’ve heard about the recent murders in Weston-super-Mare and Congresbury?’

‘Yes, of course. I presume you think this is related?’

‘Did you or your husband ever know either of the other two victims – Jeffrey Gregson and Eleanor Slade?’ Louise asked.

‘This Gregson chap, I have no idea. But Philip and I both knew Eleanor, although we hadn’t seen her in a number of years. It was quite a shock seeing her name in the papers and on the news.’

Louise experienced a flicker of anticipation, her pulse rising at the possibility of the first definitive connection between the victims.

‘And how did you both know Eleanor?’

‘Philip and her used to work together.’

‘And where was this?’ Louise asked.

Mrs Cavendish sipped from her brandy once more. She appeared to be giving herself pause for thought, and Louise wondered if she was going to deny the Sandmoor House link.

‘They worked together in a children’s care home in the eighties,’ Mrs Cavendish said finally.

‘What was your husband’s role there?’

‘He was the Director. He ran everything,’ Mrs Cavendish said, her eyes focused on Louise as if defying her to make any further comment on the situation.

Louise thought of the extract she’d read in Nathan Price’s book. From what she could recall, there’d been no mention of the Director being directly involved in any of the systematic abuse, but Nathan had been clear that Philip Cavendish had known what was going on under his direction. And Louise wondered how much the man’s wife knew as well.

‘Do you recall Eleanor’s position at Sandmoor House?’

‘Eleanor was on the board with Philip. I believe she was also a teacher at the time, before she became a headmistress.’

‘She wasn’t one of the care workers?’ Louise asked, thinking back to what Martin Bunker had told them.

Mrs Cavendish shook her head.

Louise decided to hold back on quizzing her directly about the activities at Sandmoor House and the death of Abigail Walker. ‘After hearing Eleanor’s death, was Philip scared in any way that someone might target him?’

Mrs Cavendish shrugged her shoulders, a confused look close to mockery forming on her face. ‘Why would he have been scared?’

‘I would’ve thought that much was obvious, Mrs Cavendish. One of his former colleagues had been murdered, and we also believe that Jeffrey Gregson used to work at Sandmoor House as well, which I’m sure your husband would’ve known.’

‘But why would they want to kill Philip?’

The surety was fading from Mrs Cavendish’s eyes. She looked genuinely perplexed, a slight tremor to her hand as she lifted her now-empty glass to her mouth once more.

‘We have reason to believe that during your husband’s time at Sandmoor House, incidents of abuse towards the children in care took place.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Mrs Cavendish said. She stood to pour herself more brandy, but Louise reached over to her.

‘Please, let’s finish this conversation first,’ she said.

Mrs Cavendish clenched her teeth, reluctantly sitting back down.

‘If any such abuse did take place, Philip wasn’t aware of it,’ Mrs Cavendish said. ‘Where have you got such information from?’

Louise didn’t reply. Instead, she continued, ‘Can you think of anyone who would want to do this to your husband, whether from Sandmoor House or not?’

‘No, of course not. Philip was a great man. He did so much for his community. He should be lauded, not subject to these disgusting speculations.’

Louise’s opinion of Mrs Cavendish kept changing. At times she seemed detached from her husband’s death, while now she was pleading what a great man he was. Yet she’d never asked to see him or for any further details of his death.

‘Do you remember why Mr Cavendish stopped working at Sandmoor House?’ Louise asked, deciding now was the time to push for answers.

Mrs Cavendish lowered her gaze for the first time, losing her sense of surety. ‘I think you already know why, DCI Blackwell. The girl who died. Abigail Walker. It was a tragedy. I don’t think a day went by where Philip didn’t think about her.’

‘I have to admit, our details on Abigail Walker are a little patchy at the moment. You know how councils are — we’re struggling to get the full picture of what happened.’

‘The girl fell from the top of the building. That’s all I can tell you. They were always extremely short-staffed at that place and they didn’t provide the supervision that perhaps they should have. It wasn’t Philip’s fault, of course, but he blamed himself.’

‘Did Philip ever keep any records of his time at Sandmoor House?’

Mrs Cavendish pursed her lips. ‘Not that I’m aware of. Philip was, is… was a very private person. He was also extremely methodical and organised. If there are any records, then I’m sure they’re in the appropriate place.’

‘We’ll have to conduct a full search of the house, Mrs Cavendish. So if you can think of anywhere in advance that might help us find your husband’s killer, then we’d really appreciate it.’

‘I don’t know what it is you hope to find, but be my guest. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I wish to pour myself another glass of brandy in my own living room, and then perhaps someone could let me see my husband.’

‘Thanks for your time, Mrs Cavendish,’ Louise said, nodding to the FLO to take over as Miles arrived back, his cheeks flushed.

‘Boss, they’ve got him,’ Miles said, as Louise followed him to the hallway. ‘Drone picked up heat signature heading northeast through the woods. He’s moving fast, looks like he’s heading toward the Velvet Bottom car park.’ 

Louise was already moving. ‘How far?’ 

‘About two miles from here. Marsh’s got units converging on the car park now, but he wants you on scene. He’s worried the suspect might have a vehicle waiting.’
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Miles drove as Louise kept in radio contact with Andrew Marsh, who was organising the response team. It was early evening now and the surrounding area had little in the way of streetlights. The suspect had been found because of his body heat signature, but that would be less relevant if he reached the car park and managed to get into a vehicle.

‘Armed Response is ten minutes out,’ Marsh’s voice crackled through the radio. ‘All units maintain containment.’

‘Suspect still moving at pace, heading northeast toward the car park,’ came the update from the drone operator.

Miles accelerated along the winding Mendip road, the integrated lights cutting through the darkness.

‘Four hundred yards,’ the operator continued. ‘Wait. Second heat signature detected. Stationary. Northeast corner of the car park.’

Louise grabbed the radio. ‘All units, potential accomplice on scene. I repeat, potential accomplice.’

‘First response unit arriving now,’ Marsh confirmed.

Through the darkness ahead, Louise saw the blue lights converging on the car park entrance.

‘Suspect has reached the car park,’ the drone operator said. ‘Two heat signatures now together. They appear to be getting into a vehicle.’

‘Which vehicle?’ Louise demanded.

‘Dark SUV, northeast corner. It’s moving. Heading for the exit.’

Miles swore as he came to an emergency stop, two patrol cars following the SUV out of the car park. The car had stalled and by the time the engine started again, the other cars had disappeared onto Velvet Bottom Road. ‘Shall I go after them?’

Louise shook her head. ‘Update,’ she said on the radio.

‘In pursuit,’ one of the patrol cars called. ‘Dark SUV, no visible registration, heading north. Two occupants.’

Miles pulled into the car-park, both of them listening as the pursuit continued.

The radio crackled. ‘Lost visual. Suspect vehicle turned off main road. Unable to maintain pursuit safely in current conditions.’

Louise swore.

Within the hour the search for the missing car was all but ended. Miles drove back to the Cavendish house where Marsh was winding things down. With the suspect fleeing the car park, the dog team had been pulled, and although drones were still monitoring the area it was clear they had lost their chance to potentially capture the second killer.

She went inside where Mrs Cavendish was asleep on the sofa, the FLO tiptoeing over to Louise and speaking to her in the corridor.

‘Mrs Cavendish saw her husband’s body before it was taken away,’ the FLO said quietly. ‘I’ll stay with her tonight.’

‘How did she react to seeing Mr Cavendish?’ Louise asked.

‘Pretty stoic. She barely cried when she saw him. A couple of glasses of brandy later and she was pretty much incoherent. For now, I’ve assessed her as high risk. I’ll be doing hourly welfare checks through the night.’

Louise nodded. ‘Good. Keep close watch. Call me if anything changes.’

‘Will do, ma’am.’

Louise dropped Miles off at his home before heading back to Weston. She thought about the SUV disappearing into the night, the accomplice who’d been waiting, and the coordination it implied.

Three murders in less than a week, all seemingly connected to Sandmoor House.

Louise pulled into her driveway, sad but relieved that Thomas hadn’t waited up for her this time.

She went straight upstairs to look in on Jack and Emily, both peacefully asleep. Contrasting emotions played through Louise at the sight. The pair safe and asleep was soothing, cathartic after the trauma of her day. But with that came the constant worry. Louise saw so many terrible things in her line of work that she understood too well how fine a line there was between relative safety and trauma.

Shutting the doors of the children’s bedrooms, she couldn’t help but dwell on the terrible reports she’d read in Nathan Price’s rambling book. It was all too easy to imagine Jack and Emily being subject to such heinous things, and not for the first time she vowed to herself that she would keep the pair safe.

In her room, she undressed and climbed in beside Thomas, comforted by his warmth and the simplicity of his presence.

What felt like seconds later, her phone went off but as she looked at the time, she realised she must have been asleep for six hours.

‘Ma’am, this is Constable Emma Parsley, the family liaison officer,’ the voice from the other end of the line said as Louise answered the call, Thomas stirring next to her in bed.

‘What is it, Emma?’ Louise replied as her senses began returning to her.

‘Ma’am, I’ve had to call emergency services and paramedics are on scene now.’

The hesitancy was obvious in the FLO’s voice, Louise growing concerned about what she was about to be told.

‘Just take a deep breath, Emma, and tell me everything.’

‘It’s Mrs Cavendish. I did the welfare checks, ma’am. Every hour through the night. Just opened the door, made sure she was in bed and breathing, didn’t want to disturb her by going in.’ Emma’s voice cracked. ‘She was fine at the five o’clock check. When I looked in at quarter to six, she wasn’t breathing. There was an empty pill bottle on the bedside table… I started CPR immediately, but⁠—’

Louise sat up, fully awake now. ‘But what?’

‘She’s taken an overdose, ma’am. The paramedics tried, but… I’m afraid she’s died.’

Louise closed her eyes briefly, hoping this was all a dream. ‘Okay, I’m on my way,’ she said, already out of bed and pulling her clothes back on.

Louise made the drive in twenty minutes, the roads still quiet in the early morning. The house was already busy with emergency vehicles when she arrived as well as Janice Sutton’s CSI van.

She was more surprised to see Robertson standing by his car, phone to his ear. He ended the call when he saw her.

‘IOPC referral’s already in progress,’ he said. ‘Death in police care.’

Louise nodded, knowing what that meant. Emma would be suspended pending investigation no matter what she’d done right. It would bring with it an added layer of pressure and scrutiny, and Louise would have to be interviewed by professional standards to make sure all correct procedures were met.

‘Where is she?’

‘In one of the patrol cars. She’s in bits,’ Robertson said, stopping short of reprimanding her for what had happened.

Louise nodded, walking over to the patrol cars where she found Emma wrapped in a blanket despite the warming morning, her face pale.

‘I did everything right,’ Emma said when she saw Louise, before breaking down in tears.

‘I know you did. Walk me through it one last time.’

‘As I said, I just opened the door each time I checked on her. I didn’t go in, as I didn’t want to disturb her. She was in bed, breathing, sound asleep… until the last time.’

‘Where did she get the pills from?’

Emma shook her head. ‘I did a thorough search of the room, took all medicine from the bathroom and kitchen.’

‘It sounds like you followed procedure, Emma.’

‘Doesn’t feel like that really matters now, does it?’

‘We’ll get you through this,’ Louise said, nodding to one of Emma’s colleagues as she walked to the house where Janice met her in the hallway.

‘You need to see this,’ the CSI said, nodding to the flight of stairs.

Louise followed her up to the main bedroom. Jane Cavendish lay in bed, her face peaceful. An empty prescription bottle sat on the bedside table beside a glass of water.

‘Temazepam,’ Janice said. ‘Prescribed to Philip Cavendish three years ago. She took about twenty tablets. Time of death between four and six this morning.’

Louise looked around the room. There were no obvious signs of struggle. The pill bottle neatly placed to Mrs Cavendish’s side.

‘But that’s not what I wanted to show you,’ Janice continued. She walked to the wardrobe and pulled the door open wider. The back panel had been moved aside, revealing a small wall safe which was open.

Louise pulled on gloves and peered inside. There were more empty prescription bottles and at the back, a small flash drive.

She carefully removed it with tweezers, holding it up to the light.

Written on a sticker on the side in neat handwriting were the words, Sandmoor House.
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Louise could understand how the safe had been overlooked. It was well concealed within the wardrobe, and although a search of the rooms had taken place no one had been looking for any hidden compartments.

Still it could be seen as a potential oversight. Mrs Cavendish had recovered the pills which had ended her life from the safe, and the responsibility for that could fall to the FLO.

Louise bagged the flash drive, and caught up with Emma, before making a final check of the procedures the FLO had followed.

In Louise’s opinion, Emma had done everything that was expected of her considering the limitation of the situation. She’d had no option other than to sleep next door. Sharing the room with Mrs Cavendish wouldn’t have been appropriate. She’d conducted a thorough risk assessment and there was no way of knowing Mrs Cavendish had access to pills, let alone a hidden safe.

It wouldn’t mean there wouldn’t be an investigation, but she was positive that the FLO would come through unscathed. ‘Call me if you need anything,’ she said to the FLO before setting off for headquarters.

Louise tried to remain calm as she rushed back. There had to be a reason for the flash drive to have been in the Cavendish’s safe, but she wasn’t getting carried away. No doubt the drive would be protected and there was no way to know what they would find even if they did access it. But the fact that the drive had the name Sandmoor House on it, meant it could hold the secrets that unravelled the investigation.

She found one of the tech consultants, Simon Coulson, in the digital forensics team and took him to the side. She’d worked with Simon on a few high-profile cases and trusted him to treat it as the priority it was.

‘You understand the urgency?’ she said, after explaining the situation.

‘It’s my number one priority,’ Simon replied, already connecting the drive to his computer. ‘The second I’ve got something, you’ll be the first to know.’

Louise thanked Simon and went to CID where Robertson summoned her to his office. He still looked as harried as he had at the Cavendish house, barely acknowledging her as she sat down.

‘We have a flash drive now I understand,’ he said.

‘In the same safe where Jane Cavendish found those pills. It’s with Simon as we speak.’

‘This is a mess.’

Louise didn’t bother commenting. They both knew the situation though even in hindsight Louise wasn’t sure there was anything different they could have done.

‘You’ll remain as SIO, but Mrs Cavendish’s death means we’re under extra scrutiny. As I said before, it’s effectively a death in police care.’

‘Understood.’ Scrutiny was nothing new to Louise. She’d experienced it throughout her career long before moving to Weston. But she had to concede the investigation was spiralling. They had three murder victims, one additional death, a missing person, one suspect in prison, and at least one other killer on the loose.

‘I’ve assigned you some additional support. Tracey and two of her team.’

‘Appreciated, Iain.’

Robertson nodded, giving her a brief grunt of acknowledgment before returning his attention to his screen.

Tracey was already in the incident room, with two of her colleagues and Miles.

‘Thank you,’ Louise mouthed to Tracey, knowing that her friend and DI had put aside a pile of outstanding investigations to help.

Tracey gave her usual warm smile of encouragement as Louise took her place at the front of the room, ready to brief the team.

Louise recapped where they were, and reminded everyone where they needed to be. The investigation had divided into subsets now: three active murder investigations, the search for a suspected second and possibly third killer, the issue of Nathan Price’s location, and Jane Cavendish’s death.

‘Hopefully we’ll get some information from the flash drive later today,’ Louise said. ‘Until then we keep going through Nathan Price’s Sandmoor House manuscript. Chances are high that the person or persons we need to find are within that document, even if their names are coded.’

With duties assigned, Louise returned to her office and spent the next few hours going from person to person at the council, trying to make some headway on records from Sandmoor House.

Despite the urgency of the situation, the bureaucratic hurdles remained high. No one seemed to be taking the situation as seriously as she would have liked.

‘We have three murders and one missing person,’ she said to a particularly obstructive administrator. ‘This isn’t a routine inquiry.’

‘I understand that, but the records you’re asking for are nearly forty years old. If they even exist anymore, they’ll be in archive storage. That takes time to access.’

‘We don’t have time,’ Louise said, even though she knew she was basically talking to herself.

Louise checked in with the team as the day rushed by. Progress was being made, but the truth was that the investigation was highly complex and the time needed to speak to the numerous people involved didn’t correspond with the urgency everyone felt.

Miles managed to uncover the names of two former residents of Sandmoor House through social media searches. He left to speak to one of them while Tracey and her team continued making inroads into potential staff lists. But progress was slow and that was more than frustrating. At least one killer was on the loose, and although they had come close to locating him at the Cavendish house, Louise was more than concerned that he would strike again.

Louise knew not to get despondent. It was a process that had to be followed, and sooner or later something would present itself. But as she continued making calls, she grew more and more frustrated until eventually she got her first positive hit.

It was from the council worker she’d spoken to earlier, who perhaps had taken things more seriously than Louise had first thought.

‘I’ve managed to access some of the files as you requested, DCI Blackwell,’ she said. ‘Following Abigail Walker’s death, we had an inquiry from a number of women who’d given their children up to the system in the late seventies and early eighties. And though it was a number of years later until details were shared, we were able to inform Abigail Walker’s mother that Abigail had indeed been her child.’

Louise slumped down in her seat, trying to make sense of what she was being told. ‘So you’re saying that when Abigail died, her mother wasn’t informed?’

‘Not initially, no. Once a child is in the system, all links are severed. Things are a little different now, but certainly back then there would’ve been no way for Abigail’s mother to confirm the child was hers.’

‘But she knows now?’ Louise confirmed.

‘That’s correct.’

‘Do you have a name and address for me?’

‘I do, DCI Blackwell. Knowing how important you said this all was, I rushed it through for you. I can email it to you now.’

Louise thanked the council worker for her assistance before checking her emails, waiting impatiently for the message to come through.

The name and address finally appeared on her screen. Angela Mortimer, age 61, her address in Clevedon.

Louise wasted no time informing Tracey and the rest of the team about where she was going before setting off for Angela’s address.

The details the council worker had sent over were piecemeal. Angela had given her child up aged fifteen. Louise wasn’t about to make any assumptions why that might have happened, but understood whatever the reasons, the decision would have made a lasting impact on the woman. Even more so when she’d eventually found out what had happened to her daughter.

Angela lived in a narrow, terraced house on the outskirts of Clevedon. As Louise parked up and walked toward the house, she found herself thinking of Emily who had now lived half her life without her real parents. Although Louise considered herself her mother now, it still pained her to think of the trauma Emily had gone through, and she was constantly worried about the potential impact it would have on the girl in the years to come.

Abigail had died forty years ago, and it was a little incongruous seeing how young her mother looked as she answered the door. She was much younger than Louise’s parents – early sixties, wearing dark navy jeans and brightly coloured trainers, a curious smile on her face as Louise showed her warrant card.

‘How can I help you?’ Angela said.

Louise paused before answering. ‘This is about your daughter, Abigail Walker,’ she said.

The smile disappeared in an instant.

‘You’d better come in,’ the woman said, leading Louise into a large open-plan living room where a flatscreen TV played daytime television. Angela switched the screen off. ‘Can I get you a drink?’ she asked, slumping down onto an armchair as if all the energy had drained from her.

‘No, I’m fine.’

‘So what is this about?’

Louise explained briefly about the ongoing investigation and how it potentially related to Sandmoor House.

‘I’d heard about the murders, obviously, but I hadn’t realised they were related to that godawful place,’ Angela said as Louise sat down opposite her.

Louise was desperate for answers, but didn’t want to rush fearing that Angela might clam up. ‘I appreciate this is going to be difficult, but I just wanted to ask you some questions about Abigail, if that’s okay.’

‘That’s fine,’ Angela said, sitting a little forward. She smiled. ‘Truth is, I never get to talk about her.’

‘You gave her up to the care system when you were fifteen, I understand?’ Louise spoke softly, ensuring it came over as a question and not an accusation.

‘I saw her for a few seconds after she was born and that was it. Next time I saw her was on the cover of the local newspaper. Back then, I hadn’t been sure it was her. I could sort of tell, if that makes any sense but no one would confirm it.’

Louise nodded, unable to conceive what it must have been like for Angela to see that her child had died but not to know for sure.

‘How did your family deal with the fact of you putting Abigail into care?’

‘I’m not really sure they dealt with it. They didn’t really give me an option. They were very religious, my parents, although considering the circumstances, I can’t say I blame them.’

‘And the father?’

‘Nobody’s asked about that in a long time.’ Angela sat back a little, biting her lip. ‘I was raped, DCI Blackwell,’ she said after a moment’s hesitancy. ‘I didn’t report it. I didn’t even tell my parents, not even in later years. In fact, you’re the first person since an ex-boyfriend of mine I’ve ever told.’

Louise sat back in her seat. She’d spent her whole career having to stay detached from some truly awful things, but it was hard not to react to this new information. She fought the rage which was threatening to overwhelm her. ‘I’m so sorry you went through that, Angela. Thank you so much for sharing.’

‘It was a long time ago,’ Angela said, but Louise knew that time made no difference.

‘Can you tell me when you found out for sure that Abigail was yours?’

‘As I said, after the death was in the papers, I was sure it was her. She was the right age, and I could just tell by the photographs, you know.’ Angela smiled, Louise matching it. ‘But the red tape I had to go through, you wouldn’t believe it. It was years later until I found out for sure that she was mine. She doesn’t even have a headstone. Did you know that? She’s in a pauper’s grave. Unmarked. It was another few years before they gave me the location. I asked if I could get her moved to her own grave, but they wouldn’t let me. It’s my own fault, I suppose, for giving her up.’

Louise shook her head. ‘You were fifteen, Angela. You should never blame yourself for that.’

‘Maybe not, but it’s hard not to anyway.’ Angela paused. ‘How is this relevant to what’s going on?’

‘I’m trying to get a picture of what actually went on at Sandmoor House. From what we can ascertain, there were accusations of systemic abuse.’

‘You know, I never thought Abigail’s death was the accident they claimed it to be,’ Angela said. ‘I wish I’d had the resources to fight it more, but no one ever wanted to give me the answers. What the hell is a girl that age doing on the roof? I’ve seen the building. There were high walls. She’d have had to have climbed over to fall like that. I just don’t buy it. Never did.’

‘Did you ever speak to anyone about your concerns?’ Louise said.

‘I tried, but when it happened, no one believed I was Abigail’s mother, and when I finally had access to the birth certificate, it was too late. So much shady stuff went on back then, and I know from my own time in a care home.’

‘You were in a care home yourself?’ Louise asked.

‘Straight after Abigail was born. Worst few years of my life.’

Louise shared with her the names of the three victims as well as Martin Bunker, but Angela didn’t recognize any of them.

‘There were never any names in the press when she died, at least none that I can remember, and they certainly haven’t given me any details over the years, as I said. I think it’s something of a conspiracy, but no one’s really been interested in finding out anything more. Well, nearly nobody.’

‘Someone’s been helping you?’ Louise asked.

Angela shook her head. ‘Not really, but someone came to see me. He was trying to find out what had happened at Sandmoor House during that period. I spoke to him a few weeks back, but I haven’t heard from him since.’

‘Do you remember his name?’ Louise asked.

‘Yes. In fact, I’ve got his card here,’ Angela said, going to the mantelpiece and handing Louise a card.

Louise felt her heart beat faster as she looked at the familiar font on the card, turning it over to see the name she had expected: Nathan Price.
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Louise checked in with everyone as she drove from Clevedon to her parents’ house in Sand Bay. After speaking to Angela about her interaction with Nathan Price, she’d thanked the woman and asked her to inform her if Nathan got in contact with her again.

Despite everything that had happened to her, Angela appeared to be living a reasonably settled life. But when this was all over, Louise promised herself she would look into the situation about Abigail’s grave. It seemed inhumane that Angela couldn’t mourn her daughter privately, and she wondered how much was simply down to bureaucracy and hoped that she might be able to help rectify the situation.

The mention of Nathan Price’s name hadn’t come as a huge shock, but once more Louise chastised herself for her missed opportunity in speaking to him. It was possible that Price had gone quiet over concerns about the recent murders, but there were other possibilities. It could be that his snooping had got him into trouble, but there was also a likely possibility that his amateur sleuthing was something of a front and that he was involved directly in the murders.

