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Prologue
The house looks normal. A small bungalow, surrounded by a neat garden, the lawn trimmed, the flower beds blooming. The windows are dark; there is no movement behind the panes, the curtains drawn.
And then, the first glimpse. A curtain, devoured by red and orange. A bright burst, dazzling in the black. In the silence of the night it’s eerie, merely a suggestion of the horror contained within.
He’s seen it up close. The beauty when the spark takes hold, smoke growing into flame as it hungrily devours its quarry. Fire is indiscriminate; it doesn’t care who or what is in its way. Its only priority is to grow. To consume. To destroy. He envies its simplicity.
The sound of smashing glass fractures the peace. The window has splintered in the heat; thick black smoke billows from the space, followed by a torrent of red and yellow as the flames enjoy the new injection of oxygen. The other windows in the house have turned black; he shifts his attention to one at the rear. The bedroom.
He sees the curtains move. A face behind the pane, a palm flattened against the window. The man’s mouth is open – in surprise, in fear – but he remains still. The man thumps on the glass, frantic, but his efforts are pointless, his exit denied.
He’s been watching a while. Alone.
Now, satisfied, he takes a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and places one in his mouth. He clicks the lighter into flame – this one contained, a prisoner – and breathes in deeply. He only allows himself this habit at times like these. More pleasures to be savoured.
Sirens divert his attention, blue flashes in the distance. He sighs; they’re quick. A neighbour must have phoned. Alerted by the smell of smoke drifting through a window left open for the summer breeze. It’s disappointing. The fire engines arrive in a flurry of blue lights, disgorging the men in their khaki and fluorescent yellow, their protective helmets and breathing apparatus. They know how to stay alive in these conditions.
He switches his attention back to the house. All he can see now is the flicker within, the flames progressing, relentless. The sound of more smashing glass, the crash as walls and ceilings fall, coupled with shouting from the firefighters as they force their way inside.
He stands up, inhaling the last fragment of nicotine from his cigarette. He would like to stay, but this isn’t the part he enjoys. The suffocation, the smothering of the beast.
And it’s risky. More people are out, woken by the excitement. He doesn’t want to be seen.
He crushes his cigarette under his trainer. He takes one last look back, trying to summon guilt, any sort of emotion for what has happened here tonight. But he fails. He’s washed out, numb from life.
The people that inherit this house will have insurance policies, money. They will rebuild their lives from the ashes.
If only he were so lucky.
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‘Twat,’ she mutters as she stomps down the corridor. ‘That fucking twat.’
DS Freya West pauses outside a set of double doors, forcing herself to calm down. She takes the last swig of her coffee. Smooths down her shirt. She’d been looking forward to a productive morning. Recently promoted to detective sergeant, Freya had plans. Wrap up last week’s stabbing, send the case across to the CPS in time for the offender’s hearing. Maybe get her hands on something juicy and new – she’d heard there had been an arson across town, persons reported.
But no.
DI Matthew Ratcliffe doorstepped her the moment she arrived at the nick.
‘There’s a woman at the front desk. Says she’s being stalked.’
Freya met his gaze, her stance determined. ‘Wouldn’t we normally deploy a PC in the first instance?’ she challenged.
Ratcliffe sighed, visibly annoyed. ‘I’m not in the mood for your theatrics. Times have changed since you and Butler ran around doing what you liked. I’m your superior officer and I need you to go and speak to this woman. Besides, she asked for you. By name, DS West,’ he finished, then left her with her scowl.
It’s the latest in a long line of shitty jobs well below her rank, but Freya pulls herself together. If this woman’s come in to see her, then she has a job to do. That’s all there is to it. She takes a deep breath and pushes through the door to the front desk.
She doesn’t need to ask who she’s there to see. A woman stands up, eager. Dressed in a smart grey business suit, she grips a posh black Mulberry bag tightly in both hands.
Freya recognises her instantly. ‘Emily?’ she says, confused. She’s older, thinner, but unmistakably the same woman Freya knew from her university days.
Freya greets her with a hug; her shoulders feel frail.
‘I’m sorry to have come, but I heard you were a detective here and I thought…’ Her hands grasp at her bag. ‘I thought it would be easier to talk to you.’