Simon Coulson called as she pulled up outside her parents’ house and she was partly relieved by the distraction. She was wracked with guilt every time she thought about moving her mother into the care home. Some of it was purely selfish. It was a dramatic change to the life she knew, the roles between her and her parents quietly reversing. But she also worried about how her mother would cope there, and how her dad would fare without his wife at home. It was uncharted water for all of them, and she had to admit she didn’t feel ready for what was coming.

‘There’s some weird stuff going on with this flash drive, ma’am,’ Simon said. Despite the years she’d known him and the numerous cases they’d worked together, Simon usually slipped into the habit of calling her Ma’am, which Louise found a little endearing.

‘What do you mean, Simon?’

‘There’s definitely something on here, possibly a video file, but there’s some weird type of encryption. Very old school. I’m speaking to a colleague who I’m hoping is going to be able to help, but I might still need a few hours.’

‘As soon as you get anything, you let me know, Simon. I don’t care if it’s the middle of the night.’

‘Will do, ma’am,’ Simon said.

‘Seriously, Simon, whatever time of day or night,’ Louise reiterated, knowing that Simon worked all hours, although he tried to respect that others didn’t.

Ending the call, Louise fought feelings of guilt as she made her way to the front door. Her mother moving into the care home was the most momentous thing that had happened to the family since Paul’s death. But as she let herself in, she couldn’t stop her thoughts wandering to the current investigation.

The guilt at the conflict in her thoughts intensified as her father answered the door and she saw that he’d been crying.

‘Hello, darling,’ he said, grabbing her as if to hide his tears, his familiar smell washing over her. ‘You know, you didn’t have to come. I know you have that big investigation you’re working on.’

Louise hugged him, ignoring the comment, before walking into the living room where her mother was sitting on the sofa, a suitcase in front of her as if she was about to go on holiday.

‘Nice of you to make it,’ her mother said.

‘Hello, Mum. How are you?’

‘Just waiting to go. Are we ready now?’

Louise’s mother had never been one to get sentimental over anything. She was one of the strongest people Louise had ever met, and had been instrumental in keeping the family together through the years, despite all the trauma it had faced. But it was hard to see her acting this way, as if she couldn’t wait to leave the family home. Louise understood she was probably in pain, and this was her way of dealing with it, but it was still hard to accept.

Louise looked over to her father who turned away.

‘Let’s get you up then,’ Louise said, noting the frailty in her mother as she helped get her to her feet.

Over the last couple of years, Louise had thought her mother’s illness was something that might be overcome. Maybe it had been wishful thinking, but these last few months felt like they had come out of nowhere, the rapid decline in her mother’s health unfathomable.

She placed her mother’s suitcases in the boot, as her father helped her mother get into the car.

‘Are you ready, Dad?’ she said.

‘As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess,’ he responded, refusing to look her in the eye.

It was a short drive to the care home, which was just off the seafront in Weston, close to St Bernadette’s, a local school and church which had been central to Louise’s first major case in Weston. Louise smiled ruefully to herself as she parked up, wondering a little sadly if there would ever be any aspect of her life that wasn’t touched by her police work.

The care home staff were all smiles as they arrived, showing Louise and her family to her mother’s new room overlooking the park. As Louise carried the luggage upstairs, she wondered how the place compared to what had once been Sandmoor House and chastised herself once more that her thoughts weren’t fully on her parents and what was happening to them.

Something akin to melancholy came over her as they gave the room a once-over before her father started unpacking. In all the years her parents had been together, Louise wasn’t sure she could remember a time when they’d been apart, and it felt so wrong for this to be the reason why.

Louise sat next to her mother on the bed, wondering what was going through her mind and why it was so hard for her to ask.

‘That’s the last of it,’ her father said, placing some family photographs on the mantelpiece before her mother turned to smile at him.

‘Let’s just think of this as a lovely hotel room,’ she said. ‘All part of a new adventure.’

Louise watched them embrace before stepping out of the room, not wanting her parents to see her cry.
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Louise wanted to be alone. Although her mother had insisted everything was fine, moving her into the care home had been traumatic for everyone. It had also been harrowing seeing her father in tears as they’d left, following the flicker of doubt in her mother’s eyes as they said goodbye.

Louise had offered to stay with her dad for the evening, but he’d been too proud to accept such a suggestion and all but forced her out of the house.

Somehow Louise had found herself parked up outside a block of flats on the outskirts of Weston, a place which had once been Sandmoor House. The old building had been demolished and in the darkness it was all but impossible to visualize what had happened here all those years ago.

She wasn’t completely sure why she was here – she was supposed to be back at home with Thomas and the children. She was struck by another wave of guilt, a different one this time, and not for the first time she wished she could somehow clone herself. That she could be two people at once: the loving family woman she tried so hard to be, and the obsessive police officer she knew she was.

She stepped out of the car, looking up at the high-rise building, understanding how it had changed beyond all comprehension. The fact that it was no longer the building where Abigail Walker had lost her life felt more than unjust.

Everything at the moment felt so out of her control. She wanted to scream, to tell anyone who would listen about the anger she felt, but caught a couple of residents looking her way and decided to return to her car.

Thomas was putting the children to bed by the time she returned home, shooting her a mock reprimanding look as the children ran over to her, Emily hugging her tighter than she had in a long time.

‘I just had them settled down for the night,’ he said.

It felt so good to see them, as if they’d been days apart, and she read the pair stories for a little longer than normal, her thoughts never very far away from either her parents or the murder investigation.

Downstairs, Thomas was dishing up some chilli. ‘How did it go?’ he asked.

‘As well as could be expected,’ Louise said, having to catch herself as she recounted the look of doubt in her mother’s eyes as they’d left for the final time.

Thomas listened patiently and not for the first time she felt so grateful to have him in her life. They ate together and despite herself, Louise couldn’t help but discuss the Sandmoor House investigation. Thomas had been an insightful police officer during his time on the force, and she always liked to bounce ideas off him, though she had to be careful not to overshare details with him.

‘You think this journalist is involved somehow?’ he asked, after she’d updated him.

‘He’s obviously a consideration, but it doesn’t explain why he would’ve approached me and Miles if he’s the one behind this all.’

‘Maybe he was getting cold feet, or guilt was getting the better of him?’

‘That doesn’t explain his research. If you read the manuscript he was working on, it’s evident where his allegiances lie.’

‘But maybe that’s his justification.’

Louise nodded to herself. The thought of Nathan Price as some kind of avenging angel was persuasive, though it didn’t explain Martin Bunker’s role in things.

‘Anyway, can I?’ Thomas asked.

Louise grinned. ‘Can you what?’

‘Read the manuscript?’

Louise laughed. ‘Sorry, but that’s for police officers only. And you gave up that right a few years ago now.’

These brief moments of normality were a godsend to Louise, but her mind remained restless as they tidied up before going to bed.

As she lay in bed, her thoughts oscillated between her parents and the investigation.

While it was obvious Sandmoor House was central to everything and that the accusations of abuse had to be pivotal, they didn’t seem to be any closer to finding out who had killed Eleanor Slade and Philip Cavendish. If she had to hazard a guess at this point, she would say everything suggested that the killer or killers were likely former residents of Sandmoor House, but with the ongoing bureaucracy with the council, finding names anytime soon didn’t seem likely. And again she feared that by the time they got a grip on things, they would be looking at another body, if not more than one.

As she tried to sleep, her mind drifted to Angela and what it must have been like for her. Not only having to give her child up, but then, decades later, to find out the child had died in care. She thought back to the interview at Angela’s house and tried to consider whether she could be the killer, looking for some kind of revenge for Abigail’s death. And while there was certainly enough motive there, she just didn’t think the woman was capable of it.

Louise tried to dismiss the obtrusive thoughts, but they continued to plague her attempts to sleep. She tried to formulate a plan for what she would do tomorrow, hoping she would be granted access to speak to Martin Bunker again.

She was sure he was hiding something, and felt that if she could just say the right combination of words, she could get him to open up.

‘You need to sleep,’ Thomas said as she fidgeted from side to side.

‘Sorry,’ Louise mumbled.

She tried to lock herself in position, using the breathing exercises she’d been taught following other traumatic investigations to help get her to sleep.

Eventually sleep must have come, but it was destroyed almost instantly as her phone started ringing.

‘What time is it?’ Thomas asked as she reached for the phone at her side.

She was dismayed to see it was only 3.45 a.m.

‘Sorry,’ she said, hitting the green button before scampering out to the hallway.

‘This better be good,’ she said, the number withheld on her screen.

There were a couple of seconds of silence before the caller responded. ‘I’m so sorry, ma’am. I was going to wait till the morning, but I thought you’d want to know,’ came the familiar voice of Simon Coulson.

‘That’s okay, Simon. You just caught me by surprise. What’s so important?’

‘I’ve managed to crack the flash drive you sent me.’

‘At 3.45 in the morning?’

‘I think you’ll find it’s going to be worth it. I’m not sure what you expected, ma’am but the drive contains a video file, old format, which is why it took me so long to open it.’

Despite the promise of positive information, Louise could barely keep her eyes open. ‘You need to give me some specifics, Simon.’

‘Yes, ma’am. Sorry. I’m pretty sure, although the footage is blurry, that it’s a recording of the night Abigail Walker died.’

Louise was wide awake now.

‘Send it through on a secure link, please, Simon,’ she said, hanging up and returning briefly to the bedroom to grab her dressing gown before padding downstairs, where she started the preloaded coffee machine.

She was already exhausted and the day had yet to begin. She retrieved her laptop from her bag and rushed through her security protocols. As the coffee percolated, she tried not to get carried away, but if the video file did show what had happened to Abigail Walker, it could blow open the investigation in more than one way.

The coffee had brewed by the time clearance came through on the laptop. She poured a large cup, the adrenaline in her system causing her hand to tremor slightly as she took a sip of the oily liquid before pressing play on the video file Simon had sent her.

She could tell immediately by the angle of the camera that the footage had come from a security camera which must have been placed at the top of the old Sandmoor House, capturing the rooftop of a building which no longer existed.

The images were blurry but defined enough that she could make out six children playing on the rooftop. Louise allowed the video to play through rather than stopping to scrutinize the details, which could come later. She turned the volume up but there appeared to be no sound on the recording.

The children, who Louise guessed were between the ages of seven and maybe thirteen, appeared to be happy enough, mingling about on the rooftop, quite possibly taking delight in the fact that they shouldn’t be there. Louise felt her stomach tighten as one of them peered over the ledge – a boy who was the tallest of the group, gazing down at the drop that Louise feared would soon become very relevant.

She paused the video at this stage and zoomed in on the face of the boy looking downwards. The video only captured him in side profile, but Louise thought she might be looking at a much younger version of Martin Bunker.

She pressed play again. The boy retreated to the centre of the roof with his comrades before the group froze, all at once turning to the far corner of the screen where seconds later a figure emerged.

Louise didn’t need the video to be pinpoint clear to understand the panic in the children. They jostled in different directions, darting around the figure, their goal clearly the exit to the staircase on the right-hand side of the screen.

All but one of them made it.

Louise knew what was about to happen, but it didn’t make it any easier. The figure appeared to be a man, tall and athletic-looking, moving towards the girl. The grainy footage revealed hints of his face – hopefully enough for them to work up a usable identification – and was clear enough to show the palpable anger in the man’s face as the young girl, almost definitely Abigail Walker, stood before him, frozen to the spot.

The man bent down so he was eye level with her, the type of gesture that should have been reassuring for the child, but Abigail remained frozen in position.

Then, like a snake attacking its prey, the man reached out towards her with alarming speed. He caught her clothing, but the girl was a little too fast for him. She pulled herself away, scampering from his grasp towards the left side of the screen.

What happened next went so fast that Louise barely caught sight of it. She thought maybe it was her mind’s way of processing the distressing information. She wasn’t sure if the camera angle had distorted the contours of the building, but to the left of the screen, the ledge must have been lower than where the boy had looked over the edge.

Abigail loitered by the ledge, looking first downwards, then over to the approaching figure. Louise was expecting the girl to fall backwards. The coroner had reached a verdict of accidental death, but the next few seconds destroyed that conclusion.

Louise watched in shock as the man picked Abigail up and dropped her over the edge of the roof.
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There was no point going back to bed. Louise watched the video over and over again, pausing every few frames so she could get a better snapshot of the children and the adult who’d been on top of the roof. Each time she reached the last section – where the adult threw Abigail off the roof – her stomach recoiled, adrenaline flooding her system like poison.

She watched it one last time before uploading it to the project management file and emailing Robertson, before tiptoeing upstairs where she saw Thomas standing in his underwear at the top of the landing.

‘Have you had any sleep at all?’ he asked.

‘Some,’ Louise said, rubbing her eyes. ‘I need to go in now, though. Will you sort out the children for me?’

Thomas paused before answering. He knew as well as anyone the pressure Louise was under and the toll such pressure could take. And although she knew he would never question her, the concern in his face was evident.

‘I’ll catch up on sleep later in the day,’ she said, as she hugged him. ‘You’re cold.’

‘I’m going back to bed,’ Thomas said, pulling her close, kissing her on the side of the head before retreating to the bedroom.

The hot jets of the shower felt so good that Louise stayed under them a little longer than she’d planned. There wasn’t much they could do this early in the morning, so she allowed herself the few minutes of silence beneath the water, turning the heat up until her skin reddened.

The caffeine was still doing its job and after changing she drank another cup, filling her thermos before setting off for Portishead.

A dense fog filtered through the dark sky as she headed out towards the M5. It was impossible to shake the images from the video and as she sped along the otherwise deserted motorway, she wondered if she’d ever get the vision of that young girl being thrown to her death out of her mind. It felt like part of her now, and if she needed any more motivation to find out what exactly had happened at Sandmoor House, the video had given her enough to last a lifetime.

Headquarters was like a ghost town. She nodded to a couple of the skeleton crew before making her way up to CID, where the few night shift workers were surprised to see her but refrained from commenting.

Louise went to her office and closed the door, shutting the blinds. The caffeine in her bloodstream appeared to have diluted, tiredness creeping over her. Knowing a big day lay ahead, she sat at her desk and decided to rest her eyes, smiling at the remembrance of the phrase her mother always used instead of admitting she was having a sleep.

The next time she opened them was when there was a knock on the door. She shook herself awake – a quick look at her phone suggesting she’d been asleep for at least forty minutes. She was about to say ‘come in’ when Robertson barged through.

‘What’s this about a video?’ he said, either not noticing or more likely ignoring the fact that Louise had just been asleep.

‘Simon sent it through to me last night…. early morning.’

‘So I gather. Okay if I take a peek?’ Robertson said, clearly flustered as he sat down opposite her.

Louise took a couple of seconds to adjust herself before responding, logging into the system again so she could show Robertson the video, which was already blazed on her mind.

‘It’s pretty harrowing,’ she said, turning her screen so it was facing Robertson before pressing play.

Robertson was made of stern stuff, but Louise wasn’t surprised by the numerous emotions playing on his face as he watched the video play out. He shuddered at the moment Abigail was thrown, turning the screen back to Louise.

‘Do you have any idea who that bastard is?’ he said.

‘Simon’s running it through our facial recognition database. It could be Gregson or Philip Cavendish, but I’m not sure it’s either.’

Robertson sat in the chair opposite, his chin resting on his hand. ‘I can’t believe they’ve been sitting on this for all those years. If Cavendish’s wife knew as well, it’s no wonder she topped herself. They’ve been lying about Abigail Walker from the beginning.’

‘We need to find out who exactly “they” are,’ Louise said. ‘I’m getting very little back from the council. I have a few staff names from that period, though three of them are now dead.’

‘I’ll speak to the Chief Constable,’ Robertson said.

‘The way I’m looking at it, anyone connected to Sandmoor House is either a potential victim or killer.’

‘That might get the wheels turning, but what do we think this has to do with this Nathan Price?’ Robertson asked.

‘The only thing I can connect him to at the moment is the fact that he’s doing research on that period, and he’s the former foster brother of Martin Bunker.’

‘And the fact he’s missing. Interview Bunker again if you can. Solicitor might go for it if you suggest this could help his client.’

Louise had already considered that, but didn’t comment. They both sat for a time in silence. The upshot was that Abigail Walker had been murdered and that the crime had been covered up. It meant that another murder victim had to be added to the board and raised the possibility of a cold case happening once this was all over.

‘Right. Let me speak to the Chief,’ Robertson said, shaking his head as if snapping out of a trance.

‘Thanks, Iain.’

‘No need to thank me. This type of shit has been going on for too long.’ He paused at the door, a slight upturn on his lips. Louise already knew what he was going to say before he said it. ‘Try not to sleep on the job, though,’ he said, closing the door behind him.

It was still too early to call Martin Bunker’s solicitor. They’d already interviewed the man more times than was common following an arrest. Now that he’d been charged with the murder of Jeffrey Gregson, he was under no obligation to speak to them.

Louise thought about the young boy who had peered over the ledge at Sandmoor House, wondering if it had been Bunker all along, and how the death of Abigail Walker must have played on him all these years.

She went through to the incident room where Tracey and Miles had just arrived. They both looked upbeat, ready for a hard day’s work. Louise felt sorry for the trauma she would have to inflict on them and let them settle before showing them the video.

The same pained look she’d seen on Robertson was clear on their faces as they watched Abigail fall to her death.

‘Simon’s running the video through all available databases and Robertson’s speaking to the Chief to see if we can rush through the council’s response, but let’s see if we can match some of the faces by other means,’ Louise said, once they’d watched the video a few times.

Miles and Tracey barely responded, both still shell-shocked, having to snap themselves out of their stupor in the same way Robertson had.

Louise returned to her office, fighting another wave of exhaustion as she decided to call Martin Bunker’s solicitor despite the still early hour.

As she’d expected, the solicitor’s first reaction was a flat-out refusal.

Louise explained what they’d discovered at the Cavendish house.

‘That sounds traumatic,’ the solicitor said, not giving anything away, ‘but I’m not sure how it’s relevant. I think you’ll agree that Mr Bunker has been more than accommodating over these last few days.’

‘This is purely confidential,’ Louise stressed, ‘but the video we found shows images of six children who were there on the roof the day Abigail died. I think it’s possible Martin was one of them. If that’s the case, and he can confirm he was there, it could help his case.’

It was a bit of a long shot, but as the line went silent, Louise hoped the solicitor would take the bait. If Martin had been present that day and Abigail’s death had somehow involved Jeffrey Gregson, it could help his defence, even if it was only from a mitigation viewpoint.

‘Fine, I’ll speak to him on the condition that you speak favourably to the judge if this ever reaches court,’ the solicitor said.

‘Deal, but I would appreciate a fast response. More people could be in danger.’

‘Understood,’ the solicitor said, hanging up.

Not long after, Miles knocked on the door. ‘We’ve just received the investigation report from Abigail Walker’s death,’ he said, handing it to her.

Louise flipped open the sparse report which was barely three pages long.

Called to Sandmoor House Children’s Home, 18th October 1986, 14:54hrs. Female child (7 years, Abigail Walker) fallen from roof. Paramedics on scene, child pronounced deceased 15:07hrs. Staff member Mrs. J. Hendricks states all other children were on supervised outing to Weston Beach (departed 14:00hrs, returned 15:30hrs). Deceased child remained at facility due to illness. Child accessed roof via unlocked stairwell door whilst unattended. No witnesses to fall. CCTV cameras on roof area defective. Coroner notified. Death appears accidental.

She read through the interviews which said that at the time of Abigail’s death, the rest of the children and the majority of the staff had been on an outing. Abigail’s body had been found by Philip Cavendish who had called the authorities immediately.

‘Well we know this is a pack of lies now, don’t we,’ Louise said, thinking that if this report had arrived earlier, then the two Cavendish deaths could have been prevented.

Louise scanned the rest of the file which showed the staff list from the day Abigail had died.

Philip Cavendish, Director, Mrs Jean Hendricks, Senior Care Worker, Miss Sharon Thornton, Nurse, Mr Kenneth Patterson, Driver, Mr Gerald Mason, Care Worker.

‘Run these other names through the system. I want to know where they are now. Alive, dead, or missing,’ Louise said, wondering if one of the names belonged to the killer who had thrown Abigail from the roof.

She was about to leave the room when she looked back at the report. Abigail Walker had died on 18th October 1986. She checked the date on her phone. The 40th anniversary of her death was eight days away.
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Louise showed the police report to Robertson before leaving for Fishponds, where Martin Bunker had agreed to another meeting with her.

Robertson had barely been able to believe what he’d read and was currently working on locating the investigating officer from that time, DS Brian Rudkin.

The video they’d uncovered on the flash drive was proof enough that the investigation had been flawed. But looking at the report, the worry now had to be that it hadn’t just been incompetence at the heart of the investigation but corruption.

Philip Cavendish was the person who’d claimed to have found Abigail’s body, but he hadn’t been the person on the roof. Any officer worth their salt would’ve worked that out during the investigation. They would’ve quizzed everyone at the home, not just those supposedly present on the day.

Louise went to the mental health unit on her own, the rest of the team fully absorbed in their own angles of work. Martin’s solicitor was waiting for her in reception. She reiterated her demands that Martin’s cooperation would be acknowledged by the system.

‘You have my word,’ Louise said, stopping short of telling the solicitor her true thoughts, which were that she thought Martin was just a pawn, more a victim than a predator in something which was even bigger than Jeffrey Gregson’s murder.

‘How are you, Martin?’ she asked, as the interview started.

‘Can’t complain. They treat me well, or as well as could be expected.’

The man looked thinner than the last time she’d seen him, but appeared to be in relatively good health. Louise had already shown the video to the solicitor and Martin’s direct care worker, the pair agreeing that he should be able to view it, but at the first sign of any traumatic response, the video should be stopped.

Louise quizzed Martin over Mr and Mrs Cavendish first, receiving a weary look but no direct objection from the solicitor.

‘I know who Cavendish is,’ Martin said.

‘Can you think of anyone who’d want to hurt him?’ Louise asked.

‘Is that a joke?’ Martin responded.

‘Who would want to hurt him?’

‘I think you probably already know that. Why are you really here?’

Martin sounded a little more certain than the last time she’d spoken to him. The fact that he hadn’t started in with the ‘no comments’ yet was a positive sign that the solicitor had primed him and that she may be able to get some answers.

‘We’re going to show you a video now, Martin. I’m afraid it’s going to be a little traumatic. We can stop it at any time you want. All you have to do is raise your hand,’ Louise said.

Martin nodded, his skin going a little paler. The solicitor would’ve warned him what was on the flash drive recording, but Louise knew first hand that no amount of words could fully prepare him for what he was about to see.

‘Okay?’ she said. ‘Remember, any time you feel uncomfortable, just raise your hand.’

She pressed play, her focus fully on Martin as the traumatising images were played out. At first, Martin smiled, most likely at the remembrance of seeing the children from the care home once more, but the smile soon vanished as the children reacted to the approaching, as yet unidentified, adult.

He squirmed as he watched Abigail all alone on the roof, his eyes reddening before he was forced to look away as Abigail was thrown over the side of the building.

‘Are you okay, Martin?’ Louise asked as she stopped the video.

Martin nodded silently, his care worker tapping him on the shoulder and confirming that way that he was good to continue.

‘Do you know the people who were in that video, Martin?’ Louise asked.

Martin nodded.

‘Could you confirm verbally for the tape?’

‘Yes, I know everyone who was there that day.’

‘Were you there yourself, Martin?’

‘Yes.’

‘Which figure in the video were you?’

‘The oldest boy, the one looking over the side at the beginning.’

Louise ran the tape, confirming Martin’s identity before continuing.

‘And the others?’ Louise asked.

Martin glanced at his solicitor, who nodded.

‘The girl is Abigail Walker, though I’m sure you’re aware of that by now. They said her death was accidental, but we’ve always known it wasn’t.’

‘And the names of the other children?’ Louise asked.

Martin took in a deep breath. ‘I’m afraid I can’t tell you that.’

Louise noted tears forming in the man’s eyes, and she was worried the interview would be cut short. She wanted to push him, but it was a risk. The names of the children would be out there, but what she really wanted to know at this stage was the identity of the man who had killed Abigail.

‘Who did it, Martin?’ she said. ‘Who was that man who killed Abigail?’

Martin was crying by now, and Louise was waiting for one of his team to stop proceedings.

Martin looked at his solicitor.

‘It’s your decision, Martin,’ the solicitor said, ‘but that man is a murderer and needs to be brought to justice.’

‘If you cooperate, Martin, it’s going to help your case. I can only begin to understand what you all must have gone through at that place but your solicitor is right. We need to bring those responsible to justice. So please tell me who that man was.’

‘I can’t tell you his name,’ Martin said. ‘I’m not allowed.’

Louise took a deep breath, fighting her frustration. ‘What do you mean you’re not allowed?’

Martin started shaking his head, his body trembling.

‘I think we need to end this now,’ the care worker said.

‘Please, Martin. Just let me know who that man was and I can stop anyone else getting hurt,’ Louise said, hearing traces of panic in her own voice.

Martin had started full-out bawling, and was fidgeting in his chair. ‘They won’t let me,’ he said.

‘Who won’t let you?’

The care worker stood. ‘Enough,’ she said.

‘I can’t tell you,’ Martin said, through tears. ‘But you’re going to find out soon enough.’
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‘What do you mean, we’ll soon find out? Who are they, Martin?’ Louise said, as Martin was shuffled out of the room.

Outside, she grabbed the solicitor before she left. ‘Your client clearly knows who the killer is,’ she said.

The solicitor shrugged, a slight twinge to her facial features suggesting she was uncomfortable.

Louise had no option but to push. ‘He said we’re going to find out soon enough, which suggests to me there’s going to be another killing, doesn’t it?’

‘That’s beyond my pay grade,’ the solicitor replied.

‘What the hell are you talking about? Your client just admitted to knowing the identity of the person who killed Abigail Walker. If that person turns up dead, drowned in a bath like the others, and it could have been prevented, it’s not going to look good for Mr Bunker, is it?’

‘If anything, I’d say this doesn’t look good for anyone from your station. Abigail Walker’s death was supposedly accidental I believe? How come this is all coming to light now?’

‘That’s neither here nor there,’ Louise said, though she was doubting her own words.

‘I think my client’s been as cooperative as you’d expect considering the circumstances. We’ve done everything that’s been asked of us, so I hope that shows in your report if this ever gets to court.’

‘Please, just talk to your client again. You could be saving someone else’s life.’

The look from the solicitor suggested she was wasting her time, and Louise left before she said something she regretted.

At headquarters, Louise relayed the interview and conversation to everyone. ‘Bunker confirmed he was one of six children on that roof,’ she said to the assembled team. ‘He knows who the killer is but refuses to identify anyone. Apparently, “they won’t let him.”’

‘The other survivors?’ Tracey asked.

‘That or the voices in his head.’

‘So any of those people on the roof could be involved in the killings,’ Miles said, glancing at the freeze frame on the white board of the six children from that day.

‘All of them could be, though it’s hard to say if it is a direct response to Abigail dying.’

‘Each victim has been drowned. There has to be something to that,’ Tracey said.

Louise thought of the cold room, and wondered if all of the six children in the frame had been subjected to that particular torture.

‘Which means we need to identify them another way. Simon is still running facial recognition on the video. We’re waiting on the council for comprehensive staff lists. And whoever threw Abigail off that roof is most likely our next target, or at least one of the next targets.’

‘If he’s not dead already,’ Tracey said quietly.

Though none of them would be feeling particularly remorseful should the child killer turn up as the next victim, it was still their job to prevent any further murders though Louise didn’t feel the need to remind anyone.

‘How are we on the list of Sandmoor House employees from the police report?’

‘Only two of the people on the list from the police report are still alive,’ Miles said. ‘Jean Hendricks is in a retirement home somewhere in Surrey with advanced dementia. The driver, Patterson, we believe is living somewhere in Spain. We’re still trying to find an address. But there were other employees. We’re still yet to have official confirmation that either Jeffrey Gregson or Eleanor Slade worked at the home.’

‘I’ll check in with Robertson, see if he’s managed to speak to the Chief yet. Not that we should have to exert any pressure on something like this.’

The door to the incident room creaked open, the uniformed officer Ivan looking a little sheepish as Louise beckoned him in.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Ma’am, I managed to speak to the SIO from the original Abigail Walker case, Brian Rudkin. He relocated to Australia but has agreed to do a video link. Can I set that up for you? He said he’d be ready in half an hour.’

‘Good work, Ivan,’ Louise said. ‘Let me know when he’s ready.’

She retreated to her office to look through what details she had on the retired officer. As expected, they were at best piecemeal. He’d retired in the early nineties, and although some of his investigations had been digitised, many would still be in archives.

Rudkin was in his late seventies now, and Louise didn’t recognise any of the names of his colleagues listed on the various files she could find. But one thing was sure, he’d attended the death of a seven-year-old girl who’d been thrown from a roof and had decided, with little persuasion at least from what Louise could see, that her death had been accidental.

‘Ready for you, ma’am,’ Ivan’s voice came through the intercom.

Louise picked up the printout she had of the Abigail Walker investigation and took the short walk to the interview room where the videolink had been set up.

She caught sight of the retired police officer, Brian Rudkin, on the screen.

‘Mr Rudkin, DCI Blackwell. Thank you for agreeing to speak to us at such short notice.’

‘My pleasure,’ Rudkin said, his voice a peculiar mix of West Country lilted with a hint of Australian.

‘Ivan has updated you on why we wish to speak?’ she asked, sitting down in front of the screen.

‘The Walker girl,’ Rudkin confirmed.

‘You were the SIO on her death, I understand?’

‘That’s correct.’

‘I’ve had a look through the old case files and would be grateful if you can fill in some missing blanks.’

‘I’m surprised you can still find those records after all these years,’ Rudkin said.

‘Maybe you could talk us through exactly what happened the day Abigail died.’

‘Long time ago now. My memory’s not what it was, but of course that type of thing stays with you, doesn’t it? I wasn’t the first responder at the scene, but I remember her poor little body smashed up outside the building. It’s not something you ever forget, is it?’

‘No. Do you remember who you spoke to that day?’

‘It was whoever was running the place. Cavendish, I believe his name was – from memory, anyway.’

‘Was there anyone else in the care home when you got there?’

‘Yes, there was a small complement of staff, but they’d all been away for the day, or most of them. Some sort of outing. I think they’d gone to Clevedon or somewhere. They’d just got back, and those poor children had been traumatised by seeing the body.’

‘And who do you believe was there at the time when Abigail fell?’ Louise asked.

‘Who do I believe was there?’ Rudkin said, frowning.

‘We’re just trying to clarify exactly what happened that day. Who was present?’

Rudkin hesitated. ‘From what I was told, Cavendish was there, as well as one of the handymen. I can’t remember his name I’m afraid, but it’d be all on the investigation report.’

‘And do you recall who you interviewed?’

‘Well, Cavendish obviously. And I would’ve spoken to some of the support staff who’d been on the trip.’

‘Did you speak to any of the children?’ Louise asked.

‘I would imagine so. I’m sure that’s in the coroner’s report. We obviously tried to ascertain whether it was suicide or not. From what I remember, we were told that Abigail Walker had been in a positive frame of mind.’

‘Why wasn’t she on the outing?’

‘She’d been feeling poorly. Unfortunately, she’d had free run of the place and that is how she ended up on the roof on her own.’

‘Did you try to verify this information?’

Rudkin frowned again. ‘What do you mean, verify?’

‘You were told all the other children were on a beach trip. Did you check with the driver? Get a list of who was actually on the minibus?’

‘I…’ Rudkin shifted uncomfortably. ‘We took staff at their word on that but would have run some checks obviously.’

‘There were twelve children at the home. You interviewed all of them?’

‘Some of them, yes. Through social services. That was standard practice at the time for children in care.’

‘And they all said they hadn’t seen anything? That they’d been at the beach?’

‘That’s what we were told, yes.’

Louise made a note on the file in front of her. ‘You mentioned you checked for CCTV cameras?’

‘We asked about cameras. Staff said there weren’t any on the roof.’

‘You asked? Did you physically check the building yourself? Look for camera housings, wiring?’

Rudkin frowned again and he paused before answering, as if it was only just dawning on him that this wasn’t quite the friendly chat he had envisaged earlier. ‘I don’t recall. It was forty years ago, DCI Blackwell. But if there were cameras we would have found them. In fact, I think there was some old recording equipment on the roof but it wasn’t working.’

‘Mr Rudkin, when a seven-year-old girl fell from a roof, and you were told she was completely alone with no witnesses, didn’t that strike you as unusual? In a home with twelve children – not one of them saw or heard anything?’

‘Look, I don’t know what you’re getting at⁠—’

‘Did you examine the roof yourself? Check the door that was supposedly left unlocked?’

Rudkin’s discomfort was growing more evident. ‘We followed procedure. Everything was done by the book. What is this? I’m getting the feeling that I’m the one being interrogated here. Has some new information come to light?’

‘I’m going to play something for you, Mr Rudkin,’ Louise said, glancing at Ivan, who pressed a few buttons before the video Louise had now seen countless times appeared on the screen.

Rudkin watched in stunned silence.

‘I had no way of knowing. How could I?’ he said, once it had finished.

Louise could think of a myriad of reasons why Rudkin should have found out what had happened, but didn’t want to completely alienate the man at the moment.

‘You checked the video cameras?’ she asked.

‘We must have done. Obviously we never recovered any files, otherwise they’d have been on the report. You think if I’d seen this, I wouldn’t have mentioned it?’ the former officer said, his voice rising.

‘You must be able to see how this looks. Between the time of Abigail Walker being killed and you arriving at the scene, the tape had been taken and hidden from you, and the story had been concocted, suggesting the six children on the roof had been out that day with everyone else. And you failed to expose that cover-up. There were twelve children staying at that home at the time. You think all twelve of them would’ve been able to stick to the same story they’d only just been told?’

‘We did everything by the book.’

‘The thing is, Mr Rudkin, for one reason or another, you didn’t do your job properly. You let Abigail Walker’s killer go free back then, and now we have three more murders. I’m afraid to say they’re at least partly due to your negligence.’

Rudkin looked as stunned as he had watching the video, his mouth hanging open as if the full implication of what he was being told was finally hitting home.

Louise asked him a few more questions before terminating the interview, informing Rudkin that he must be available to talk at all times. She wondered what the chances were of extraditing a former officer in his late seventies back from Australia to answer charges of negligence and possible corruption as she sat back in her chair, the frozen image of the video still on the screen in front of her.

Rudkin had been incompetent at best, corrupt at worst. Either way, proving anything forty years later would be near impossible.

She pulled up the clearest shot of the killer’s face from the video. Late twenties in 1986. That made him mid-to-late sixties now. If he was still alive.

Simon was running facial recognition but the image quality was poor. The council was still stonewalling on comprehensive staff records and Martin Bunker was refusing to name anyone. They were stuck, almost waiting for the next body to turn up and she hated the feeling of being out of control.

Her phone buzzed with a message from one of the support staff just as she was about to leave the room.

‘Thought you should know, Ma’am, a story about Sandmoor House has just gone live on the Guardian website.’
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Louise returned to her office and opened the Guardian website. She’d half hoped to see Nathan Price’s name in the by-line, but the piece had been written by a journalist called Gerald Sedley, a journalist she’d had contact with in the past.

The article mentioned Louise’s name and the ongoing murders before moving on to something else that Louise knew would change everything. She skimmed through it once, then read it again slowly, word by word.

The journalist claimed he’d spoken to two former occupants of Sandmoor House from the eighties. He didn’t name them, but stated that the pair had presented him with information which brought new light to what had been recorded as an accidental death, that of Abigail Walker.

The story went on to detail what Louise already knew. That on the day of Abigail’s death, a group of child residents were on the roof before an unnamed man had joined them. And while the article stopped short of describing what had actually happened to Abigail Walker, it did suggest that the unnamed man was left alone with her.

It couldn’t be a coincidence that the article had been released so soon to the video being discovered. She wondered if they now had a leak in the department. She knew none of her direct team would be so foolish, but word of the video would have obviously spread within headquarters. It could be that the information about the video had been leaked innocently enough but the last thing they needed now was for this to be national news.

What it did confirm was the fact that two of the people on the roof that night were actively involved, one way or another, in what was happening now.

Louise located Gerald Sedley’s number. She’d dealt with him on numerous occasions in the past and while he’d always been respectful, she had to remember he was a journalist. His priority would be to the story and his sources.

‘DCI Blackwell,’ he said, answering the call after two rings. ‘I was wondering when you would call. I guess you’ve read my article.’

‘A heads up would’ve been nice, Gerald.’

‘I’m not sure how that would work, Louise.’

‘Who were the men you spoke to, Gerald?’ she asked.

‘My sources?’

‘You mean the witnesses,’ she replied.

‘You know I’m not going to reveal their identities, Louise.’

‘There may be a lot more to this than you imagine. Let me speak to them. Let’s see if we can all help each other.’

‘That decision will be down to them, but I’d happily come in to discuss the investigation with you.’

Louise understood that if Sedley came in now to speak to her, he’d be demanding something in return and that his goal would be an exclusive but at the moment she wasn’t in a great bargaining position.

‘I’ll be at your headquarters within the hour, then,’ Sedley said, taking her silence to be an invitation.

Louise hung up, about to call Robertson when her phone rang, saving her the trouble.

‘I take it you’ve read it,’ Robertson said.

‘I’ve just got off the phone with the journalist, Sedley. He’s on his way in now.’

‘Did he tell you the names?’

‘No, not yet.’

Robertson grunted. ‘I hate journalists,’ he said, hanging up.

Louise called Thomas, and told him it was likely to be another late night. She heard the frustration in his response, and knew it was directed more at the situation than at her. But at that moment, all she wanted was for him to be supportive.

‘Don’t worry about anything here,’ he said, after a prolonged silence. ‘I’m working from home tomorrow, so you just do what you have to do.’

‘Thanks, Thomas. I’ll make it up to you, I promise,’ she said, wondering as she hung up when she’d have time.

Louise read through the article once more before making the mistake of looking at the online comments below, the majority of which were accusations of police corruption. She thought back to Brian Rudkin and wondered how much she and her team were going to end up suffering for the mistakes of the past as she waited for the journalist to arrive.

She took another look at the video, even though she knew every detail, and wondered which of the children present had contacted Sedley when a message came through from reception that the journalist had arrived, and he had two men with him.

Louise called Miles and together they rushed downstairs.

‘You think he’s brought his sources with him,’ Miles asked.

‘Wouldn’t that be lovely.’

She recognised Sedley, having dealt with him before on another investigation which had made national news but the other two were unfamiliar. Late middle-aged, well-dressed, their faces drawn with exhaustion.

Sedley approached them. ‘Hello Louise,’ he said.

‘Gerald, who do you have with you?’

One of the other two men stood and walked over. ‘DCI Blackwell,’ he said quietly. ‘My name’s Mark Hewitt. This is Pete Morrow.’ He gestured to the other man, who’d risen to stand beside him. ‘We were residents at Sandmoor House. We were on the roof when Abigail Walker died.’

A tightness filled Louise’s chest as she looked at the journalist for confirmation.

‘And we killed Eleanor Slade and Philip Cavendish,’ Hewitt continued, his voice steady despite the tremor in his hands. ‘We have written a statement and would like to make formal confessions.’
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Louise could barely believe what she was hearing. She held up her hand. ‘Stop, don’t say anything else.’

Hewitt and Morrow both fell silent, keeping their composure as if they’d expected her response.

Louise pulled out her radio. ‘Control? DCI Blackwell. I need immediate backup at Portishead reception and transport to Bridewell custody suite. Two suspects for murder.’ She nodded to Miles.

‘Mark Hewitt, I’m arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Eleanor Slade and the murder of Philip Cavendish. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence. Do you understand?’ Miles said.

‘I understand,’ Hewitt said.

Miles repeated the arrest and caution for Morrow, who acknowledged with a quiet, ‘Yes.’

‘Do either of you have anything on you that could harm me or my colleagues? Anything sharp, any weapons?’

‘No,’ they both said.

‘I’m going to need to search you. Please stand and face the wall, hands against it.’

Hewitt and Morrow complied without resistance. Louise conducted a quick pat-down search of Hewitt while keeping Morrow in her line of sight. She switched, searching Morrow while the receptionist watched from behind her desk, wide-eyed.

‘Mobile phones?’

Both men reached into their pockets and handed over their devices.

‘You mentioned written statements?’

Hewitt reached slowly into his inside jacket pocket and produced two sealed envelopes. ‘Copies for you. Our solicitor has the originals.’

Louise took them along with the phones as two uniformed officers pushed through the security door. ‘Do these contain the name of the person you believed killed Abigail Walker?’ she asked.

‘No,’ said Hewitt.

The procedure now was to get the pair processed in Bridewell but Louise wanted answers. ‘Do either of you know the name of that person?’

Hewitt looked at her almost apologetically. ‘We’ve been told to wait to speak to our solicitor.’

‘I understand that, but this person could be in danger. Or a danger to others.’

‘He’s certainly a danger to others, but we both can’t speak now.’

‘Take them to separate interview rooms upstairs,’ Louise said. ‘Don’t let them speak to each other. Transport’s on its way to take them to Bridewell.’

The officers nodded, each taking one of the suspects by the arm. Louise watched them being led away before turning to the journalist, Sedley, who’d been observing the whole procedure in silence, making notes on his phone.

‘Mr Sedley, you’ll need to leave now. They’re under arrest. You can’t be present for anything further.’

‘Understood,’ Sedley said as he pocketed his phone.

‘What exactly is your connection to this pair?’

‘They contacted me this morning. Explained everything about Sandmoor house, and the murders they committed. They knew the work I’d done in this field before, and asked if I would accompany them to the station.’

‘Did you have any knowledge of them before today?’ Louise asked.

‘No.’

‘Why did they contact you?’ Louise asked, though she already suspected the answer.

‘Security. They want to make sure their story is heard this time.’

Louise paused. ‘This time?’

‘They’ve told me everything. About Abigail Walker’s death… the abuse at Sandmoor House… the cover up.’

‘I’d be very careful about what you publish, Mr Sedley,’ Louise said. ‘The moment I arrested them, proceedings became active and the contempt of court act applies. You publish anything that could prejudice a fair trial, you’ll be answering for it.’

‘I’m aware of the restrictions, DCI Blackwell. I won’t be printing confessions or evidence. But I can report that two men have been arrested in connection with the murders. I can report they were residents of Sandmoor House children’s home. And I can report, in general terms, that allegations of historic abuse at that institution have come to light during your investigation.’

‘That’s all you can report.’

‘Yes, for now. But that’s not why they contacted me.’

‘Have they shared any more information with you. About future targets?’

Sedley shook his head. ‘They have been very careful. The only names they have mentioned are the ones you already know about.’

‘Nathan Price?’

Sedley frowned. ‘Sorry, I don’t know who that is. Should I?

Louise wasn’t about to volunteer any information to the journalist.

‘Listen, Louise, I am happy to be contacted at any time about this. I don’t wish to obstruct any investigation, and I know your past.’

‘My past?’ Louise said, with a smile.

‘I meant that in a positive way, DCI Blackwell. I know the cases you have worked on, and I respect your integrity.’

Louise wondered if there was a hidden message in the journalist’s words, maybe a nod to Brian Rudkin. She thanked the journalist, knowing as she watched him leave the building that the next few hours were going to be a nightmare of phone calls and damage control.

She took the stairs to the first floor, checking that Hewitt and Morrow had been placed in rooms at opposite ends of the corridor, uniformed officers stationed outside each door. Satisfied, she retreated to her office and called Robertson.

‘Boss, you need to get down here,’ she said when he picked up. ‘Two men just walked into reception and confessed to the Slade and Cavendish murders. Mark Hewitt and Pete Morrow.’

‘Am I having some kind of fever dream?’ Robertson said, after a few seconds.

‘No. They brought a Guardian journalist with them as well.’

‘Well, that’s just great.’

Louise waited for Robertson to join her in the incident room before looking at the statements.

‘It’s like Christmas Day,’ Robertson said as she opened the envelopes, each containing one typed page:

I, Mark Hewitt, wish to confess to the murder of Eleanor Slade on the evening of 3rd October at her home in Congresbury.

I make this confession voluntarily and of sound mind. I have not been coerced or threatened. I understand the legal consequences of this confession.

I wish to state for the record that both Eleanor Slade and Philip Cavendish were employees of Sandmoor House Children’s Home between 1975 and 1987. During this period, they participated in and facilitated the systematic physical and sexual abuse of children in their care.

I was a resident of Sandmoor House from 1983 to 1987, from the ages of nine to thirteen. I was one of six children present on the roof of Sandmoor House on 18th October 1986 when Abigail Walker was murdered.

I was threatened into silence that day by the man responsible for her death. We were told that if we ever spoke about what we’d seen, the same thing would happen to us. We were children. We believed him.

For forty years, we’ve carried that silence.

Eleanor Slade knew what was happening to us. She was part of it, and protected the people who hurt us. And when Abigail Walker was murdered, she helped cover it up.

I killed her and have no regrets.

Louise showed the letter to Robertson, who read it stone-faced.

The statement from Morrow was all but identical, aside from the fact that he was confessing to the murder of Philip Cavendish.

Robertson let out a sigh as he finished the second statement. ‘Usually I would feel good about receiving a confession,’ he said.

Louise understood what he meant.

The confessions should have brought closure but all Louise could think about as she read them was what was going to happen next and what had happened to the man who killed Abigail Walker.
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Miles, Tracey, and three other officers joined Louise and Robertson in the incident room. It was unusual for Robertson to have such an active role but Louise understood his reason for being there. The potential cold case on Abigail Walker alone was going to have huge repercussions for the constabulary, and it was clear that the current investigation was far from over despite the two confessions.

Louise nodded to Miles, who pressed a button on his laptop, an image of the six children on the roof of Sandmoor House appearing on screen, frozen in that moment before the adult appeared.

‘Hewitt and Morrow were both at Sandmoor House from 1983 to 1987,’ Louise said. ‘Aged nine to thirteen. That makes them about twelve when this was filmed.’ She circled the two figures they believed to be the two boys, before circling two others.

‘And we have Martin Bunker. And of course, Abigail Walker.’

Louise circled the two remaining children. ‘That leaves two girls whose identities are currently unknown,’

They studied the image, the six children oblivious to the trauma that was about to destroy their lives. She wondered why they were up on the roof. Were they just playing, or had they been hiding from the attacker that would end up being Abigail’s killer?

‘Play it through,’ she said.

Louise had watched this footage countless times, but seeing it now with the knowledge that two of those children had just walked into reception and confessed to murder made it different.

But nothing made what happened next any easier to watch. They watched the children fleeing from their attacker before Abigail died, the room falling silent.

‘Forty years ago,’ Tracey said quietly. ‘A long time to hold onto something like that.’

Louise tried to put such a thought into context but it was impossible. Part of her wanted to tell Hewitt and Morrow she understood, that waiting forty years for justice that never came would drive anyone to desperation but that wasn’t her job.

‘We can understand and still prosecute,’ Robertson said, as if reading her thoughts. ‘They’ve confessed. They’ll go to prison. But at least, maybe the whole story comes out. But for now, our priority is stopping any more killings. That begins by finding out who the other two children on the roof that day were.’

Robertson’s phone rang. ‘Sir,’ he said, moving out of the room.

‘What I don’t understand is why they’re confessing now?’ Miles said. ‘With Bunker, we had to track him down. These two weren’t even on our radar.

‘They want the story out there,’ Louise said.

‘But they could’ve done that without confessing. Given the story to the journalist and remained anonymous.’

‘This way, they’re going to get them maximum publicity,’ Louise said. ‘And with that type of thinking, who knows what they have planned next.’

Robertson returned, the redness in his cheeks giving away his anger. ‘Who are the next targets?’ he said, his voice deep and gruff.

Louise pulled up the image of the man who had killed Abigail on the screen. ‘It looks like he was late twenties in 1986 so in his sixties now minimum. It has to be him or the two staff members from that day still with us.’

Louise thought about Martin Bunker’s words - You’re going to find out soon enough - and wondered how long they would have to wait, and in what manner they were going to find out.

The custody suite at Bridewell was busy later that evening. Louise and Miles signed in at the front desk, the custody sergeant checking their names against his log before buzzing them through.