‘Of course. Follow me.’
Freya escorts her through the main double doors into the closest interview room. A nice one – reserved for witnesses and family, rather than the blank boxes in the bowels of the building. Someone’s tried to make an effort with furnishings – a few grubby cushions decorate the scratchy blue chairs. Freya gestures to the most comfortable and sits opposite. Despite the more informal setting, Emily’s nerves don’t appear to abate; she looks like she’s going to cry.
‘Would you like a drink? Tea?’ Freya gestures with her empty travel mug. ‘Coffee?’
‘No, no. I’m fine. I shouldn’t be wasting your time—’
‘Not at all.’ Freya smiles warmly. ‘Tell me why you’re here.’
Freya pulls the MG11 witness statement form out of her folder and waits, pen poised. The woman doesn’t know where to start. She chews her lip, staring down at her hands balled in her lap.
‘What have you been doing since uni?’ Freya asks, trying to put her old friend at ease.
‘I’m a solicitor,’ Emily replies. ‘Family law. At a small firm in the centre of town.’
‘That’s wonderful. Nice that someone got some use out of their degree,’ Freya jokes.
Emily laughs. ‘I remember you were never keen. But you had such a memory for case law.’
‘Only thing that’s useful now.’
‘I bet.’ Emily leans back, her shoulders relaxing slightly. ‘So, there’s this man. I met him online. MeetM8? Have you heard of it?’
‘I haven’t. Sorry. Is it like Tinder or Bumble?’
‘Similar.’ Freya notices Emily glance down to her engagement ring, shining in the overhead spotlights. ‘You’re engaged?’ Emily asks.
‘Yes,’ Freya replies. ‘To another detective.’
‘Congratulations. When’s the wedding?’
‘Oh…’ Freya waves a hand vaguely. ‘We’re in no rush.’ She tries to sound nonchalant, but the reality is that she and Josh have been engaged for over a year and they’re no closer to fixing a date. She’s told herself it’s down to work, other commitments, but it’s starting to become awkward.
‘Well, you wouldn’t know,’ Emily says with a chuckle. ‘But MeetM8’s a new one. My friends said it was better than the others. Not so many dick pics. But still, this happened.’
Emily takes her phone out of her pocket and unlocks the screen. She turns it around to show Freya. On it is a photo. A handsome man – dark hair, warm eyes, big grin. Grant Anderson, it says above.
‘He seemed nice, at first. I sent him a message, we talked. All online. None of the usual crap you get with men on these sites. No pressure to send photos. No innuendo. We just chatted. About what we liked, what we didn’t.’
‘And?’
‘And then he changed. He started asking more and more questions. Personal stuff. I didn’t like it, so I cooled off. That’s when he got weird.’
She selects another screen and hands the phone to Freya, who starts scrolling. She can feel Emily’s gaze, trying to gauge her reaction.
At first the messages are innocuous:
Are you ok? Where have you gone? I hope you’re all right.
Then more desperate, the tone changing.
Why won’t you reply? Where are you? Why are you ignoring me?
‘What happened after this?’
‘I blocked him. I reported him to the app. And that’s when… when…’ Her head dips. ‘I started getting phone calls, late at night, from strange numbers. And when I answered, there was no one there.’
‘How did he get your number?’
‘I don’t know. I didn’t share it. But it was definitely him. He sends texts – constantly. Here.’
She points to the phone again. Freya flinches as she reads the messages. Swearing and profanities, swinging wildly to emotional blackmail. Threats that he’ll kill himself unless she replies.
Multiple text messages, the same style of writing. Clearly the same man.
Freya calmly sets the phone down on the tabletop. ‘Did you respond?’
‘I did at the beginning. I told him to leave me alone and blocked him. But he just starts again. With a different number. It’s constant. And he says…’ Her lip wobbles. She’s crying now. ‘He says he’s going to kill me. To rape me.’
‘Have you spoken to the police before today?’
‘I called 101. And she said to keep records, take screenshots of all his texts. Then come in and speak to someone. But it seems silly. I mean, I’ve never met the man. What can you do about it?’
‘We have ways of finding people, Emily,’ Freya replies. ‘And we take this sort of thing seriously. Could you upload the screenshots? I’ll send you a link.’