‘Hewitt and Morrow are in separate cells,’ he said. ‘Both processed about an hour ago. Their solicitor’s already here, waiting in interview room two.’

‘Same solicitor for both?’ Louise asked.

‘That’s what they requested. Sarah Merchant from Kellaway and Associates. She’s been in with each of them separately.’

‘Same solicitor as Bunker,’ Miles said.

Louise nodded, now wondering how much the solicitor had known from the beginning.

‘We’ll take Hewitt first,’ Louise said. ‘Interview room one. Can you have him brought up?’

‘Give me five minutes.’

Louise and Miles walked down the corridor to the interview rooms. Through the glass panel in interview room two, Louise could see a woman in her forties, smartly dressed, reading through documents. The solicitor looked up as they passed, her expression neutral.

They entered interview room one and began setting up. Louise checked the recording equipment while Miles arranged the chairs. ‘Right, let’s see what they’re willing to tell us.’

The custody officer brought Mark Hewitt into the interview room five minutes later. Louise watched him take his seat opposite her, his movements calm and deliberate. He was in his late forties, greying hair neatly cut, wearing the same dark jeans and grey jumper as earlier. Sarah Merchant followed him in, taking the seat beside her client.

Louise started the recording equipment, and noted the time and those present for the tape.

‘Mr Hewitt, you’ve been arrested on suspicion of the murder of Eleanor Slade. You’ve provided a written statement. Do you wish to add anything to that statement before we begin?’

‘No,’ Hewitt said, his voice steady.

‘Your statement says you killed Eleanor Slade on the evening of 3rd October at her home in Congresbury. Is that correct?’

‘Yes.’

‘Can you talk me through exactly what happened that night?’

Hewitt looked at his solicitor. ‘No comment,’ he said.

Louise lowered her eyes. ‘Mr Hewitt, you’ve already confessed to murder. You’re going to prison. There’s no harm in telling me the details.’

‘No comment.’

‘Why did you target Eleanor Slade in particular? What did she do to you?’

Hewitt’s expression didn’t change, but Louise saw his hands grip the edge of the table.

‘She was the worst of them,’ he said finally.

‘The worst how?’

‘She enjoyed it. The others… some of them were just going along with it. Turning a blind eye. But Slade liked hurting us.’

‘The cold room?’ Louise asked.

‘Among other things.’

‘Were you ever placed in the cold room, Mr Hewitt?’

A pause. ‘Yes.’

‘How many times?’

‘I lost count.’

‘And Eleanor Slade put you there?’

‘She was the one who decided. She chose which of us had to go through that and how long we’d stay.’ His voice remained flat. ‘I would beg her to let me out and she would laugh.’

The room fell silent for a moment.

‘So you killed her?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you regret it?’

‘No comment.’

Louise tried a different angle. ‘What happens next, Mr Hewitt? Is someone else going to die?’

‘No comment.’

‘Where is Nathan Price?’

Hewitt frowned. ‘No comment.’

‘Do you know Mr Price?’

‘No comment.’

‘Who are the other two survivors from the roof that day? We know Martin Bunker was there. And, of course, your friend, Mr Morrow.’

Another look of confusion came over Hewitt’s face. From what Louise knew at that moment, he was unaware that they had the recording of Abigail’s death so her knowing that Bunker had definitely been on the roof was possibly a surprise to him.

‘No comment.’

‘I understand you’re protecting them but surely you don’t want your other friends to go to prison as well.’

‘No comment.’

Exhaustion and frustration ran through Louise’s body. She’d managed to get Hewitt to talk about Slade, about the cold room, but nothing that could help them now.

‘Is someone dying tonight, Mr Hewitt? Tomorrow?’

‘No comment.’

‘You’ve confessed to murder. You’ll spend years in prison. If you help me now I can help you. I know what happened to Abigail Walker. I want to find the person who killed her. If you know anything about that then tell me now. I can bring him to justice, save your friends from doing something they will regret.’

‘No comment.’

Louise looked at Miles. ‘Let me show you something,’ she said.

Miles pressed play and turned his laptop around.

Hewitt squinted, the realisation dawning on him. Louise’s eyes never left his as he watched the video, looking away as Abigail was thrown into the air.

‘You didn’t know we had this, did you?’ Louise said.

Hewitt didn’t have to reply, the tears streaming down his face evidence enough he hadn’t seen the video before.

‘The man’s face is visible. We’re running facial recognition. Just tell me where he is.’

Hewitt blinked through the tears. He tried to say no comment, but his words were lost.

Louise decided to take a chance. ‘Where is he, Mr Hewitt?’

Hewitt shook his head.

‘When does he die?’ Louise pressed.

‘I think that’s enough now,’ said the solicitor.

Louise sighed. ‘We’ll take a break. Interview suspended at 19:47.’ She left the room with Miles, giving some time for Hewitt to be returned to his holding cell and for Sarah Merchant to speak to Pete Morrow before his interview.

‘Doesn’t look like they plan to speak to us,’ Miles said.

‘Not at the moment but the video revelation definitely shook them.’

‘We’ll lose that element of surprise with Morrow I guess.’

Louise pictured the solicitor informing her other client about the video. ‘Yes, but it will have an impact on him. I don’t think they even knew the video existed.’

‘Maybe if they had known, they wouldn’t have done all this.’

Louise wanted that to be true but doubted that it was, and didn’t reply as they were told Morrow was ready for them.

They moved to the other interview room, Morrow sitting at the table, his hands clasped in front of him, Sarah Merchant already seated beside him.

Louise ran through the preliminaries again, reminding Morrow of why they were there.

‘Your statement says you killed Philip Cavendish on 7th October at his home near Charterhouse. Is that correct?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why Philip Cavendish specifically?’

Morrow’s hands tightened around each other. ‘He was the Director. He was in charge of everything.’

‘And he knew about the abuse at Sandmoor House?’

‘Yes.’

‘How do you know that?’

Morrow looked down at his hands. ‘Because I told him.’

Louise leaned forward slightly. ‘What did you tell him, Pete?’

A grimace formed on Morrow’s face. ‘I was eleven, nearly twelve. I told him what was happening. What they were doing to us in the cold room and all the other things.’

‘What did he say?’

‘He said I was a troubled child. That I was making up stories for attention. That if I kept lying, I’d be the one punished.’

‘And were you punished?’

‘They put me in the cold room that night.’ His voice wavered. ‘I nearly died. They had to pull me out, wrap me in blankets. I was hypothermic. I remember Cavendish standing there watching, and it wasn’t concern I saw on his face.’

Louise couldn’t help but empathise with Morrow, and the boy he had once been but she didn’t speak, just waited for the man to keep talking.

‘He not only knew, he was complicit. Even after Abigail died, he covered it up.’

‘So you killed him?’

‘Yes.’

‘Why now, Pete?’

Morrow looked up, meeting her eyes. ‘I regret that it took forty years.’

His solicitor shifted in her seat. ‘Peter⁠—’

‘I regret that we were children and no one protected us,’ Morrow continued, ‘that we had to protect ourselves. That Abigail died and nothing changed. That they carried on living when she was dead.’

‘And the others?’ Louise asked. ‘The other two from the roof that day? Are they planning to kill someone too?’

Morrow shook his head before looking away. ‘No comment.’

‘Pete, you’ve just told me about your trauma. About what happened to you. I understand why you did what you did. But I need to know, is anyone else going to die?’

‘No comment.’

‘Where is Nathan Price?’

‘No comment.’

‘Who else is in danger?’

Morrow looked at her, his eyes widening. ‘No comment.’

Louise pulled out her laptop. ‘Let me show you something. The same thing I showed Mark Hewitt.’

She turned the screen and pressed play. Unlike Hewitt, Morrow was at least a little prepared for what was played but still his breathing quickened as the children appeared on screen. When the man emerged, his hands started shaking. Like Hewitt, he looked away as Abigail fell.

‘That’s you,’ Louise said when it finished, pointing to one of the fleeing children in a paused frame.

Morrow said nothing. There were tears in his eyes.

‘The killer’s face is visible, Mr Morrow,’ Louise said. ‘Clear enough for facial recognition. We’ll know who he is within hours.’

Morrow’s breathing had become unsteady.

‘Is that why you’re here? To buy time? While the others go after him?’

‘No comment.’

‘When does he die, Pete? Tonight? Tomorrow? We can protect you if you tell us who he is and where he is. Protect and help your friends.’

Morrow managed to look at her, and for a moment Louise thought he would break.

‘He doesn’t deserve protection.’

‘Maybe not. But that’s not your decision to make.’

‘It is now.’

‘Pete,’ his solicitor said, a warning in her voice.

Morrow wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. ‘No comment.’

Louise tried once more. ‘Where is he, Pete?’

Morrow shook his head, and with no other option Louise ended the interview.
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In the end, Louise had decided to let the two prisoners sleep on it. Their reluctance to share the names of those who had been on the roof that day was frustrating but inevitable. It seemed clear to Louise that the two men were part of a bigger group. The fact that they were willing to go to prison to highlight the injustices they’d suffered was enough to suggest they weren’t going to crack easily.

It was now the following morning. Louise had spent a few hours at home before heading back in, barely having enough time to spend more than a few minutes with Jack and Emily. Things with Thomas had been a little tense as well, but she guiltily decided she couldn’t dwell on that at present. Not only did she have the current murder investigations to focus on, but she had to contend with the fact that this wasn’t finished, and unless they got a handle on it soon, someone else would die.

She met with Miles and Simon Coulson first thing, Coulson going through step by step the difficulties of identifying the people on the roof that day, due both to the grainy images of the video file, which was forty years old, and the fact that everyone present was forty years younger than they would be now.

‘I’ve done everything I can,’ Coulson said. ‘There are certain markers I’ve matched and run through aging software, but nothing on any of the databases is coming up as a match to those on the roof yet to be identified.’

‘Does that mean they’re not on the database?’ Miles asked.

‘Not necessarily. As I said, the discrepancies over time and the distorted quality of the original videotape means that the examination isn’t as thorough as I’d like. Although there are certain characteristics we can measure, people obviously do change a lot in forty years. Weight changes, fading musculature, even injuries can have a dramatic effect. It’s more than possible that any of the people on the roof that day are on the system somewhere, but a match isn’t being processed at the moment.’

‘Thank you, Simon,’ Louise said as Coulson left the room.

Miles yawned as Louise gazed over at the incident board.

‘Keeping you up, are we?’

Miles smiled. ‘I take it all these long hours stop when you become a DS?’ he said.

‘Oh yeah, it’s purely nine to five, then.’

With everything that had been happening, she’d forgotten that Miles’ sergeant exams were upcoming. It couldn’t be easy for him having to work on them alongside the long hours they were enduring on the current investigation. And while she would’ve loved to have offered him some time off, it just wasn’t feasible at present.

A call came through on the switchboard, Louise taking it. ‘DCI Blackwell.’

‘Ma’am, this is Constable Daniella Croft. We’ve been receiving a number of calls following the Guardian article on Sandmoor House. I was going to add this one to the report, but thought you might want to hear it first hand.’

‘Okay.’

‘I just spoke to a man called Neil Pruett who was in some distress. He was adamant that he was not involved in anything that’s happening at the moment, as you would expect. But he told me he was an employee at Sandmoor House during the time Abigail Walker died.’

Louise had received too many false leads in the past to get immediately optimistic.

‘Was there any specific reason he was calling beyond that?’ she asked.

‘He was very nervous. As I mentioned, he kept going on about not being involved in the things that were happening in the present, and used the line that he wanted to eliminate himself from the investigation.’

‘Sensible enough approach, I’d say.’

The officer gave her the man’s name and address. ‘He said he’s going to be in all day,’ she added.

Pruett lived in Milton in Weston-super-Mare, about a mile or so from where Louise lived. She drove with Miles back the way she’d come only an hour or so ago.

From the preliminary search they’d done on Pruett before leaving, it appeared he’d lived in Weston all his life and had no criminal record. Nathan Price’s MS had been fully digitised now and there was no mention of anyone called Pruett. And although they were still waiting for staff details from that period to come through, the truth was that if he hadn’t volunteered the information it could have been some time, if ever, before his name would have come up in relation to Sandmoor House.

Pruett lived close to Baytree Rec, Louise driving by a Catholic church which had played a major part in her first major investigation in Weston-super-Mare, a time which seemed so distant now. They managed to find a parking space on the small side street and walked to the address, a terrace property with an immaculately maintained front garden, pots and hanging baskets filled with colourful plants despite it being mid-autumn.

Miles knocked on the door, which was answered by a man in a brown three-piece suit who looked to be in his early seventies.

Miles made the introductions.

‘Mr Pruett?’

The man nodded. ‘That was quick,’ he said. ‘Do you need me to come in for an interview?’

‘That’s fine, Mr Pruett,’ Louise replied. ‘We’d be happy to chat inside your house if you’re happy to do so.’

‘Yes, yes. Come in,’ Mr Pruett said, showing them through to a small kitchen area at the rear of the house.

‘Shall we sit at the table?’ Mr Pruett said, pulling out two chairs for them as if he’d been preparing for this moment to come.

Louise accepted an offer of tea and took a seat at the table with Miles.

‘You live here alone?’ she asked as Mr Pruett returned with a tray containing three mugs of tea.

‘My wife passed a couple of years back,’ Pruett replied, groaning as he sat down. ‘I called you – the police, I mean – when I saw that newspaper article. I didn’t want you to think, well, you know, that I’m involved in whatever’s going on,’ Mr Pruett said, getting straight to the point.

‘I take it you’d already heard of the recent murders in the area?’ Louise asked.

‘Of course. It’s hard to get away from them.’

‘Did you know the victims were linked to Sandmoor House?’

‘Not with the first one. The guy that died over in Worle. What was his name? Gregson. But the other two? Yes. Philip Cavendish, as I’m sure you know, he ran the place. And that head teacher, Eleanor, she worked there too.’

‘So you’re saying Jeffrey Gregson didn’t work at Sandmoor House?’

‘Not when I was there, no.’

‘When were you there, Mr Pruett?’ Miles asked.

‘I was there for the last six years of its operation. I was the maintenance manager. Glorified caretaker, I guess.’

‘And you never met Jeffrey Gregson in that time?’

‘I don’t know. It was a long time ago, after all,’ Pruett said with a shrug. ‘But I’m all but certain no one by that name worked at the care home when I was there.’

They had yet to obtain a list of the employees from that period, and Louise was surprised that Gregson hadn’t worked there. It complicated things somewhat. But for now, she hoped that the anomaly might prove pivotal as they went forward.

‘Tell us about your time there, Mr Pruett,’ Miles said.

‘I’ll be brutally honest with you. I didn’t much care for the place.’

‘In what way?’ Miles said.

‘This is probably going to sound horrible, but the children, well they were something of a handful. More than that, actually. They were downright rude most of the time. Don’t get me wrong, I can understand it. They’d had a rough time of it, not just in the house, but in general. They either didn’t have parents or had parents who weren’t prepared to look after them, so I can understand why they misbehaved. But still, they were always up to mischief, destroying things, fighting. Staff definitely had their hands full, I can tell you that.’

‘In your time there, Mr Pruett, did you ever see any signs of mistreatment or abuse?’ Louise said, hiding her surprise that Pruett was blaming the children.

‘What exactly do you mean?’ Pruett asked, sounding suspicious, as if he was being caught out somehow.

‘Did you ever see members of staff treating the children in a way that was unacceptable?’

‘Well, they were different times, weren’t they?’

Louise sensed Miles shift next to her, noticing her colleague’s face had reddened.

‘Different times or not, what exactly did you see when you were there?’ Louise asked.

‘There was certainly more physical contact than would be permissible now.’

‘What type of contact?’ Miles said, his voice strained.

‘You know, a cuff around the ear, that sort of thing.’

‘Anything more serious?’

‘No,’ Pruett said, defensive. ‘I was just in charge of maintenance. I had nothing to do with the children.’

‘No one is suggesting you were, Mr Pruett, but we are trying to get a grip on what actually happened at Sandmoor House all those years ago. Anything you can tell us will help. You’re not going to incriminate yourself.’

‘I tried to stay clear of it, but I suspected some odd things were going on. Sometimes the children would disappear for days on end, and other times their behaviour would be a little odd, like their high spirits had been crushed out of them.’

‘Did you ever question them about what was happening?’

‘It wasn’t my place.’

Louise tensed. She was growing sick of people telling her it wasn’t their place to act.

‘Whether it was your place or not, did you ever see or suspect anything criminal was taking place at Sandmoor House?’

Mr Pruett shook his head, though Louise was sure he was withholding something. ‘Tell us about the staff you worked with.’

‘I guess I’m going to sound like an old curmudgeon, but I didn’t care for them much either. It wasn’t the happiest period of my life, I can tell you. In truth, most of the staff were as odd as the children. They kept themselves very much to themselves. I was something of an outsider. I was the maintenance guy. I didn’t have a direct role in the running of the care home. I think that’s why the children treated me with such disdain as well. They knew with me they could get away with it. There was no comeuppance for their unruly behaviour.’

No nights in the cold room, Louise thought to herself.

‘Can you remember the names of all the staff you worked with?’ Louise asked, handing him a notepad and pen.

‘Well, obviously you know Eleanor Slade and Mr Cavendish.’

‘And any others?’

It took another fifteen minutes for Pruett to go through the list of staff members from his time there. By the time he’d finished, they had nine new names, although three were missing surnames.

Louise thanked Pruett.

‘Can you tell me what happened on the day Abigail Walker died?’ she said, noting that Pruett had relaxed a little.

His face drained of colour at the question. ‘I wasn’t there that day,’ he stated, as if she’d accused him of murdering the girl.

‘Why was that?’ Miles asked.

‘It was a Saturday. I never worked weekends. That was the day it all changed, as I’m sure you know. Within weeks the place had closed down.’

‘And do you know who would’ve been working that day?’ Louise asked.

‘Everyone, I suppose.’

‘According to the official reports, there was a school outing that day,’ Louise said, deciding not to share the information she’d been told by Hewitt and Morrow.

‘That’s right. The home had a minibus and they often went on little trips here and there, but rather them than me. I can’t imagine what those kids would’ve been like on an excursion.’

‘And you were sure they went on the trip that day?’

Mr Pruett shrugged. ‘Why wouldn’t they have?’

Louise nodded to Miles.

‘What we’re about to show you now, Mr Pruett, is strictly confidential. You are not allowed to share details of it with anyone, especially any media outlets. Do you understand?’

Mr Pruett nodded, staring straight through her as if he didn’t fully comprehend what was going on.

Miles turned his phone so the man could see and played the video for him.

Pruett struggled to focus on the screen.

‘What is this?’ he said, as he saw Abigail and her friends playing on the roof. ‘Why are you showing this to me?’ he added, leaning forward as the children began to panic and the figure of the unidentified man appeared.

The children scattered, Pruett’s hand going to his mouth as Abigail loitered by the edge of the building before being thrown to her death.

Pruett was trembling, a mixture of fear and anger on his face as Miles took his phone back. He was shaking his head as if denying the existence of the video.

‘Why would you show me something like that?’ he said, his voice brittle.

‘That’s what actually happened on the day Abigail Walker died,’ Louise said. ‘That is what was covered up by Philip Cavendish and everyone who worked at Sandmoor House for the last forty years. You’re telling me you didn’t know that happened?’

‘Of course I’m telling you that. Do you think I would’ve known that had happened and not said anything? I’m a good God-fearing man, DCI Blackwell. I knew that place was strange, but I had no idea this happened. How could I?’

‘You returned to work on the Monday?’ Louise asked.

‘Well, sort of, yes. The place was in turmoil. The children had been shipped out to other care homes. The place was eventually shut down and never opened up again. I worked there for a while, catching up on the jobs I never had time to do normally.’

‘And you had no inkling of what had happened?’

Pruett held his hands out. ‘The police were there for a day or two, and then I didn’t really see anyone again except for Philip Cavendish.’

Louise sat back in her chair. She could almost buy what Pruett was saying. If the place had shut down immediately after Abigail’s death, then it would’ve been much easier for those involved to keep the story quiet.

‘Going back to the video, Mr Pruett, and I appreciate it’s harrowing having to see it, but I need you to identify those who were there that day.’

Pruett nodded silently as Miles showed him the stills Simon Coulson had prepared.

‘That’s Martin Bunker,’ he said, pointing to the boy they’d already identified. ‘Obviously I’ve seen him in the newspaper. I think that boy is Mark Hewitt. He was a cheeky little so-and-so. That’s his friend, Morrow.’

‘As for the two other girls, I can’t be sure of their names. It was so long ago now, and as I said, I didn’t have much interaction with them. Susan, maybe? And Karen? Sorry, I can’t be sure.’

Miles swiped the phone across, landing on the image of Abigail’s killer.

‘And do you know this man?’ Miles said.

Louise watched closely as Pruett studied the screen, instantly seeing the recognition in his eyes. She thought for a second he was going to deny knowing who the figure was before eventually he spoke.

‘I know who that is,’ he said. ‘But I don’t want this to come back on me.’

‘What do you mean you don’t want it to come back on you?’ Miles said. ‘If you know who that killer is, you tell us now.’

Louise lifted her hand, trying to get Miles to calm down.

‘I don’t want him to know I was the one who identified him.’

‘You are not in any danger at all, Mr Pruett. No one’s going to know you’re behind any identification. But please, tell me who that man is.’

Pruett continued staring at the screen as if plucking up the courage to speak, before he broke away and looked Louise in the eyes.

‘That man’s name is Troy Kemp. But he never worked at Sandmoor House.’

Louise nodded to Miles, who immediately left the house to share the identification with the rest of the team.

‘How did you know this Troy Kemp if he never worked at Sandmoor House? Had you ever seen him there before?’

Pruett grimaced. ‘I’d seen him a few times. He was friends with Mr Cavendish.’

‘And why would he come to the house?’

Pruett shrugged. ‘To speak to him, I guess.’

‘Why were you so scared to give us his name?’

‘I’m surprised you haven’t heard of him. Troy Kemp’s a well-known criminal. From what I understand, he headed up some sort of gang out of Bristol. I didn’t know specifically what he got up to. I didn’t want to know. But I knew he was trouble and that it was best to stay out of his way. He had a horrible type of presence about him. Nasty man. I’d heard stories, of course.’

‘What sorts of stories?’ Louise asked.

‘Drugs, beatings, even rumours of murder. It made me very uneasy every time he was in the place.’

‘Did he ever interact with the children?’ Louise asked.

‘Not that I was aware of.’

Louise let out an exasperated sigh.

‘Look, I’m sorry if it sounds like I’m fudging things, and I’m sorry what I said about the children, especially after seeing that horrible video. But everything I’ve told you is true. I was a bit of an outsider when I worked there, and I just got in and did my job and left. I know that might sound irresponsible given the circumstances, but that’s just the way it was.’

Louise nodded. Pruett would have to live with his decisions, but she wasn’t about to give him a free pass. Sometimes turning a blind eye was just as bad as doing the criminal act itself. And given what she knew about the abuse that had taken place at Sandmoor House and the cold room, she found it inconceivable that Pruett wouldn’t have had at least some suspicion about what had been going on there, given he’d worked in the place for six years.

‘We will need you to come in for a formal interview, Mr Pruett,’ Louise said.

Pruett began stuttering as if he was about to object, but Louise ignored him, standing to leave.

‘As I said before, no one is going to find out you identified Troy Kemp. But you will need to give a statement,’ she said, keeping her tone stern and authoritative, leaving Pruett in no confusion as to what was expected of him.

Miles was waiting outside by the car, ending his call as Louise walked over.

‘Troy Kemp is some sort of legendary gangster from what I can tell,’ he said.

‘So I heard. Must have been before my time because I’ve never heard of the man.’

‘Thing is, boss… Ten years ago, Kemp went missing. And he hasn’t been seen or heard of ever since.’
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Louise read Troy Kemp’s file as Miles drove them to Henleaze in Bristol – the last known address they had for Kemp and his wife, Charlene.

Neil Pruett’s assertion about Kemp prior to him going missing ten years ago had been accurate. Kemp had a string of convictions and had been actively connected to a number of gang-related investigations, including drug distribution.

But what caught Louise’s attention most was Kemp’s link to human trafficking prior to his disappearance. Kemp, along with numerous others, had been under surveillance in an operation known as Swan Lake, which had looked into international human trafficking, mainly involving women and young girls brought into the country for prostitution.

Some of Kemp’s file was redacted, Louise presuming the investigation was still ongoing. Such investigations often did continue, the crimes remaining the same, only the names and faces of those complicit changing.

She closed her eyes and thought about the children on the roof that day. The terrified look on Abigail Walker’s face as Kemp had rushed towards her. The coldness and lack of remorse in the man’s eyes as he’d pushed her to her death.

It was not often Louise allowed her emotions to get the better of her. The nature of her job meant that she was forced to witness many horrific things, but she couldn’t fight her anger now. Kemp had murdered that little girl, and in her eyes, everyone who had worked at Sandmoor House and had helped keep that a secret was also to blame.

It didn’t mean she agreed with the revenge killings, but she also refused to deny the fact that she understood why someone would want retribution. Now that they knew Kemp was the killer and his background, it made her wonder what role he’d played in exerting enough pressure on the children who had been present that day to stop them from ever talking. And if his disappearance ten years ago was connected to what was happening now, was somehow a forerunner to the deaths which were occurring a decade on.

Miles pulled up outside a gated property. They left the car and pressed a buzzer by the gate.

‘Can I help you?’ came a voice through the intercom.

‘We’d like to speak to Mrs Kemp. This is DCI Blackwell and DC Miles.’

The line went silent for a while, and Louise was about to press the button again when the gate buzzed open.

Louise walked in first, Miles following, as a woman appeared at the front door in a tight-fitting navy blue dress, her face perfectly made up, smiling at them.

The gesture was devoid of warmth. ‘What do you want?’ she said.

‘Charlene Kemp?’ Louise asked.

‘You know who I am. What is it you want?’

‘This is about your husband.’

‘It usually is but isn’t this supposed to go through my solicitor?’

‘I think we may be at cross purposes here. This isn’t about any ongoing investigation. This is about a series of murders currently taking place in the Weston area.’

‘Do I have to speak to you now?’

‘No, we can do this in a more formal setting if you like. But new information has come to light which may help in explaining what happened to your husband.’

Charlene grimaced. Troy Kemp would be pushing seventy now. Although she was heavily made up, Charlene looked at least twenty years younger. Whatever money Troy had made over the years had obviously trickled down to her. Louise wondered, perhaps unfairly, how much the woman cared about finding out what had happened to her husband ten years ago.

‘You’d better come in,’ Charlene said. ‘But you can’t stay for long.’

The interior of the house was like a small show home to Louise’s eye. Everything looked expensive but not stylish. The hallway was full of marble and glass, an overblown chandelier dangling from the ceiling, too grand for the space.

Charlene led them to a living room where she sat wordlessly on a high-backed armchair. Miles and Louise sitting together on a small two-seater sofa.

‘You’re going to have to start again, I’m afraid. I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.’

Louise explained about the murders, to which Charlene said, ‘I don’t tend to keep up with the news. Better for my mental health that way.’

‘I’ve read the file about your husband. From what I understand, he went out one evening and didn’t return. His car was found two days later in a service station in Avonmouth, unlocked?’

‘That is correct.’

‘From what I understand, Troy was involved in a number of criminal enterprises.’

Charlene bristled at the comment, folding her arms. ‘Whether or not that is true, to this day I don’t know what happened to him.’

‘Were you harassed at all after his disappearance?’ Miles asked.

‘Harassed in what way?’

‘By people he was involved with. Criminal associates.’

‘I suffer lots of harassment, mainly from your lot.’

Louise ignored the comment, and played the video footage of Abigail’s murder.

Charlene’s face went pale. ‘That’s Troy,’ she said as the image froze on a clear angle of the killer.

‘The people in that video, the children who were on the roof that day – three of them have killed people with connections to Sandmoor House. They’re targeting anyone linked to what happened there.’

‘What, you think they’re coming for Troy? They’ll have to find him first.’

‘I appreciate it’s a long shot, but what if your husband is still alive? He obviously had wealth. To me, it’s more than feasible that because of this, or some other threat linked to the abuse that occurred at Sandmoor House in the eighties, he went into hiding. If he isn’t already dead, he’s in danger now.’

‘And what do you want me to do about it?’ Charlene unfolded her arms, her expression hardening.

‘Even if you’re not in contact with your husband, it would help us if you could think of anywhere he could be hiding.’

‘Get out,’ Charlene said, standing up.

Miles got straight to his feet, Louise following more slowly.

‘Here’s my card,’ Louise said.

‘Get out,’ Charlene repeated, her voice high-pitched with stress.

Louise nodded, and together with Miles, she left the house with its garish decorations and called headquarters to arrange surveillance to be placed on the property.

Robertson was waiting for her at reception as they returned to headquarters thirty minutes later. He nodded to Miles, signalling him to disappear before speaking to Louise.

‘Everything alright, boss?’

‘Yes and no,’ Robertson said. ‘Couple of spooks upstairs to see you. It seems your enquiries into Troy Kemp have got them all in a fluster. Thought I’d give you the heads up before they ambushed you.’

‘MI5?’

‘A couple of agents working in the area. News to me as well. I’ll join you.’

While it was not unheard of for MI5 to work on international projects, it was a little more unusual for them not to share information about their presence with local forces.

It was the last thing Louise needed but wasn’t a request she could turn down. She took the lifts with Robertson, the agents waiting for them in one of the interview rooms.

Robertson made the introductions. ‘Helen Rudge and Dean Foss.’

Louise shook hands with the pair who both looked younger than Miles.

‘I hope you can make this brief,’ Louise said.

Helen smiled. She was petite in a black business suit and grey blouse, her long blonde hair tied neatly behind her.

‘Thank you for your time, DCI Blackwell. I understand you’ve been to see Charlene Kemp. May we know the reason why?’

Louise glanced at Robertson who nodded.

‘After an interview this morning, Troy Kemp has become a prime suspect in a cold case murder investigation, as well as a potential target for a retribution killing.’

‘You know Mr Kemp has been missing for ten years?’ the other agent, Dean Foss, said.

Louise frowned but didn’t respond, as Helen took over the questioning.

‘You mentioned he’s a suspect in an ongoing murder investigation?’

‘I take it you haven’t seen the newly found CCTV footage from the Sandmoor House investigation?’

Helen looked first to her colleague, then at Robertson, as if in accusation.

‘Should we have?’

‘Well, you could have saved yourselves some time if you had done.’

Louise played the video for the pair of agents.

‘Troy Kemp has now been identified as the man on the roof that day by two people,’ Louise said. ‘Neil Pruett and Charlene Kemp.’

Dean Foss surprised her by swearing out loud.

‘What’s the issue?’ Louise said.

‘The issue is you’ve interrupted an investigation which has taken the better part of twelve years.’

‘By questioning the wife of a man who’s been identified as a child murderer,’ Louise replied, incredulous.

‘There’s plenty going on here you don’t know about.’

‘I’ve seen the redacted notes in Kemp’s file, but there was nothing in his report telling me not to speak to his wife. So that’s on you. Do you still think Kemp’s alive?’

‘That’s none of your business,’ Foss said.

Helen held her hand up to silence her partner. ‘There was a lot of confidential information linked to our ongoing investigation. When he disappeared, Kemp was a major part of a multinational organised crime group.’

‘And how exactly does this affect DCI Blackwell’s operation?’ Robertson asked.

‘The thing is, Charlene Kemp’s residence is under constant surveillance by our team. And you going there today has obviously thrown a spanner into things somewhat and may alert both Charlene and potentially others involved to our investigation.’

Robertson shrugged, clearly growing exasperated by the conversation. ‘Well, there’s no point crying over spilled milk or whatever the bloody saying is. What’s done is done. We’d be happy to cooperate with you going forward, but it’s not as if we can turn back time now, is it?’

‘No, I guess not,’ Helen said. ‘But we would appreciate it if you didn’t approach Charlene again without our direct authorisation.’

Helen and Dean stood.

‘You think Kemp’s disappearance ten years ago was down to his connection with the OCG rather than what happened at Sandmoor House?’ Louise asked, also standing.

‘It’s a very complex operation,’ Foss said.

Louise shot the agent a look at his condescending comment, resisting the urge to reach over and smash his head against the desk.

‘I apologise for my colleague’s choice of words. He didn’t mean to be so patronising, did you, Dean?’ Helen said. ‘What he means by that is that there are numerous players involved over four continents. The truth is we don’t know what happened to Kemp. We think his estranged wife might still be connected somehow. This information about Sandmoor House is news to us too.’

Louise nodded. The agents would have access to their files on the murders, so she decided for now to allow them to reach their own conclusions about Kemp’s disappearance.

‘Mind if I get a copy of that video?’ Helen said as they shook hands.

‘I’ll get it sent to you straight away,’ Louise said.

‘You’re looking a little bit peaky,’ Robertson said, as they walked together through CID after the agents had left.

‘Peaky? You’re sounding more English by the day, Iain, what’s going on?’

‘When was the last time you had something to eat?’ Robertson said, ignoring the jibe.

Louise shrugged.

‘Canteen. Now,’ Robertson said. ‘That’s an order. I don’t want my lead detective coming down with something when we’re this close to a breakthrough.’

‘Your compassion and support is overwhelming. Care to join me?’

‘Lunch is for wimps,’ Robertson said, walking off before she had a chance to reply.

Louise grabbed some food from the canteen and took it back to her office. She nodded for Miles to join her, updating him on her meeting with the MI5 agents.

‘You think Kemp’s alive?’ he asked.

‘I think they think he might be,’ Louise said through mouthfuls of pasta and salad. ‘If anything, I’m concerned their investigation’s going to hinder us, but we’ll just keep going as best we can. Any luck on identifying the two girls on the roof?’

‘Still trying to cross-match records,’ Miles said. ‘Not too easy with just a first name.’

There was a knock on the door, which opened without response, Robertson sticking his head in the gap and smiling at them. The gesture always looked uncomfortable on the man.

‘While you two are busy lunching, some of us were doing work,’ he said deadpan, dropping a file onto Louise’s desk.

Louise smiled at her superior. It was rare for him to look so happy, and it was nice to see the animation in his features.

‘You’re going to make me ask you what this is,’ she said.

Robertson nodded.

‘Go on then. What is this?’

Miles stood to the side, clearly confused by the interaction of his two superiors.

‘This, dear DCI Blackwell, is an official list of everyone who worked at or was resident of Sandmoor House in Weston-super-Mare in the last five years of its existence.’

Louise reached for the file as if it was nectar.

‘How did you get this?’ she asked.

‘People in the know, DCI Blackwell. People in the know. Digitised versions should be on your email by now. Let’s crack this thing open, shall we?’
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It was going to be another long night. Louise retreated to her office and called Thomas who picked up on her first ring. Louise repeated the words she knew she’d been using too frequently in recent weeks: she wouldn’t be back until late.

‘I’ve got to be in London first thing in the morning,’ Thomas replied, after a pause.

‘I’m sorry, but it can’t be helped. You’ll have to give Yvonne a call. See if you can drop them round hers before you go.’

‘I was hoping to leave at six a.m.’

‘Well, I don’t know what you want me to say. We’re at a pivotal point in the investigation and I could be here all night for all I know.’

A couple of years earlier, after Thomas had started his new role, Louise had given serious consideration to leaving the police. Thomas’s income was enough for them both and she’d wanted to spend more time at home.

But deep down, she’d known leaving was never an option. She’d overcome so many obstacles in her time, from the ingrained misogyny she’d encountered in her early years in the police, through to the investigations where she’d almost lost her life. Being in the police was part of her identity, and she would be lost without it.

Although he hadn’t come out and said it at the time, she’d always sensed that Thomas had been a little disappointed she’d reached that conclusion. It wasn’t like he wanted a doting little housewife to stay at home. But their children were relatively young, and she was sure he’d prefer it if late nights like these weren’t a complication he had to deal with.

That all said, Thomas was ex-police and although things had been a little easier since her promotion to DCI, standardised hours-wise at least, he should understand that things like this happened. It irked her a bit that he was raising such an objection now.

‘Look, I feel guilty enough as it is. I haven’t been to see Mum since she’s gone into the care home. If I get back in time, I’ll see if I can take the children in the morning. But in the meantime, give Yvonne a call. I’ve dropped the kids off there at seven before, so that should give you enough time to get to London, shouldn’t it?’

‘I guess so,’ Thomas said, barely saying goodbye before ending the call.

It wasn’t like him to act this way, but she wasn’t going to feel guilty for having to stay at work. They both did their fair share at home, and it didn’t seem too much to ask for him to be a little late to a meeting. The consequences of her investigation were life and death, and to her mind that had to take precedence.

Louise ordered takeaway for the team as work continued on the list which had been sent through from the council regarding Sandmoor House. As Neil Pruett had suggested, there was no mention of either Jeffrey Gregson or Troy Kemp in the file, and although it wasn’t much of a surprise, it did still raise the possibility that the investigation had a scope larger than Sandmoor House in Weston-super-Mare, particularly after Louise’s meeting with the two MI5 agents.

On the resident side, confirmation was found for Martin Bunker, Pete Morrow, and Mark Hewitt, the three murder suspects in custody. With some photographs on file, they were also able to confirm that all three were there the day Abigail Walker died on the roof.

Louise had called Simon Coulson in, and with his help, they concentrated on identifying the two girls who had been there that day alongside Abigail. The still shots from the video were blurred, Simon running them through various pieces of software until he was able to begin matching them to the low-res photos they had in the Sandmoor House files.

It was painstaking work, six other girls of similar age having been resident at Sandmoor at the same time. As they waited for Coulson to work his magic, the rest of the team began compiling lists of names and addresses of the workers who’d been at Sandmoor House in the last five years of its existence.

Louise was surprised to see a solid core of eight employees who’d worked the duration. One of them was Neil Pruett, while the others included Philip Cavendish and Eleanor Slade. That left five people to try and locate urgently. Five people likely to be the next victims.

‘Got it,’ Coulson said, his voice coming out as a shout, causing Miles to drop one of the chopsticks he was using for his Chinese takeaway onto the office floor.

‘The two girls on the roof,’ Simon confirmed, loading photos onto the white screen so everyone could see. ‘I’ve cross-referenced their care records with the marriage registers. They’re now Susan Harper, who was eleven at the time, and Karen Mellow, who was nine,’ he said, pointing to the two girls next to Abigail.

Priorities shifted in the incident room as everyone tried to find contact details for the two former occupants of the care home. Again, it was no easy task. Forty years had passed since Susan Harper and Karen Mellow had left Sandmoor. They had continued in the care system immediately after leaving, and finding their next movements and continuing that over a forty-year period was not going to be easy. Without a piece of luck, it might prove to be impossible.

Despite the late hour, they continued making calls where they were able, chasing up links, going through dead ends.

And then Miles finally found a hit.

‘I’ve just spoken to the widower of Karen Mellow,’ he said.

Silence descended over the incident room.

‘Widower?’ Louise asked.

‘I’m afraid so. Karen took her life six years ago. Her husband, Matthew, confirmed she’d been at Sandmoor House as a child. He said that Abigail’s death preyed on Karen all her life, though he didn’t allude to having known that she was on the roof that day as well.’

The information came as something of a hammer blow. There appeared to be nothing but misery to come from that God-forsaken place, and the fact that Karen Mellow had taken her life, possibly as a result of the cumulated trauma inflicted on her during that period, was difficult for the team to hear.

‘Let’s focus on finding Susan Harper,’ Louise said.

Susan was now the only person who’d been on the roof that day who wasn’t either dead, in custody, or missing for ten years. And if there were to be any more killings, she had to be considered a prime suspect.
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It was close to midnight before they got a hit on Susan Harper, Miles managing to track her down after an endless scroll through the rabbit hole of social media led him to the company the woman used to work for. With some more searches into HMRC databases, they came up with an address.

‘She still lives in Weston-super-Mare, if you can believe that,’ he said, posting the address up on the whiteboard.

Louise was a little surprised the woman had never left the area after what had happened to her. But if she had a role to play in what was happening, then it made sense that she still lived nearby.

Robertson had left for the evening but had told Louise to contact him if anything of significance arose. Louise decided to call him from her office and explain the situation with both Karen Mellow and Susan Harper.

‘Susan is the only one left who was on the roof that day,’ Louise said. ‘She could quite easily be behind all this.’

Robertson didn’t immediately reply. ‘We can’t get her in now if that is what you mean,’ he said.

‘Not even considering the situation.’

‘There’s not enough to arrest her. Being present at a crime scene as an eleven-year-old forty years ago doesn’t justify that.’

‘No, but we could get her in for questioning,’ Louise said.

‘I understand the urgency, but it will have to wait till tomorrow morning.’

‘But—’ Louise said, interrupting.

‘There’s no “but” about it,’ Robertson said. ‘There’s no way you can go round there now and drag her in to talk. The optics would be terrible.’

‘The optics?’ Louise said, hearing the exasperation in her voice.

‘Haven’t I taught you anything these last couple of years? You’re a DCI now, Louise. Everything’s about optics. Get some rest. Go there first thing and arrange a time for her to come in for interview.’

‘And what if there’s another death in the meantime?’

‘Then you would still have made the right decision. You already have three killers in custody.’

‘Well, let’s hope the optics still look good in the morning,’ Louise said, hanging up, regretting her petulance instantly.

She arranged for a patrol car to be positioned outside Susan Harper’s house before heading back to the incident room.

‘Right, everyone home. Get some rest. Miles, you’re with me at Susan Harper’s house, seven o’clock tomorrow morning.’

‘Got it, boss,’ Miles said.

As she headed home, Louise conceded that Robertson was right. There had been three murders, and three men were now in prison. With Troy Kemp missing ten years and Susan Harper the only other person from the roof that day yet to be accounted for, it was possible that the killings had come to an end. And there wasn’t enough justification to turn up to Susan Harper’s house in the middle of the night.

Susan aside, the only current anomaly was the location of Nathan Price. From what Louise could see, he led somewhat of a nomadic lifestyle, so it was more than feasible he would turn up at some point but along with Susan he was a main person of interest.

Thomas was asleep by the time she reached home. She was already fearing another argument when he found out she would have to be back out by seven in the morning and wouldn’t have time to take the children to school. But the truth was they’d agreed from the beginning that they had shared responsibility. And although she felt a stab of guilt for not having seen the children for so long, she wasn’t going to feel guilty for Thomas having to do his fair share.

He was already up when her alarm went off at 5:45 a.m., Louise having fallen asleep almost the second her head hit the pillow. She joined him downstairs, grateful to see a pot of coffee had already been brewed.

‘I’m not going to be able to—’ she began to say.

Thomas raised his hand before she could continue. ‘It’s fine. I pushed the meeting back. Sorry I was such a pain last night. I’d had one of those days.’

‘Thank you,’ Louise said, refraining from telling him how her day had been.

She got the children up, fighting her guilt as she kissed Jack and Emily goodbye before heading off.

Miles was already at Susan Harper’s address, chatting to the patrol team who were parked at the end of the street. Louise checked her watch. In thirty minutes or so, one way or another, they could have answers about what had happened on the roof forty years ago, and maybe they would be able to get a grasp about what was happening.

They were about to walk to the door when it opened, a man and woman leaving together, about to get into the car.

‘Do we stop them?’ Miles asked.

‘DCI Blackwell,’ Louise said, approaching. ‘Are you Susan Harper?’

The woman paused before answering. ‘Yes. I’m Susan. What’s this about?’

The defeated look in her eyes suggested she knew more than she was letting on.

Louise explained her reason for being there, mentioning Abigail Walker and the current state of murders.

Susan recoiled as if she’d been struck.

‘What has this to do with my wife?’ the man said.

‘Your name, sir?’

‘Jeff Harper.’

‘Well, Mr Harper, at this stage, all we want to do is talk to Susan. We’ve made three arrests for these recent murders, but at least one person is missing and we think everything goes back to Sandmoor House, so there’s some urgency as you can appreciate.’

‘Can she refuse?’ Mr Harper asked.

Louise scratched her neck. ‘All I’m asking is for your help. Certain evidence has come to light about the day Abigail Walker died,’ she said, not wanting to go into full details until they were in an official location.

‘What sort of details?’ Susan said, moving closer to her husband.

‘We can’t discuss the matter here, Susan, but please come with us to the station. We can go to the police station in Weston if that’s easier. We’ll go over all the details you need.’

Susan hugged her husband. Louise stepped away to give them some time to discuss. ‘Okay,’ Susan said, after a while.

‘You’re welcome to attend,’ Louise said to Mr Harper, who looked at Susan for confirmation.

Susan was driven to the North Somerset station in Worle. Mr Harper had driven separately and waited in reception as they showed Susan to the interview room where Louise ran through the formalities.

‘You’re entitled to free and independent legal advice. A solicitor can be arranged for you now if you’d like. Would you like a solicitor present?’

‘I’m happy to talk to you,’ Susan said. ‘But I would like to know what new information you have on Abigail.’

‘We’ll definitely get to that,’ Louise said. ‘You can request a solicitor at any time if you change your mind. Just let me know.’

Louise started the recording equipment. ‘Okay, Susan… I trust you’re aware of the recent spate of murders in the area? The so-called Cold Bath murders?’ Louise said.

Susan nodded.

‘For the recording, please,’ Miles said.

‘Yes, I’m aware of them.’

‘Are you aware of the names of any of the people involved?’

Susan made a strange gesture with her mouth as if she was grinding her teeth. ‘I worked out it was all related to Sandmoor House. Of course.’

‘When did you first realise that?’

‘Well, I saw that Martin had been arrested.’

‘Martin Bunker?’ Louise asked.

‘Yes.’

‘Martin was a former resident with you at Sandmoor House. Is that correct?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you in contact with Martin Bunker now?’ Louise asked.

Susan shook her head. ‘I haven’t seen Martin in years,’ she said. ‘In fact, not since…’

Susan paused, glancing at Louise before continuing.

‘Not since when?’ Louise asked.

‘Not since Abigail died,’ Susan said, almost defiantly.

‘So no contact in forty years?’

‘No.’

‘What about Mark Hewitt or Pete Morrow? Are you in contact with them?’

‘No.’

‘When did you last speak to either of them?’

‘The same. Not since we left Sandmoor House.’

‘Have they tried to contact you recently? Phone calls, messages, letters?’

‘No, nothing.’

Louise nodded. ‘What about Jeffrey Gregson?’

Susan froze. Indecision was plastered on her face.

‘I didn’t really know his name, but I knew who that man was when I saw the photographs in the paper.’

‘Where did you know him from?’ Louise asked.

Susan pushed her shoulders back, breathing deeply through her nose. ‘He was one of them.’

‘One of them?’

‘He was a “special guest”,’ Susan said, using air quotes. ‘Look, a lot went on at that place. Things you can’t even imagine. I swore to myself I’d never talk about it again, but that man, Gregson, he used to know the director of the place. Cavendish.’

‘Philip Cavendish?’ Miles asked for the record.

‘Yes. And I know what’s happened to him too. But Cavendish, he would invite these people over. “Special guests,” he would call them. And they would…’

The words caught in Susan’s mouth, her face crumbling as she replayed the trauma she’d experienced all those years ago.

‘I’m really sorry, Susan, but I need you to be specific,’ Louise said.

‘I’m not sure I can do this now,’ Susan said. Her eyes were watering, but she was doing her best to compose herself.

‘We know some of the things that happened at Sandmoor House,’ Louise said. ‘And I promise you there is going to be a thorough investigation when this is all over. You mentioned you knew Philip Cavendish. Was he complicit in the things that happened back at Sandmoor House?’

Susan nodded.

‘For the recording, please.’

‘Yes. He was complicit.’

‘What about Eleanor Slade?’ Miles asked.

‘She was part of it too.’

‘And when you saw what had happened in the newspapers or on the news, did it strike you that it was connected to Sandmoor House and possibly to Abigail’s death?’

‘Of course it occurred to me, I already said that.’

‘You know that Mark Hewitt and Pete Morrow have handed themselves in for the murders of Eleanor Slade and Philip Cavendish?’

‘I could hardly escape it, could I?’

‘When you realised the murders were connected to Sandmoor House, did you consider contacting us with information?’

Susan smiled, but there was no humour to the gesture. ‘Contact you and tell you what?’ she said. ‘That I knew the people who were doing the killings? That I knew the people who were dying? That I was glad they were dying for the horrendous things they’d done in the past? Why would I try and contact you and tell you that?’

Susan held her head high as she spoke. She spoke with such defiance, it was as if she’d been waiting these last forty years for the opportunity. ‘I’ve already spoken to the police before, many years ago. They didn’t listen then, so why would they listen now?’

‘What do you mean you’ve spoken to the police before?’ Louise asked.

‘When Abigail died. I told them everything, even though I’d been threatened not to.’

Louise paused. They’d yet to show Susan the video or mention what they knew about what had happened on the roof.

‘Can you tell me exactly what happened on the day Abigail died.’

Susan looked down at her hands. ‘We were just playing. We weren’t supposed to be up there, but we snuck up. It was just us kids, having fun.’

‘You were on the roof when Abigail died?’

Susan nodded, staring at Louise. ‘And then he came.’

‘Who came?’

‘The man. He was always around. Always watching us. He came up to the roof and when he saw us there, he went crazy. Started screaming at us. We ran. All of us ran for the stairs. But we saw.’

‘What did you see, Susan?’

Susan was sobbing now. ‘He killed Abigail. I can see it now as clear as day.’

‘Can you describe the man?’ Louise asked.

‘Dark hair. Tall. Mean-looking. He wasn’t staff. He was a visitor. A friend of Cavendish’s. I’d seen him before.’

‘Do you know his name?’

Susan shook her head. ‘We just knew to stay away from him.’

‘After Abigail died, what happened?’

‘As I said, we were sent to different homes but we were warned that if we ever said anything, the same thing would happen to us.’

‘But you spoke to the police anyway?’

‘Yes. I told one of your officers exactly what happened to Abigail. Do you know what he said to me?’

Louise shook her head, already dreading the thought of what she might hear next.

‘He told me to stop making things up.’

‘Do you remember who you spoke to?’

‘I remember very well. I wrote it down as soon as I left. His name was DS Rudkin.’
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Louise fought her growing anger. She’d suspected Rudkin of incompetence but not this. But for now, she’d managed to get Susan talking and didn’t want her to stop, so she tried her best to simply continue the line of questioning without inflection or emotion. ‘What exactly did you tell DS Rudkin?’

‘Everything. That we were on the roof. That the man chased Abigail. That he threw her from the roof and that he threatened us.’

‘You told him Abigail was murdered,’ Louise asked, thinking back to the way Rudkin had pleaded ignorance on the video call.

‘He said I was a troubled child with a vivid imagination. That I shouldn’t go spreading lies about adults.’

‘Did you tell anyone else what he said?’

Susan shook her head. ‘Who would I tell? I was eleven years old. A detective told me I was lying. I started to believe him. I thought maybe I had imagined it. Maybe it was my fault for being on the roof. I stopped talking about it after that.’

Louise paused the interview. She offered Susan a drink before leaving the room and calling Robertson.

‘That bastard knew all along and did nothing about it,’ she said, her rage threatening to get the best of her.

Louise thought about mentioning the word ‘optics’ to Robertson, but there was no need to be so churlish. It was a terrible situation, and if it was true that the former officer Rudkin had been sitting on knowledge of Abigail Walker’s murder all these years, whether it was through incompetence or actual obstruction, the consequences for the constabulary would be huge. But she knew if anyone could ensure that the mistakes were answered for, it was Robertson.

‘Leave Rudkin to me. I’ll do some digging on the quiet and see where that gets us.’

‘We need to get him extradited,’ Louise said.

Robertson chuckled, but not at her. ‘Believe me, if he’s been hiding this, we’ll get him. But the man lives in Australia, Louise. It’s going to take months at best before something like that happens. Put your focus on unravelling what’s happening now and leave this with me. The sooner we sort out what is actually happening, the sooner we’ll be able to put something together against Rudkin and whoever was working with him at the time.’

Louise thanked her boss and returned to the interview room with Miles who had made some tea for Susan.

‘How are you feeling, Susan?’ Louise asked, before restarting the recording.

At this stage, it was difficult for Louise to imagine that Susan had any knowledge of further potential killings. But things were at such a precarious stage that she simply couldn’t hold back, and she had to remind herself that Susan had the motive to kill these people and could be hiding her true self.

‘In the course of our investigation, Susan, some new things have come to light. We’ve uncovered some evidence from the period of time you were at Sandmoor House, specifically the day Abigail Walker died.’

Louise nodded to Miles, who uploaded the video to the large screen in the interview room.

The same incredulous look that had appeared on everyone else who’d watched the footage of Abigail Walker dying appeared on Susan Harper’s face, the woman dumbstruck as the video reached its conclusion.

‘I knew I was right,’ she said, through sobs. ‘We never knew there was a photograph or video of that day,’ she said, her eyes reddening.

‘Can you think of any reason why that man would want to kill Abigail?’ Louise asked.

Susan’s tears turned into a rushing torrent, as if all the pain and torment of the last forty years was coming out in one fell swoop.

‘I don’t really want to talk about this.’

Louise waited for Susan’s tears to subside. ‘I do understand but we think other people may be in danger.’

Susan lifted her head and stared hard at Louise. ‘Other people?’ she said. ‘You mean other paedophiles and murderers? Like the man on the roof?’

Louise sighed. Not only did she understand, but she fully empathised with where Susan was coming from. She struggled to find a justifiable reason to ask for her cooperation.

‘It’s not necessarily those people I’m most concerned for,’ she said finally. ‘I can only begin to imagine what you and the others have gone through, both back then and ever since. I’m trying my best to sort this out for you, to provide you with some sort of justice, and believe me when I tell you that I will not rest until everyone responsible for the abuse you suffered at Sandmoor House is held accountable. But whoever else is still involved in these killings is most likely in danger themselves. It’s them I’m worried for,’ Louise said.

Susan rubbed her eyes. ‘I should have been there for them, but I turned my back. You see, after that police officer dismissed me out of hand, someone else came to see me. I don’t remember his face because the first thing he did was strike me and then I buried my head in the pillow. He told me that if I ever spoke about what happened on that roof, he would kill me and everyone I loved. And I’m afraid I took him at his word.’

‘Do you think the man who threatened you could have been the man on the roof that day?’ Miles said, stopping short of using the name they had for the murderer.

‘It could be… but it was a long time ago. And as I said, I barely saw him.’

Louise ran through a few more names, the list of former employees at Sandmoor House and the other children who’d been there at the same time as Susan, but the woman had withdrawn into herself and barely acknowledged them.

‘One final thing, Susan, and then we’ll let you go. Someone by the name of Nathan Price approached us not long after Martin Bunker’s arrest. He was writing a book examining historic abuse in the South-West. We haven’t heard from him since. His name’s Nathan Price. We were wondering if he’d ever approached you.’

Susan’s eyes flickered at the mention of the name. She nodded. ‘He spoke to me about a year or so ago. Said he was working on some sort of piece on systematic abuse from the eighties and beyond. He wanted to ask me some questions about Sandmoor House, but I just couldn’t speak about it. He used to be in a foster family with Martin. Did you know that?’

‘Yes,’ Louise said. ‘Did he share that information with you?’

Susan’s eyes darted upwards in thought. ‘Actually, I already knew. Years ago, when I was in my early twenties, I joined a counselling group. It was for sufferers of abuse. It wasn’t specifically aimed at people from Sandmoor House, but a number of us were there. Martin, Mark, and Pete, for one. I’m sorry I didn’t mention it before. I’ve only just been reminded of it now. I only went twice. As I’ve mentioned, I’ve been trying to blank this out all my life, and it was too painful to constantly go over the suffering in my mind. It just made it linger and I just wanted to forget it. Maybe if I’d continued going, I wouldn’t feel the way I do now.’

Louise refrained from saying what she was thinking – that had Susan remained in the group, she could be in the same position as Martin Bunker, Mark Hewitt, or Pete Morrow.

‘Do you know if this group still exists?’ Louise asked.

Susan shook her head as if confused. ‘I can’t believe I’d forgotten about that. I told you the last time I’d seen everyone was the day Abigail died, but I guess that wasn’t true.’ She was shaking her head, rambling as if talking to herself.

‘The group, Susan. Do you think it still exists?’

Susan looked up, dragged away from her internal thoughts. ‘I don’t know if it still exists, but that was how I knew Nathan and Martin were once foster brothers.’

‘Because you talked to them both at the group?’ Miles suggested.

‘Yes. But it wasn’t only just that. It was because the group was run by their foster mum and dad. I think their names were… Dorothy and Ted.’
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Louise drove past her mother’s care home as she headed out towards the Crale house.

Dorothy and Ted Crale.

Shaking their names from her mind, Louise glanced over at the care home, as if expecting to see her mother at the window. It reminded her of the times she’d driven by Emily or Jack’s school while working, searching for a sighting of them. It was painful to acknowledge how things had come full circle for her and her mother, and the now-familiar feeling of guilt swarmed her, which she had to force herself to shake away so she could focus on the investigation.

The Crales had lied, and she needed to know why. She was angry at their deception, but also energised about finding out more. There had to be a reason for their deception. From what Susan had told them, they’d started running the support group over thirty years ago. Louise refused to believe that it was coincidental that three of the former attendees were the same three currently in custody awaiting trial for murder.

Miles researched as Louise drove, searching for evidence that the group still existed, though Louise doubted he’d be successful. Such gatherings were anonymous, and if they were somehow working towards something untoward, it wasn’t as if they were going to announce it for others to find.

She tried to imagine Mr and Mrs Crale being behind the spate of killings. The pair were both in their seventies, but Louise could understand the potential motive. They’d dealt with children in care all their life and had seen first hand the ugly side of it. Maybe the counselling sessions had proven too much and they’d finally cracked, working with the former victims to set up the retribution murders.

Two patrol cars followed them as they drove through the country lanes until they reached their destination, the flashing blue lights parking up behind them instantly bringing movement to the front of the house.

The door opened, Ted Crale standing in the doorway, his arms folded.

‘What’s this all about?’ he demanded as Louise approached.

Louise cautioned him, informing him that she needed to speak to both him and his wife immediately. In normal circumstances, she would’ve made them go to the station for a formal interview, but with Nathan Price still missing and it being the anniversary of Abigail Walker’s death tomorrow, there wasn’t any time. That said, if the Crales requested a solicitor be present, the timings would be knocked sideways.

‘What’s all the fuss?’ Ted asked, looking towards the flashing lights.

Louise didn’t comment, ushering Ted inside. In the hallway, she saw Dorothy Crale waiting.

It was a little unorthodox, but Louise asked the pair where they’d like to be interviewed. Ted took them to the same dining room as before. Louise asked Miles to record the conversation on his phone and officially cautioned the pair again, reminding them they could end the interview or ask for legal counsel at any time.

Ted glanced at Dorothy who nodded. ‘We’re happy to talk. So what’s this all about?’ Ted said as Miles started the recording.

‘When we met last time, we discussed Sandmoor House. Is there any additional information you’d like to share that you may have forgotten to mention?’

The pair shook their heads.

‘It’s come to our attention that you ran a support group for abuse survivors. Is that correct?’

Neither of the pair appeared shocked by the question. ‘Yes,’ said Ted.

‘Martin Bunker, Mark Hewitt, and Pete Morrow all attended your group, didn’t they?’

‘We’ve had lots of attendees over the years,’ Dorothy said.

‘And I don’t recall you asking any such question last time,’ Ted said.

‘Here’s how it looks to me, Mr and Mrs Crale,’ Louise said. ‘Over thirty years ago, you set up this group to help people like Martin, and over the years, either you or the group members became fed up with simply sharing and trying to deal with what had happened, and decided to take the law into your own hands.’

‘Sounds a little far-fetched, don’t you think?’ Ted said.

‘Maybe it would if we didn’t have three different people in custody for three different murders, all with an identical MO. We are beginning to get a handle on what happened at Sandmoor House all those years ago. We know about the sexual abuse, the cold room. New information has also come to light about Abigail Walker’s death.’

The last statement caught the pair’s attention.

‘What new information?’ Dorothy said.

‘I can’t share the details with you yet,’ Louise replied, not wanting to share the video with the pair until they got to the bottom of their involvement. ‘But once this is all over, we’ll be reopening the case on Abigail’s death. But in the meantime, I have to make sure there are no further vigilante murders. You need to tell me now what’s planned and who is involved. I know it’s the anniversary of Abigail’s death tomorrow. Do you think she’d want this for all of you? For everyone to end up in prison in the memory of her name?’

Louise could see the pair were struggling to contain their emotions. Dorothy’s leg was jiggling up and down. The back of Ted’s hand growing white from the exertion he was placing on his wife’s hand.

‘I understand why you may want retribution, but behaving like them is no answer,’ Louise said.

Ted dragged his hand away from Dorothy. ‘Like them?’ he said, his anger getting the better of him. ‘We’re not behaving like them. How dare you suggest it. You don’t even know the half of it, DCI Blackwell. These things were going on then, before then, and they’re still going on now. The world would be a better place if only there were more people like us trying to stop these monsters.’

‘So you admit your involvement in the murders of Jeffrey Gregson, Philip Cavendish, and Eleanor Slade?’ Louise asked.

‘I don’t admit to anything, but I’m glad those three are dead, and I applaud whoever’s behind it.’

‘Can I remind you that your former foster child is missing?’

‘We’re well aware of that,’ Dorothy replied.

‘Is Nathan involved in the killings? Does he have anything planned?’ Louise asked.

‘Nathan is a gentle soul. All he cares about is finding the truth,’ Ted said.

‘Where is he?’ Miles asked.

Ted shrugged. ‘We hope he’s safe,’ he said, as if that was a satisfactory enough answer.

Louise had no option but to officially arrest them. She got Miles to read them their rights as the uniform team took them away. It was clear the pair knew way more than they were letting on, but they had to be questioned in a more formal setting, and at least in custody they’d be unable to aid in any more unlawful behaviour.

Louise confirmed with Robertson that they had permission to search the place, with immediate risk of life being the defining factor. Albeit the life of a victim whose identity they had yet to determine.
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Three laptops were recovered from the Crale house, along with numerous documents which would be processed back at headquarters. Louise was convinced the couple knew way more than they were letting on, but she also understood their loyalties were with the victims of Sandmoor House and not the perpetrators, and unless forced, it was going to be difficult to get the pair to speak.

Back in the incident room, a familiar feeling had come over Louise, a mixture of optimism and dread. Things were coming together. They appeared to be on the threshold of a breakthrough, but at the same time, she was concerned that it would remain just that – a threshold they would never formally be able to breach.

With the Crales to be processed, Louise took the time to run a briefing, making sure every angle was being covered. The main work at present was focusing on the list of former care home workers and the children who’d been in care. There were still many names to be accounted for, including workers who’d been employed by Sandmoor House up until the day of Abigail Walker’s death.

When that list was extended back for another ten years, the numbers increased significantly.

‘Focus on those working at Sandmoor House at the time Abigail was a resident,’ Louise said. ‘Any worker who had a connection to Abigail Walker must be considered a potential victim.’

With histories going back forty years, it was far from an easy task. Unless someone had a criminal record, the only way of locating them was through more traditional routes such as the electoral roll and council databases. The process was time-consuming, made much more complicated by the timescales. In forty years, people moved about. Anyone on their list could have died, relocated, or even changed names. And the fact was, unless they got lucky, it could be days or weeks before they would be able to locate them.

Nathan Price was still to be located, Tracey liaising directly with the Met, his residency in London now under constant surveillance. But there had been no sign of the man since he’d first approached Louise and Miles at the beginning of the investigation.

Robertson called, informing them that the Crales had been processed and were ready to be formally interviewed. As Louise drove to Bristol, she thought back to her run-in with Troy Kemp’s estranged wife and the subsequent meeting with the two tight-lipped MI5 agents. The encounter had been playing on her mind. Although they were yet to have a full grasp of what was happening and why, it seemed evident that everything stemmed from what had happened that day on the roof, and that went back to Troy Kemp.

While Louise appreciated the MI5 agents may have a wider-reaching investigation to consider, it still irked her that they’d been unable to provide more information about why they were still looking into Kemp, despite the fact he’d been missing for nearly ten years.

She called the female agent, Helen Rudge, as she headed into Bristol, Miles having already made his way there separately, and arranged to meet her later that evening in Bristol city centre.

At the station, Louise was not surprised to see that the Crales were represented by the same solicitor who had represented all the others, Sarah Merchant.

‘No potential conflict of interest in all of this?’ Louise suggested as they were about to enter the interview room.

‘Just concerned citizens needing guidance and fair representation,’ the solicitor said as she opened the door.

The interviews with both of the Crales went much the way Louise had expected. The pair were even less forthcoming than they’d been back at the house, invoking the solicitor’s preferred modus operandi of ‘no comment’.

‘For people who are desperate to get the truth out there, this is a very quiet approach,’ Louise said at the end of the second interview with Ted Crale.

‘I think you’re trying to make connections when there are none there, DCI Blackwell,’ the solicitor said.

‘I want the truth to come out as much as you do,’ Louise said in a last desperate bid to get the Crales to talk. ‘I’ve watched the video of Abigail Walker’s death so many times, it’s like part of my memory. Work with me and I’ll make sure the people from that time are brought to justice.’

‘A little too late for that, don’t you think?’ Ted said, receiving a rebuking look from the lawyer, as if he’d spoken out of turn.

‘I don’t think it is. No one else has to die in Abigail’s name. All that will happen is that all the tragic victims from that time at Sandmoor House are going to end up in prison.’

‘Maybe, but at least all those monsters will have paid for what they did,’ Ted Crale said before his solicitor had time to stop him.

Louise continued to push, but Crale clamped up after that. In the end it was decided to keep the pair in custody for another twenty-four hours as investigations into their involvement continued.

Louise told Miles she would see him back at headquarters, keeping to herself her plan to meet with the MI5 agent, Rudge.

The sky had darkened by the time Louise parked up on Commercial Street, having agreed to meet the agent in a small bar on the Welsh Back. The woman was already there waiting for her, sipping what looked like tonic water.

Louise made a quick glance around, wondering if the woman’s partner was somewhere nearby, before joining Helen at the table.

‘A drink, DCI Blackwell?’ the agent said as she sat down.

Louise took her up on her offer, taking the opportunity to scan the bar once more as Rudge brought her a matching water.

‘I hear you’ve made some further arrests,’ Helen said, returning.

‘People helping us with our inquiries,’ Louise said.

‘Must be a bit unusual. Three separate suspects in custody.’

‘You don’t know the half of it,’ Louise said, playing up to the agent’s friendly manner. ‘I’ll be glad when this one’s over.’

Helen smiled, taking a sip of her drink before there was a subtle shift in her demeanour.

‘So how exactly is it I can help you, DCI Blackwell?’

Louise had thought about the best potential approach as she’d driven over, in the end deciding to go with brutal honesty.

‘I need your help, Helen, and believe me, that’s not an easy thing for me to acknowledge.’

The directness seemed to momentarily appease the agent, who smiled before taking another sip of her drink.

‘How is it you think I can help, exactly?’

‘I’m sure you’re well versed in where we are in the investigation so far. Tomorrow is the anniversary of Abigail Walker’s death, forty years ago.’

‘And you think there’s going to be some culmination of events to mark that?’

‘Wouldn’t you?’

‘Having read the case notes so far, I would say all the major players are accounted for, don’t you think?’

‘The director of Sandmoor House and his wife are dead, as are two other victims. We now know the man who killed Abigail Walker has been missing, presumed dead, for ten years but I’m not sure Troy Kemp is dead. Are you?’

‘I’m afraid I can’t go into much more detail than what I already have. As I mentioned to you when we last met, Mrs Kemp is someone we have a very close eye on. As for her husband being alive, while feasible, I can confirm there’s been no official sightings of him since the day he disappeared.’

‘So you think he’s been killed?’ Louise said.

‘The type of circles these people move in, people die all the time, as I’m sure you can imagine. One leader goes down, another takes over. You know how it is. Our best guess is that Troy pissed off the wrong people at the wrong time and paid the price for it, and that somehow his wife managed to prove her worth and survived.’

‘But you must be able to see, from my point of view, how that’s difficult to accept,’ Louise said. ‘Everything about my investigation goes back to Troy Kemp and Abigail Walker.’

‘What exactly do you think is going to happen? That whoever’s ultimately behind these killings is somehow going to locate where Kemp has been hiding out over the last ten years and kill him for what he did?’

‘Don’t you think that’s what’s going to happen?’

Helen smiled. ‘It’s a lovely thought, but I just can’t see it myself.’

Louise was growing weary of the conversation. Either Rudge had no idea what was happening or had no intention of sharing the information with her.

She tried a final gambit. ‘Let’s just say, for argument’s sake, I was trying to locate Troy Kemp. Where would I look first?’

‘Aside from beneath the earth, I don’t really know. My investigation is multi-continent, DCI Blackwell. If Kemp is alive, which I highly doubt, there are a number of locations worldwide he could be holed up in, all of which I’m afraid you would never get near. Look, I’ll do a little more digging for you. I can sort of see the sense in what you’re saying, but maybe if we get through tomorrow and no more deaths, we can put all this behind us.’

Louise finished her drink. ‘Wouldn’t that be lovely?’ she said, clocking the other MI5 agent sitting alone in the upstairs bar as she left.
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The meeting with Helen hadn’t helped. From what Louise could infer, the agents were investigating some form of trafficking ring and still considered Charlene Kemp to be involved in one way or another. Although it was frustrating, Louise understood the secrecy. Such operations were highly complicated and one loose word could destroy years of work, but it didn’t help her investigation.

Louise had to trust that if Helen or her partner knew anything that would help her investigation, they would share the information but she wasn’t convinced. Helen had been at pains to point out the importance of the work she was doing, and clearly prioritised it over Louise’s.

That didn’t mean Louise couldn’t conduct her own research. Although access was limited, back at headquarters she ran through multiple searches on ongoing trafficking investigations. Most of it was simply not available. MI5 didn’t share details with the police unless it was in their best interest. What reports she could find were heavily redacted. There were notes going back on Troy Kemp and the impact of his disappearance, but beyond that, little that was of use to Louise.

The mood in the incident room reflected her own. Even with Tracey and her team assisting, there was simply too much ground to cover. Tracking the people involved with Sandmoor House could realistically take weeks, and after speaking to Helen and considering neither Jeffrey Gregson nor Troy Kemp appeared on the files they had on Sandmoor House, chances were high that the people they were looking for didn’t even have a direct link to the old children’s home.

She talked to everyone, getting updates and feedback, before returning to her office with the largest cup of coffee she could find. One by one, she went through all the updates in the project file, hoping for something, one thing that would trigger a breakthrough in the investigation.

She went back to the beginning: Jeffrey Gregson’s murder. At first it had seemed like an isolated event, but within days had turned into the unwieldy investigation that had led them here. She looked back to her notes from that time, the arrest of Martin Bunker, which had eventually led to the connection to Sandmoor House and beyond.

Now that they currently had Bunker’s former foster parents in custody, and one of his foster brothers missing, it would make sense to speak to the man again but there was no way the solicitor would go for it.

Next she read through the names of the children the Crales had fostered. It was an impressive number of children. There was no doubting the Crales’ hearts were in the right place, or at least they once had been. She recalled the first time she’d met the pair while trying to track Nathan Price, and how Mrs Crale had been teary-eyed, recollecting how she wasn’t able to have children herself, and how fostering had been the greatest thing she had ever done.

From what Louise could see, the Crales treated the children who’d been in their care as if they were their own. It naturally made Louise think of Emily and how most of the time she forgot the girl was her niece, not her actual daughter.

She continued cross-referencing, unable to shake the feeling that there was something they weren’t seeing. She went through the Crale list once more, confirming the years Nathan Price had been there, cross-checking it with the records from Sandmoor House, making sure everything aligned.

She was about to shut the file when something caught her eye. An old record from Sandmoor House, nearly eight years prior to Abigail Walker’s death. It could be nothing. But the record listed one of the former residents as being Gary Mead, and after a few searches, Louise confirmed it was the same Gary Mead she’d met with in London, Nathan Price’s former foster brother, one of the few people Price was still in contact with.

She looked back on her notes, both from the first Crale meeting and her meeting with Gary himself. No one had ever mentioned that Gary had been a resident at Sandmoor House.

Louise found her heart beating faster. She knew better than to get carried away, but this felt to her like it was one coincidence too far. Gary Mead had to be involved, and if her instincts were right, he could be pivotal to everything that was going on.

Louise double-checked her notes again before sharing the information with the rest of the team.

‘We should question the Crales about him,’ Miles suggested.

‘I think that ship has sailed,’ Louise said. ‘If he is behind this, I can’t imagine they’ll share those details with us.’

‘Can we get a warrant?’

Louise sighed. Although the link to Mead felt positive, she wasn’t convinced a judge would necessarily see it that way. ‘Whatever the circumstances, we’re going to need official involvement from the Met,’ Louise said, which meant she would have to call London at this late hour and try to arrange for someone to visit the address they had for Gary Mead. ‘I’ll reach out to them now. In the meantime, find out everything you can about Mead.’

Louise went to her office to make the calls. She had a few contacts in London, but no one she felt comfortable enough calling at this time of night, so she went through the usual protocols, reaching DI Theresa Henley, who was working the night shift. Louise explained the situation and that Mead could be pivotal in the ongoing investigation.

DI Henley immediately arranged for a patrol team to visit the address. ‘I’ll get back to you as soon as we have anything,’ she said.

Louise enjoyed a few moments of silence in her office as the call ended. In situations like this, it was sometimes easy to think they were reaching for the impossible. That Gary Mead had once been a resident at Sandmoor House was certainly interesting. It was also highly possible that it was merely a coincidence.

She recalled her previous meeting with Mead. How he’d spoken fondly both of Nathan and the Crales, who he’d effectively considered parents. She thought back to her initial talks with the Crales and tried to recall anything which would’ve suggested they were protecting Mead.

She returned to the incident room, waiting for the call about Mead.

‘You need to take a look at this, boss,’ Tracey said, handing Louise her laptop. On it was a report, a psychiatric evaluation on Gary Mead from his time in the care system. She’d highlighted the passages stating that Gary had narcissistic characteristics and was prone to violent outbursts.

‘Thanks, Tracey,’ Louise said, wondering if Mead had ever been a victim of the cold room and what impact that had been on him.

Louise posted the report onto the whiteboard so everyone could see. Narcissistic characteristics on their own didn’t add up to much, but coupled with the violent tendencies, they hinted at the potential of what Gary Mead had become and made it more important than ever they reach him.

Louise saw the tiredness on everyone’s faces. It didn’t make sense keeping everyone here indefinitely, but they had to be ready to move should any update come in about Mead.

A phone rang, the shrill tone filling the silent room.

‘DCI Blackwell,’ Louise answered.

‘DI Henley,’ the woman on the other end of the line said. ‘My officers have reached the property and managed to speak to the resident landlord. The place is a house share. Gary shared it with six others.’

‘Shared it?’ Louise asked.

‘Yes. Apparently he left the place eighteen months ago and had been three months in arrears with his rent.’

‘So I guess there’s no chance of a forwarding address then.’

‘I’m afraid not.’

Louise ended the call, everyone’s eyes on her. She explained what she’d been told.

‘We need another address for Gary Mead,’ she said, knowing as she said it how difficult that would prove to be, especially with someone with such a common name.

She sent a text message to Thomas telling him it was unlikely she would be home that night.

If Gary Mead was no longer living at his address in London, it meant he had lied to her. It also meant he could be living somewhere much nearer to them.

And with the hour now past midnight, it was possible he had a part to play in what was going to happen in the next twenty-four hours.
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Louise let everyone go in the early hours of the morning. There would be little to do beyond planning for the following day, and Louise knew that even a few hours’ sleep would be beneficial – especially with a potentially long day to come.

At 7 a.m. Louise was parked outside Susan Harper’s house again. It was something of a risk and she didn’t want to face accusations of harassment, but with the new information coming to light about Gary Mead, she wanted to check in with the woman once more.

It was another ten minutes before Susan left the house, accompanied by her husband, his face contorted with anger on seeing Louise.

‘No, no, no,’ he said. ‘We’re not going through this again.’

‘Mr and Mrs Harper, I’m so sorry to bother you again and so early in the morning, but some new evidence has come to light and I’m hoping you may be able to help us. I won’t take more than five minutes of your time.’

‘If you want to speak to my wife, you can go through proper channels, whatever they might be. I know for one it’s not turning up on our doorstep first thing in the morning.’

‘Mr Harper, I completely understand your reticence,’ Louise said, looking over at Susan. ‘But this could be a matter of life or death and it simply won’t wait. Please, Susan. Just give me five minutes of your time.’

Susan glanced at her husband. ‘It’s okay,’ she mouthed. ‘You go to work.’

‘Five minutes,’ she confirmed with Louise.

‘I’m sorry about Jeff,’ Susan said once he’d left. ‘I wasn’t in a very good state when I got home yesterday. This has brought up a lot of bad memories, as you can imagine. But I want to help if I can.’

‘Thank you.’ Louise showed Susan an image they’d found of Gary Mead from the internet, the most recent photograph they had of the man.

‘Do you recognise this person?’

Susan squinted. ‘Yes, I think so. His name’s Gary, isn’t it? Gary Mead?’

‘Yes, that’s right. How do you know him?’

‘The counselling group I mentioned yesterday. He was part of it. I believe he was another of Mrs Crale’s foster children.’

‘That’s correct.’

‘I remember because, well, he was quite charismatic. I think a few of the girls had a soft spot for him. I did too, if I’m being honest,’ she said with a smile.

‘What was his role in the meetings?’

‘Well, as I mentioned, Mrs Crale was who ran things, but from what I remember, Gary had a lot to say. Almost like he was the spokesperson. He had a lovely way of talking, a very soothing voice. Funny thing is, I actually caught up with him a few years back.’

‘You caught up with him?’

‘Well, he caught up with me. I was in a bar after work one day and he was there. He remembered me from that first meeting all those years ago. I have to admit, I was a little bit flattered.’

‘When exactly was this?’

Susan gazed upwards. ‘I guess it was ten years, if you can believe that? I remember because it was the day before my five-year anniversary.’

‘What did he say to you?’ Louise asked, wondering how much their meeting had been down to chance.

‘He didn’t waste much time trying to get me to join the group again. At that point, I didn’t know it was still running, so I was a little surprised. He gave me his number, told me they were planning some form of retreat and that I should attend.’

‘Did you ever call him?’

Susan shook her head. ‘I talked to Jeff about it, but as I said to you yesterday, I wanted to put that life behind me.’

‘Did you know that Gary used to be a resident at Sandmoor House before you were there?’

Susan’s eyes went wide. ‘No, I didn’t. I thought he was just there because he was Mr and Mrs Crale’s son.’

‘It was a few years before you. He was a bit older.’

Susan nodded.

‘The retreat you mentioned. Did he tell you where it was being held?’

‘I don’t remember the exact place but I remember he said it was somewhere in the Mendips. He told me his father had donated it to him. The same father who’d put him into the care system, if you can believe such a thing.’

‘Did he say where in the Mendips?’

Susan looked upwards again. ‘Sorry, I don’t recall.’

‘Do you happen to still have his number on your phone?’

‘Possibly. I’ve had lots of new phones since then. Let me check. Yes, here we go,’ she said, sharing the details with Louise.

The number that Susan gave for Gary Mead was different to the one they had on file.

Louise called Miles and told him to check the new number for Gary Mead, in the faint hope that they would be able to use it to track his location.

The hope felt fainter by the time she reached headquarters. Even if Mead still had the same number from ten years ago, there was a danger they were putting too much hope into him somehow having masterminded everything. But it was the anniversary of Abigail Walker’s murder, and Louise feared they were going to find out one way or another very soon if they were right.

And with everyone who’d been on the roof that day accounted for, it was as good a lead as anyone else they had to work on at that moment.

Miles greeted her with bad news the second she stepped into the incident room.

‘Number’s been checked. No longer assigned to anyone. Currently dormant,’ he said.

‘Fantastic.’ Louise went straight to her office where she updated the project management file before gathering everyone together.

She updated them on her meeting with Susan, and together they ran through all the people still unaccounted for from the staff and residents list, which still wasn’t getting any clearer.

‘Miles, see what you can do with this retreat business Susan mentioned. The property had been bequeathed to Gary Mead by his late father. Let’s see if we can find out who that was. In the meantime, we’re on the phones all day finding those connections to Sandmoor House. All it takes is one tip-off. We all know that,’ she said before leaving the team to it.

Despite her words, she understood it was easier said than done. The truth was they could be at the mercy of some mastermind who was behind all of this, or the investigation could already be over and they were chasing a lost cause.

Support for the latter argument came as a new article was published by the Guardian journalist, Gerald Sedley. The article focused on the anniversary of Abigail Walker’s death, suggesting that the case should be reopened as well as reiterating what had previously been published with regards to the two men in custody, Hewitt and Morrow, and the abuse they and Martin Bunker had suffered at Sandmoor House.

Could it be that everything the three men had wanted to achieve by killing their abusers had been concluded? Was this the end of the killings?

Louise wanted it to be true. Three murders with three separate killers was exceptional in itself, but everything pointed to something else happening.

The three men had effectively confessed to their crimes but had refused to speak any more, despite the fact that it could help their case. All three had remained tight-lipped, but each in their own way had hinted that more was to come and until the day was over that was how she would be proceeding.

She ran through everything again, hoping she’d missed something along the way. If he hadn’t been missing for ten years, Troy Kemp would have been an obvious target. It was his act which had started all of this, and although there’d obviously been other abusers who had now paid the price, it was almost as if he’d escaped punishment.

But if Kemp wasn’t to be the target, then who was? There were still numerous people from that time unaccounted for, including three of the employees who’d worked at Sandmoor House during the period when Abigail Walker had died. It was more than feasible that one of them could be next.

But how were they supposed to protect them if they couldn’t even be located? Louise checked in with Neil Pruett, the former employee who she’d interviewed, and reminded him to keep vigilant. A patrol car had been stationed outside his house. And although Louise believed the man hadn’t been directly involved in the Sandmoor House abuse, she wasn’t convinced that any remaining killer would necessarily see it the same way.

Sick of waiting for something to happen, Louise took another look at Nathan Price’s manuscript. She thought back to the day he’d stopped her outside Martin Bunker’s place of work and tried not to dwell on the possibility that her refusal to speak to him that day could prove to be the most costly error she’d ever made.

As she read, something caught her eye about a quarter of the way through the manuscript, a mention of a place she must have skipped over before when she’d read through the initial summary. It had been an offhand comment, seemingly unrelated to anything, but Louise imagined she must have dismissed it at the time.

In it, Nathan was mentioning happier periods he’d had while in foster care and how one of those times had been spent with both the Crales and other members of the ever-changing foster family in a place called Lakeside Farm.

She ran a search for the farm, finding that it was located in the Mendips.
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Lakeside Farm was seven miles from where the Cavendishes had lived, but that was irrelevant at this stage. What seemed more important at that moment was that it was in the Mendips itself. Louise was unable to find the owner of the property on her database, so she had to call the land registry directly. She spoke to one of the employees and explained the severity of the situation and that she needed a name as soon as was humanly possible.

In her experience, such requests could often take hours, if not days, so she was surprised when twenty minutes later the operative called her back to inform her that the property had been passed down generation to generation by the Mead family.

The current owner being Gary Mead.

It was enough for Louise. She explained the situation to the team. ‘Miles you come with me. Everyone else, we need to find out as much as we can about this place.’

Louise was reminded how much luck often had to play a part as they left the car-park a few minutes later, Louise driving. She said as much to Miles, surprised and a little impressed when he corrected her, reminding her that it hadn’t been luck which had led them to finding the address, but the fact that Louise had contacted Susan Harper again that morning.

‘Maybe you are ready for your sergeant exams,’ Louise said with a smile, as they made their way through the countryside. Backup had been called to follow them to the address.

Not for the first time, Louise forced herself to lower expectations about what they might find. The discovery of a property belonging to a suspect they had nothing on, beyond a tenuous connection to the three killers and a link to Sandmoor House, was hardly ground breaking. But she couldn’t deny a renewed sense of hope as they drove through the narrow lanes that some revelation was waiting for them at Lakeside Farm.

That hope soon dissipated when she pulled up outside the entrance to Lakeside Farm ten minutes later, a place which looked to be, at best, abandoned.

They left the car as three patrol cars arrived behind them. The main building looked like it had once been part of some form of activity centre. The two wooden doors at the front of the building were chipped and warped, giving way as Miles eased his shoulder into them.

Louise instructed the rest of the team to search the surrounding farm area as she and Miles stepped inside the building. The first thing they saw was a large dining area with a long wooden table and church pew seats, which Louise knew from recent experience of trying to shop for an albeit much smaller table would be very expensive.

A faint smell of body odour lingered in the air. Louise wondered if her first impulse had been wrong and that the place was actually still in use.

They moved through fire doors to a wide corridor containing numerous rooms with old metallic bunk beds and paper-thin mattresses, but no sign of life, through to the kitchen area. A distinct odour of food clung to the walls and surfaces, suggesting to Louise that someone had used the place in the not-too-distant past.

Miles checked the cupboards and found large containers of tea bags, coffee, sugar, and cereal. The fridges were mainly empty but Miles found a plastic container of milk just over a month old.

‘Someone’s stayed here at some point recently,’ he said, taking a sniff of the milk as Louise’s radio buzzed.

‘Ma’am,’ came the voice on the other end. ‘I think you should see this. We’ve found another property in the second field over.’

Louise and Miles ran back the way they’d come – out to the rear of the property and a wild expanse of overgrown fields so vast that at first Louise couldn’t see where they were headed.

‘There,’ Miles said, pointing through the tall grass to the sight of the officers in the distance waving through the brambles and vines.

They ran across the fields, Louise swearing as she tripped over a hidden boulder and struggled to maintain her balance, her pace slowing slightly as she kept her eyes focused on the ground.

Miles steamrolled ahead as if nothing could get in his way until they were through to the other side where the other officers were waiting for them.

The building they’d discovered was surrounded by trees and vines, as if it had been reclaimed by the woodland. There were no windows to the front, only a reinforced steel door with a bolt securing it in place.

‘Dave’s gone back to the patrol car to get the cutters, ma’am,’ one of the officers said.

Miles tested the weight of the lock in his hands. ‘I’m not sure that will get us through that,’ he said. ‘And that door is going to be too solid to be jimmied open.’

‘I’ve called the fire brigade as well,’ the officer said.

‘Have you been around the whole property? Is it accessible from the back?’ Louise asked.

‘Not unless we cut through the trees. I think maybe if we walk around—’ The officer was already setting off as Louise nodded to him.

Louise kept telling herself it could be nothing, but as she waited impatiently for the officer to return with the bolt cutters, she grew more and more convinced that something of significance was waiting beyond the metal door.

In her mind, she pictured a large sunken bath like the ones footballers used in ice baths, filled to the brim with ice-cold water. Gary Mead and maybe Nathan Price taking turns to submerge their former tormentors within. But that, of course, didn’t explain how the place was locked from the outside.

The officer returned, breathless, with the bolt cutters. As Miles had suggested, it wasn’t an easy job. The bolt was thick, solid metal, and although the cutters surrounded it, they never had the bite to break it.

Realizing this, the officer changed tack, holding the lock and bolt in place and beginning to swing it to the side to try and prize it loose from the mounting holding it in place.

The sky was already darkening, the murkiness intensified by the shelter of trees and vines surrounding the building.

‘Come on, you bastard,’ the officer screamed. With one final swing he splintered the mounting, the side of the lock giving way.

‘Here we go,’ he said, removing the cutters from the lock itself and smashing the heavy metal against the side mounting until it finally broke free. ‘Like me to do the honours?’

‘Thank you. We better take it from here,’ Louise said with a brief smile to the officer, nodding to Miles.

Miles pulled at the door handle. The metal barrier barely shifted.

‘Put some muscle into it, lad,’ the officer said.

Miles bent his legs for leverage, rising to the challenge as he pulled and pulled at the door until it finally began to move, the bottom of the door catching on the stone floor until a wave of fetid air hit them.

Small spotlights lit the interior, guiding them to whatever was awaiting them inside.

Louise edged forward with Miles through the gloom, more night lights popping on as they moved along the narrow corridor until they arrived at another doorway. Like the front door to the place, this door was reinforced steel, but was ajar. Louise forced it open, surprised by the weight.

She was even more surprised when Miles leant over and switched on the light.

There was no mistaking what they were being presented with. It was an elaborate prison cell – like any traditional cell except for two slight deviations.

There was a separate bathroom, and a system of elaborate-looking chains and pulleys connected to a rig which moved around the entire cell.

Miles pulled on one of them, rattling chains, showing Louise the connector he presumed would’ve kept the captive in place. The system was on rails, meaning the prisoner would have full access to the cell while being continually chained in place.

The cell had the feel of somewhere that had been used recently. There were sheets and blankets on the mattress, a book of fiction on the desk.

‘Have a look in here, boss,’ Miles said, having stuck his head into the bathroom.

Louise already had a sense of what she would find, but was surprised by her visceral reaction to seeing a bath in the cell. The water had drained from it, but the plug was still in place. A pool of cold water puddled at the bottom. Louise wondered if it was there for show or if someone had been within it recently.

They continued down the hallway and were presented with two more open cells, identical to the first. Again, both cells showed signs of recent occupancy, and had baths with signs of recent use.

‘There’s one more,’ Miles said, using his torch to move further into the gloom, Louise following close behind.

This door was locked. A viewing hatch, pulled tight shut.

Miles used the side of his torch to jam the viewing hole open, offering Louise the chance to look through first.

Louise took a deep breath, bending down so she was level with the eyehole before peering inside.

She was surprised to see the figure of Nathan Price sitting on the bed opposite. He was smiling at her as if the situation was anything but the extraordinary scenario it was.
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Nathan Price looked little different to the last time she’d seen him, standing outside Martin Bunker’s place of work. ‘Are you in any immediate danger?’ Louise said through the gap, as Miles sprinted back down the corridor to get help.

‘I’m fine,’ Nathan said, moving from the bed to sit cross-legged on the stone floor so he was closer to eye level with Louise.

‘Did Gary Mead do this to you?’ Louise asked, looking behind her to see if help was coming.

‘Yes… but not in the way you think.’

The sound of footsteps echoed down the hallway. Miles returned, accompanied by the fire brigade.

‘You need to stand back now, Nathan, while we try and break this door down,’ Louise said.

Nathan eased himself out of sight of the eyehole as the fire brigade began working on the door. Louise waited impatiently as they made attempt after attempt to break the lock until finally they were through.

Louise told the rest of the team to wait where they were as she stepped through the door into the cell. It was similar to the others, minus the chain and pulley system. In the side room, Louise saw containers of food and drink.

‘He was going to come back for me,’ Nathan said, catching her gaze. ‘Failing that, he left instructions.’

‘Let’s get you out of here, shall we,’ Louise said, easing Nathan out of the door.

Where she’d thought the man would be in turmoil, he seemed quite relaxed, as if his imprisonment was a prank that had got out of hand.

Louise waited until they were outside before questioning him. Spotlights had been erected, illuminating the night sky. Nathan needed a psychiatric evaluation, but Louise needed answers.

‘Why did Gary Mead imprison you?’ she asked, as Miles placed a foil blanket around Nathan’s shoulders.

‘He knew what I was up to,’ Nathan said, still seemingly calm about the whole situation. ‘He’d seen that I’d approached you and feared what I was going to share.’

‘What were you going to share?’ Louise asked. ‘That there were going to be more murders?’

‘Has there been?’

It was only then Louise realised that Nathan had been missing potentially since the day he’d approached her and Miles. If he’d been imprisoned all that time, he may not know about the subsequent killings. But Louise wasn’t about to divulge the information to him.

‘Tell me what you know,’ she said.

‘What’s the date?’ Nathan asked.

Louise told him.

‘You know what that is? That’s the anniversary of⁠—’

Louise nodded. ‘Abigail Walker’s death.’

Nathan frowned.

‘What does he plan to do, Nathan?’

‘He plans to finish what he started. He wants to show the world what happened back then, which I was all in favour of, but not in the manner Gary is planning.’

‘Tell me. There were three more prison cells, weren’t there?’

‘Yes, but I don’t know if he managed to⁠—’

‘Kill Eleanor Slade and Philip Cavendish?’ Louise said. ‘That’s been achieved.’

‘But those weren’t the people in the prison cells,’ Nathan said.

‘Who were they, Nathan?’

‘Two of the former employees of Sandmoor House who’d been there when Gary had been resident. Jason Brennan and Will Foster. According to Gary, they’d been the ones to come up with the cold room punishment, at least in his time there. And of course, that was just the beginning. They were responsible for much greater crimes than that.’

Louise nodded to Miles, who went off to check on the names. Louise recalled them from the list they’d been provided.

‘And the third person?’ Louise asked.

‘The third person is Troy Kemp,’ Nathan said.

Louise was unable to hide her surprise. ‘But he’s been missing for ten years.’

‘I know,’ said Nathan. ‘Where do you think he’s been all that time?’

CSI arrived, Janice Sutton glancing over, clearly wanting to speak to Louise before they started processing the cells. Louise lifted her hand up, suggesting she’d be over when she was ready.

‘You mean to say Troy Kemp has been kept here for the last ten years?’

Nathan nodded.

Louise knew what she really needed to do was to take the man to the nearest station to get him processed so he could be formally interviewed. But if Gary Mead did have something planned for that evening, she needed to act now. She wanted to find out more details about how Kemp could have been imprisoned all this time, but she had more pressing concerns.

‘Where is he taking them?’

‘You need to understand, DCI Blackwell, that Gary has been fighting this all his adult life. Like the others, he was abused by these monsters as a child. Naturally, it never left him. He spent all his life trying to bring people to justice, though in a completely different way to my approach. Through my investigations, I found out some of the things he’s been involved in, and after he imprisoned me, he confessed everything. He decided long ago that the best way to reclaim his life, to reclaim what had happened to him, was to get direct retribution. And he thought he could help others by getting them to do the same.’

‘He talked Martin Bunker into killing Jeffrey Gregson?’ Louise asked, knowing even as she asked it that Nathan’s response wouldn’t be admissible in court.

‘He didn’t coerce anyone. A group was formed many years ago. I lied earlier. I know about Mark Hewitt and Pete Morrow. I know what they did to their abusers as well. The thing is, Gary has been involved in this in more ways than I could ever have imagined. The people at Sandmoor House, they were just part of it. The tendrils spread nationally, internationally.’

Nathan grimaced, snarling as if he tasted something bad in his mouth.

‘But Gary is dying. Late-stage pancreatic cancer. And before going out, he wanted to get as much publicity for his cause as he was able.’

‘Why didn’t he just come to us?’ Louise said.

Nathan smiled. ‘I tried that and see where that got me.’

‘That’s different,’ Louise said. ‘You said you were a journalist. If you had told me you were a victim I’d have taken you in there and then.’

‘I take your point. But the thing is, Gary has been trying to shine a light on this for years now. The organisation he’s been investigating, if what he tells me is true, has a reach which is almost unbelievable. The people involved are rich and powerful, they cover these things up or at least delay their revelation. Gary told me he wanted a way to expose them when nothing was held back. Martin, Mark, and Pete were not coerced into killing their abusers. Gary gave them the opportunity and it looks like they took it. And that’s why they gave themselves up, to gain maximum publicity.’

‘What is he going to do next?’

‘He’s going to kill those three prisoners,’ Nathan said. ‘And from what I understand, he’s going to stream it live.’

Louise closed her eyes, trying to imagine what such an event would look like, and what the fallout from it would be. ‘Where is he going to do this?’

‘He wouldn’t tell me, I’m afraid. That’s the one thing he wouldn’t share, probably in case something like this happened.’

Louise called Miles over and asked Nathan to recount everything he’d just said to her, albeit in a summarised fashion.

‘What did you know when you first approached us?’ Miles said after listening to Nathan’s story.

‘I didn’t know anything for sure at that point beyond Gary’s involvement. The thing is, and I don’t want to get into the morality of it all, but he’s not a bad person. Terrible things happened to him as a child and they changed him. And I know it’s no justification for the crimes he’s committed… but he would never hurt anyone who was, in his eyes, innocent.’

Louise understood why Miles had asked the question. She’d been experiencing the same flickers of guilt, knowing that maybe if she’d given Nathan a little more time that day, this could have been prevented. But now wasn’t the time for such self-recrimination.

‘Can you think of where Gary would conduct this video streaming?’ she asked.

‘If I was to hazard a guess,’ Nathan said, ‘I would say a large body of water.’

Louise handed Nathan over to the uniformed officers and the paramedics to be checked over, as she and Miles began scanning the area on their phones for a potential site.

Nathan’s guess made sense to her. It was obvious the punishment of the cold room had a damaging, lingering effect on Gary and the others. So what better way to go out than with the public execution of three abusers by means of a cold bath of their own?

‘He could do it at Weston-super-Mare,’ Miles said. ‘There’s some symmetry there, with it being near Sandmoor House and what have you.’

The thought had occurred to Louise. An image of Martin Bunker on the beach, back at the beginning of the investigation flickered in her mind, the way he’d stared out into the shoreline as if he’d been ready to run into it.

‘Check the tide times,’ she said as she continued scouring the map, looking for somewhere closer by, somewhere perhaps a little more secluded.

‘It’s low tide at the moment,’ Miles said.

‘Can’t be there then unless he’s already out on a boat.’

‘I’ll get the coastguard on it just in case.’

‘How about here?’ Louise said, pointing to a location on her phone. ‘The reservoir at Cheddar.’

Another location Louise was overly familiar with, having investigated a missing child case there years ago.

‘No tidal issues with that,’ Miles conceded.

‘Let’s get a team sent to Weston just in case, and get backup for us,’ Louise said, about to head back through the overgrown fields which separated the two parts of the farm when one of the uniformed officers stopped her.

‘Ma’am, I’ve just been notified of this,’ the officer said, handing Louise her phone. ‘It’s a live stream on YouTube. From what they’re saying at HQ, it’s also being broadcast on at least two other social media platforms.’

Louise turned up the volume on the phone.

Gary Mead was looking directly into the camera, informing the world of what he was about to do.
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Louise watched the live footage on the screen. Gary Mead had erected floodlights, highlighting a body of water, but it couldn’t be Weston. Mead was neither on the sea nor next to it. He was on some sort of platform looking out to a body of water.

‘Looks like a quarry to me,’ Miles said.

It appeared that Mead was acting alone. The camera angle didn’t change as he began to address his audience – which, judging from the counter on the side, was steadily increasing in numbers.

‘My name is Gary Mead and I’m here today to administer justice in the memory of Abigail Walker, who was murdered by this man forty years ago.’

Mead moved towards the screen before disappearing behind it. The camera angle changed, lighting on a man who was cuffed and bound, sitting next to the body of water. The spotlights provided some illumination, but it was impossible to confirm whether or not the bedraggled figure staring into the camera was actually Troy Kemp. The man was severely emaciated, his face drawn, his eyes hollow and bewildered.

Louise paused the feed, having noticed something when the camera had swung around on Troy Kemp. She zoomed in on the image, noting the brickwork by the water’s edge.

‘I know where that is,’ she said, tapping the coordinates into the sat nav of a privately owned disused quarry. ‘Two miles away.’

‘How do you know?’ Miles asked after they reached the car.

‘I worked in the area a few years back. Missing person’s case. I went to the quarry. I remember the markings.’

Miles sped the car through the back country lanes to the location on the sat nav as Louise called the information into the rest of the team before returning to the video stream, where the camera had lighted on two more figures.

‘This is Jason Brennan. He sexually abused me when I was eleven,’ Mead said to the camera as it panned over a feeble, withered man who must have been in his early eighties. ‘And this is Will Foster, the man who came up with the idea of the cold room, a place where children in care would be punished, dipped in ice-cold water and left for hours. Today these three men are going to pay the price for their crimes.’

‘We’re here,’ Miles said, pulling up outside a huge metallic gate which blocked the entrance into the quarry. He’d driven fast and they’d arrived quicker than Louise had expected.

‘Getting a little sick of barriers and gated areas,’ Louise said, leaving the car and trying the gates, which were locked tight.

‘We should check the perimeter,’ Miles said. ‘He had to get in somehow and had to drag those three people with him.’

Louise agreed, though she suspected Mead hadn’t let himself in via a hole in the fence. It seemed that Mead had held Kemp captive for over a decade. The mental fortitude alone to do such a thing was staggering and it meant that Mead was highly resourceful and organized.

As well as managing somehow to get the others involved in the killings, he’d organized this climax to his campaign, which she imagined meant he somehow had access to the quarry, whether from working there or obtaining keys somehow. She doubted their access to the place was going to be as easy.

She checked on backup, which were less than a mile away, including the fire service, and told the officers to break down the gates as soon as they arrived before moving with Miles around the perimeter.

It wasn’t easy work. They had to dodge around trees and large vines as they made their way along the metal fence until Louise caught sight of a glow in the darkened sky. She turned to the video feed, the follower hit now numbering in the thousands, and saw that Mead had hoisted one of the figures over his shoulder and was moving to the water’s edge, to a boat which had just been out of shot.

As she continued fighting her way through the foliage, her mind drifted back to her first major investigation in Weston, where a killer had been transporting his victims across the sea from the lifeboat station at the old pier to Steep Holm wondering again if this would always be her life, forever blighted by memories of murder investigations.

They moved closer to the glow, Gary Mead coming into sight, close enough so they could see he was about to move the second figure onto the boat.

‘Give me a leg up,’ Miles said, dragging his fingers along the chain-link fence. ‘I can make this.’

‘I can’t have you going alone,’ Louise said.

‘Boss, there isn’t time for that.’

Louise looked up at the jagged points at the top of the fence, then worked her fingers into the gaps and began to climb.

‘Louise, what are you doing?’ Miles said.

‘Just checking something.’

In her twenties, Louise had attended an indoor wall climbing centre in Bristol. She’d been harnessed then, but she’d learned to climb and felt confident that she could make it all the way to the top.

She dropped back down to the ground and placed one hand under the other. Miles was almost twice the size of her, and would find it harder to drag his weight up, but she was able to help hoist him high enough that his giant hands were able to reach up and cling onto the barrier at the top of the fence. He kicked at the fence for purchase, using his strength to get to the lip of the metal barrier.

Louise began climbing and was soon reminded she wasn’t in her twenties anymore. Her fingers, arms, and shoulder blades ached as she inched upwards until she was level with Miles.

‘Be careful,’ she said as Miles lifted his left leg over the top of the fence, trying his best to avoid the sharp spikes.

With one leg over, it was as if he was hovering over the fence, though Louise understood his caution. One wrong move and the spikes could cause some serious damage.

‘Just take your time,’ she said as he placed his hands on the spikes and eased himself over, creating as much space between him and the spikes as possible until he was over the other side, where he lost his grip and fell to the ground.

‘I’m okay,’ he said quickly as Louise hoisted herself over, scampering down the other side as if the years hadn’t really taken their toll on her.

‘You’re like Spider-Man, boss,’ Miles said as they began running towards the spotlights.

‘I think you’ll find that’s Spider-Woman.’

The emergency services had arrived. Louise saw them in the distance, working on the main entrance to the quarry. She no longer had to look at the video feed to see what Mead was up to. She could make him out at the foot of the quarry.

They wasted no time. It was a steep decline, but accessible on foot. Miles went down first, sliding and skimming on the flat, loose stone, Louise following in his wake. The sound of the descent caught Gary Mead’s attention.

As Louise tried to maintain her balance, she saw Mead halt and look over before dropping the man he’d been carrying and running to the boat.

‘Stop!’ she called as they continued their descent, Miles having lost his footing, now sliding towards the bottom of the quarry, his momentum unstoppable as he crashed onto the ground.

Louise tempered her own balance, skidding as best she could until she reached the bottom.

‘Are you okay?’ she said as the sound of an outboard engine rang through the confines of the quarry.

Miles’s trousers were torn, blood leaking through, but he got to his feet with little complaint.

‘I’m okay,’ he said.

Louise ran to the shoreline of the quarry, past two of Mead’s prisoners, as the boat moved away to the centre of the water.

Mead looked back at her before cutting the engine off.

Miles attended to the two men by the shore. In everything that had happened, Louise hadn’t had time to dwell on the fact that all this effort was going into rescuing a murderer, and, if Mead was to be believed, two child abusers.

But she was reminded that it wasn’t her place to make moralistic judgements on such things. She was there to uphold the law. Even so, it was a strange situation to be in.

Taking the law into your own hands for revenge was never advisable, but Mead had clearly crossed the boundary of what was acceptable. But as Louise stood by the water’s edge, the rest of the emergency services trying to make their way down the side of the quarry, she thought about the child Gary Mead had once been, what that poor boy had suffered, and decided it was fair enough for her to entertain conflicting thoughts. That it was okay for her to think it was intrinsically wrong for Mead to want to kill the man on the boat with him, while at the same time understanding his reasons for wanting to do so.

The thought had barely had time to settle in her head when she saw Mead lift the body of Troy Kemp and drop him in the water.
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Miles joined her by the water’s edge as Louise considered what to do next. All of her training taught her there was only one course of action in this circumstance, and that was to do nothing, to wait for more qualified personnel to attempt a rescue. But there would never be time for that. If she didn’t move in the next few seconds, Troy Kemp would never survive.

And although that thought didn’t fill her with the type of dread it would have had it been an innocent victim, she still knew she couldn’t let it happen.

She took off her shoes and dived into the water, screaming ‘Do not follow me!’ to Miles before the water drove the breath from her.

The cold was like nothing she’d ever experienced. A distant part of her thought of the cold room as she began instinctively swimming towards the boat.

The cold stayed with her as she battled the water. It was almost impossible to think of anything else. She pushed harder through the water, hoping that her exertions could alleviate the pain, but her body was growing numb.

She glanced up, semi-blinded by a potent torchlight. Gary Mead’s silhouetted figure was screaming at her, but also acting as a guiding beacon, telling her she was nearer, driving her forwards until she swam headlong into something.

Somehow the man she believed to be Troy Kemp had turned himself onto his back. He was doing his best to float, his hands and feet tied. Louise grabbed hold of him, too cold to speak. She held him in a rescue position, trying not to think of the ancient video footage of the man throwing Abigail Walker to her death as she waited for rescue to arrive.

But Gary Mead had other ideas. Louise heard him mouth something inaudible, possibly to the followers on his stream, before he hovered on the edge of the boat and dived into the water.

Louise instinctively began paddling backwards, but her energy was all but depleted, the cold sapping all her strength, and it was all she could do to focus on staying afloat as Mead swam towards them.

Kemp was barely moving in her arms as she kicked for shore. Then she saw Mead’s figure heading towards them, head down. He kept swimming until he must have made contact with Troy Kemp’s legs.

Kemp jerked in her arms before slipping from her grasp.

Louise reached out, but she’d lost her grip and Kemp’s body slipped under the surface. Louise stuck her head below as well, but could see nothing in the murky depths. Returning to the surface, she looked around her. Even though she knew the emergency services would have reached the water’s edge by now, she felt momentarily alone in the quarry and wondered how much longer she could survive when not one, not two, but three figures emerged from beneath the surface.

In all the commotion, she hadn’t noticed Miles following her into the water. He came to the surface, his arm wrapped fully around Gary Mead’s neck, who in turn had Troy Kemp face down in the water.

Mustering the last vestiges of strength, Louise swam forward and dragged Kemp from his captor, flipping his insubstantial body onto its back and kicking once more for shore.

The next few moments went by in a blur. Specialist teams had arrived and Louise was dragged from the biting water and taken to the edge of the quarry. She was now sitting on the rocky outcrop next to Miles, wrapped in a foil blanket as the paramedics checked her over.

‘I’ve warned you two about these late-night swims,’ Robertson said, appearing out of the gloom. ‘You might have to skip that procedural lapse when it comes to your DS exam, Miles,’ he said, tapping Louise’s colleague on the shoulder. ‘Seriously though – great job, both of you. You managed to prevent three more murders.’

‘They all survived?’ Louise asked, the recent memory of keeping Troy Kemp’s almost weightless body afloat still fresh in her mind.

‘For now,’ Robertson said. ‘All three are on their way to the hospital. Kemp’s the one in most danger. He was already skin and bones before this evening. He might not be able to pull through this trauma.’

‘That bastard better survive,’ Miles said, pulling the foil blanket tight against him.

Louise agreed. She’d rescued the man from certain death and was loath to see that hard work disappear. She needed answers, and although she presumed much of that would come when they interviewed Gary Mead, it was the past that held her interest now. She wanted Kemp to survive for no other reason than that he pay for the crimes he’d committed – the murder of Abigail Walker and the monstrosities which had occurred at Sandmoor House.

Robertson took Louise to the side after she’d been checked over. She’d been given a change of clothes, the foil blanket working as an overcoat. Her hair was wet and the cold night air sent a shiver through her body.

‘Kemp,’ Robertson said.

Louise could already tell by the pained look on his face that what he had to say was not going to be positive.

‘What about him?’

‘Your MI5 friends. They’ve taken him under their jurisdiction.’

‘You’re kidding me. The man’s a murder suspect. He’s also a victim of sorts. How the hell can they justify that? He’s been gone for ten years.’

‘Believe me, I know,’ Robertson replied. ‘They think he still holds pertinent information about the OCG and the trafficking rings.’

‘It looks to me like he’s been held prisoner for ten years by Gary Mead. How could he have had any influence over that in the last decade?’

‘We don’t know how long he’s been held captive for, do we? For sure.’

‘Oh, come on, Iain.’

Robertson held his hands up. ‘You know I’m not taking their side. I fought for our case. The male agent was a piece of shit. But the other one, Rudge, was a little more understanding. They want first crack at him. Once he’s cleared by the hospital and they speak to him, then we get to interview him under their supervision.’

‘I want access to him,’ Louise said.

‘I’d be amazed if he’s medically fit to be questioned in the next forty-eight hours. So I imagine we’re looking at four to five days minimum. But it’s not as if you haven’t got plenty else to be getting on with. Gary Mead seems fine. Hopefully you’ll get clearance to speak to him tomorrow. And then you’ll have more ammunition when you do get to speak to Kemp.’

Louise understood that Robertson’s hands were tied. MI5 would’ve been onto the Chief Constable, and would’ve invoked national security as a reason to take Troy Kemp. But it still didn’t sit well with her. And although Helen Rudge had agreed to them speaking to Kemp after they’d interviewed him, it wasn’t beyond their powers to change their mind. And four to five days was a long time to wait.

Louise checked in with Miles. The medics were requesting he return with them to the hospital, believing he’d suffered a fracture to his left arm during the rescue attempt.

‘Must have been that fence,’ he said. ‘I thought I heard a cracking sound when I landed.’

‘You’re telling me you swam one-handed into the quarry?’

‘It’s all about the legs,’ Miles said with a smile.

‘I’ll come with you.’

‘Thanks, boss, but it’s not worth it. Honestly, I imagine they’ll just plaster me up and send me home. You get some rest.’

One of the paramedics wanted to take Louise in for further tests, but she refused. Robertson walked her back to her car where she was surprised to see Thomas was waiting for her.

‘Who’s looking after the children?’ Louise said, embracing him.

‘I dropped them at Rebecca’s,’ Thomas said.

Rebecca was Thomas’s ex-wife and mother of his son, Noah. Louise’s relationship with the woman had been a tricky one to begin with, but they got on well now, and Emily occasionally stayed the night with her and Noah when Louise and Thomas were busy.

‘You didn’t need to come though,’ Louise said.

‘You almost drowned, according to Iain,’ Thomas replied, looking over to Robertson, who’d waved goodbye. ‘He said you’d probably insist on driving home. I couldn’t really let that happen, could I? Leave your car here and collect it tomorrow. Let’s get you home and into a hot bath.’

‘That sounds heavenly,’ Louise replied, climbing into the passenger seat and falling instantly asleep.
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Afull day passed before they were able to conduct their first interview. Troy Kemp was still with MI5. The other two kidnapped men who’d been at the quarry that day, Jason Brennan and Will Foster, were still under medical supervision. Fortunately, both Nathan Price and Gary Mead had been given the medical all-clear for questioning.

The national news had been full of the investigation – print, TV, and online. Louise guessed to that extent, Mead had succeeded. News of the historic cases of abuse at Sandmoor House were now public knowledge and would become more so over the coming months.

The town of Weston was already in turmoil from the revelations. The town had already survived numerous traumas over the years, but the legacy of child abuse within the care system and the fact that it had possibly been partially covered up was never going to sit easy with the general public.

Louise had a quick chat with Miles before they went to the interview.

‘Our job now is to find out exactly what happened with the recent murders. What happened at Sandmoor House is going to be a different investigation, and we need to be clear on that.’

Gary Mead was a tall, wiry figure. As Nathan Price had suggested, he’d been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer and had lost his hair after undergoing chemotherapy. He was sitting next to the solicitor, Sarah Merchant.

Louise went through all the legal necessities before starting the interview.

‘How are you feeling, Gary?’ she said.

‘How’s that saying go? There’s so much more I would’ve done if they’d let me. Aside from that and almost drowning, I’m feeling fine,’ he said with a wry smile.

Louise was about to question him about the murders when he spoke again.

‘Listen, before we get into this, I just wanted to apologise to you and your colleague for the danger I inadvertently put you in. That had never been my intention.’

‘Thank you, Gary. What was your intention?’ Louise asked.

Gary looked to his solicitor and Louise feared he was going to say ‘no comment’. Instead, he turned back to her.

‘This is the point I wanted to get to,’ he said. ‘I’m going to tell you everything.’

‘That’s good to hear. So your intentions that day?’

‘My intentions that day were to drown Troy Kemp and the two others at the quarry.’

‘And the reason you wanted to do that?’

‘For the murder of Abigail Walker by Troy Kemp. The decades of abuse that occurred at Sandmoor House by all three men. And I did it in the name of all the victims during, before, and after the period I was at Sandmoor House.’

True to his word, Mead told Louise everything she needed to hear. Despite what she’d said to Miles, it was clear that there was an overlap with what would become the historic investigation into Sandmoor House and what had happened recently.

Louise tried to detach herself from the horror of the man’s recollection of the period he’d been in care, but it was impossible as he listed name after name of people who had been abused as children and those responsible.

He told her about the cold room and how it had often been used as punishment after abuse had taken place. He told her about the support group he’d created with the help of his foster parents and how over the years a subset had formed with the three men in custody. How they’d decided over the years that they would get their revenge.

‘And Troy Kemp,’ she said. ‘You were holding him captive at your farm?’

‘That farm was a present from my absentee father, if you can believe that. It was pretty much derelict, although it came with a good amount of money. That was when the plan was hatched. I kidnapped Troy Kemp ten years ago. He’s been my prisoner ever since. I would’ve kept him there until the day he died. But we decided there were others that had to answer for what had happened down the years.’

‘Do you regret getting the others involved?’

‘Martin, maybe. He’s been suffering with his mental health these last few years – probably ever since his time at Sandmoor House. But he was insistent. Maybe if I’d had my chance again, I’d do it differently. Maybe I would’ve killed Gregson for him. But he wanted to kill his abuser, and that is what he’s done.’

Mead agreed to further interviews, but they’d already had enough information for significant arrests.

The following days involved numerous meetings. Troy Kemp was still under MI5 supervision. The other two men captured by Mead were so far without charge, a task force having been set up to work through the historic charges of abuse which meant it could be a long time before either man faced trial.

In the end, it was the following week before Louise interviewed Kemp, together with Miles at a secure MI5 location.

Helen Rudge and her colleague Foss were already there, having warned Louise off asking anything about the ongoing OCG investigation, most of which Louise was not privy to, aside from the fact that Troy’s wife, Charlene Kemp, was under arrest.

Kemp was a frail, emaciated figure, and it was hard for Louise to equate him with the man from the old CCTV footage. His voice was hoarse when he spoke, and although Louise understood he’d gone through his own turmoil this last decade, she felt no sympathy.

Kemp described what had happened to him during his captivity which had included almost daily turns in the cold bath Gary Mead had set up at the compound.

‘At least I got to do it to him first. Never let him forget it,’ Kemp said, his smile sending a shiver of revulsion through her.

After having discussed the issue with Robertson and CPS, Louise was able to charge Kemp with the murder of Abigail Walker.

When he scoffed at the idea, she played the video footage for him.

He watched it with the same cruel smile on his face.

‘What do you want me to say? That I’m remorseful?’ His skin reddening, Kemp smirked.

Louise thought again of the ten years the man had spent in captivity and briefly thought that maybe Gary Mead had been right all along. She turned to Miles and nodded.

‘At least you’ll be used to being in prison,’ she said, leaving.


EPILOGUE


The car was busy. Louise drove the back roads from Sand Bay. Thomas sat next to her in the passenger seat. In the back, her father tried his best to make room for Emily, Jack, and Noah who was staying with them for the day, the boot full of Christmas presents.

The sea was at high tide as they passed the Grand Pier. After a loop around the seafront, Louise parked up and carried a bag of presents from the boot.

Her mother was sitting up in bed, wearing makeup. Louise wondered if her smile was a sign that she was as free as she could be from the pain that had taken hold of her.

As Louise’s father leant over and kissed his wife, Louise was momentarily overcome with emotion. These last few months had been hard for everyone. Her father was alone in that big house now. His life revolved around daily pilgrimages to the care home. They’d discussed the possibility of him moving in with Louise and Thomas, and though Louise had asked him on countless occasions, he’d always refused.

‘Let’s get these presents open, shall we?’ her father said.

Jack was squealing with delight at the idea, Emily and Noah breaking out in smiles as the first presents were handed out.

Her mother only lasted an hour before she was too tired to continue, but Louise was grateful for the time they’d had together as a family.

They drove back to Sand Bay, her father having insisted on making Christmas dinner. Louise’s phone rang as she stood in the kitchen, doing her best to help while trying not to get under her father’s feet, before moving into the living room to take the call.

It was from the MI5 agent, Helen Rudge.

Louise knew it had to be serious if she was calling her on Christmas Day.

The historic investigation into Sandmoor House had started in earnest the last couple of months though it would take years for everything to be processed.

Gary Mead had been released on bail due to his ill health, whereas Martin Bunker, Pete Morrow, and Mark Hewitt remained in custody awaiting trial.

‘DCI Blackwell,’ Louise said, answering.

‘Happy Christmas to you, Louise. I hope you’re having a good day.’

‘Depends on what you’re about to say, I guess.’

‘Troy Kemp’s dead.’

Louise paused. She’d suspected that was the reason for the call, but it was still a shock to hear the words.

‘How?’

‘That’s the thing. He was in isolation, but someone somehow got access to him. He was murdered. Not only that, with no bath available they were forced to improvise. Kemp’s head was submerged in a bucket of cold water.’

Louise couldn’t take joy from anyone’s death, but nor could she feign disappointment that Kemp had gone out in such a manner.

‘Who did it?’ she asked.

‘There’s someone in custody.’

‘Who gave the order?’

‘I don’t know, thought maybe you knew?’ said Helen.

‘You want me to make some calls,’ Louise said.

‘Maybe tomorrow. I just thought you’d want to know. I’ll leave you to get on with your Christmas with your family.’

Louise returned to the kitchen where her father was in a friendly argument with Thomas about the best way to make roast potatoes.

‘Who was that?’ her father asked.

‘That was work,’ Louise said, taking a sip of wine. ‘One particularly nasty person getting what they deserved.’

‘Let’s not bother with that, shall we?’ her father said, hugging her close.

A hundred memories of Christmases past rushed through Louise’s body and she smiled at her dad before joining the children in the living room.


THANK YOU!


Thanks so much for reading The Correction.

If you have the time, I’d be so grateful if you could leave a small review. They make a huge impact on the visibility of the book and are always greatly appreciated!

If you’d like to keep up with my latest news, including special offers on my books, please sign up to my newsletter here: Matt Brolly Newsletter
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