‘Yes, no problem. But it’s not just this. He found me on Twitter, started sending messages that way. I locked my account, not that it matters. I don’t dare tweet anything now. In case he guesses where I am. The only thing I do is go to the office and come home. But I don’t even want to do that anymore. I’m going to stay at my parents’ house tonight.’
‘That’s good. And has he approached you? Come to your office or home?’
‘Not that I know of.’
‘Has he contacted anyone you know?’
‘No. Does that matter? You’ll still stop him, right?’
‘I’ll do everything I can.’ Freya gives her a reassuring smile. ‘I’ll take your statement now, formally capture everything that’s been going on. We’ll get this guy. You were right to come and see me.’
Emily nods, a flash of a quick smile. Then the tears come again. ‘I haven’t been out for weeks. I’m too scared. Even though I know what he looks like, I’m terrified of what he might do. He’s destroyed my life,’ she says, openly sobbing now. ‘And I don’t even know who he is.’

Freya takes Emily’s full statement over the next few hours – it’s a worrying chain of events. An escalation of harassment; the man bombarding this poor woman with threats and abuse. Emily is terrified. She reiterates to Freya that she’s going to her mum and dad’s, but as Freya notes the address and bids her goodbye, she’s worried.
Freya remembers Emily Rhodes from university. They were on the same degree course – Law – at Southampton, seventeen years ago now. They regularly went on the same nights out, and over three years Freya got to know her well. They’d lost touch since, but Freya remembers her as lively and fun. Always up for a good time. Confident. But the woman who sat before her in that interview room was a shell of her former self. Freya resolves to do all she can to get her life back to normal.
Freya makes her way back up to the office, but the place is deserted when she gets there. It’s strange. At this time, nearly eleven, the Major Crimes team is usually vibrant with chat, catching up on their weekends and cursing the lack of milk for their coffees. She dials Mina – it cuts to voicemail. She can’t still be at that arson? She tries Ratcliffe.
‘Where are you?’ he barks. ‘Are you with that woman?’
‘Yes, just finished. It’s clearly a stalker, boss. And one I’ve got a bad feeling about. Where are you all?’
‘Briefing downstairs. Just confirmed. Don’t you read your texts?’
‘I’ve been busy,’ she says pointedly. ‘I’ll be down in a moment. I need to—’
‘Now, West. Orders from DCI Baker. All officers. It won’t take much of your precious time, I promise. And I’m surprised you’re not here already. Given your history.’
Ratcliffe hangs up and Freya squints at her phone, confused. She dumps her paperwork on her desk, then heads down to the conference room.
When she arrives, she tentatively opens the door. But the briefing hasn’t started yet. She spots her friend and colleague, DC Mina Desai, and squeezes in next to her at the side of the room.
‘You’re here,’ Mina whispers. ‘You took your time.’
‘Stalking case. A friend from uni has got some nasty bloke after her.’ Freya glances to the front, where a group of men are talking, their backs turned. Freya recognises the large bulk of DCI Neal Baker, but he’s blocking the other speaker. ‘What’s so important?’ Freya asks. She looks at her phone again; details are scarce, just stating an emergency briefing.
Mina looks to her with a surprised grin. ‘You don’t know?’ she says. ‘I thought you’d be the first person he called.’
Freya frowns. Why is everyone talking in riddles this morning? But before she can ask, Baker turns to the room and clears his throat. The detectives all hush and Freya finally realises what Ratcliffe and Mina have been on about. Her face flushes with surprise as her eyes rest on the man at the front of the room.
‘Good morning, everyone,’ Baker begins. ‘We’ve had some disturbing developments on a case this morning, one that requires our immediate attention. I’m sure some of you recognise our returning visitor, hauled up at short notice from Devon.’
The man at the front surveys the room, scanning the audience until his eyes settle on Freya. He meets her gaze and smiles tentatively; she can’t help but give a small smile back.
Baker continues. ‘I expect you all to listen closely. Your best behaviour, please, as I now hand you over to Detective Inspector Robin Butler.’
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Robin Butler clears his throat and pulls his shoulders back, looking out at the detectives he used to work alongside. He seems confident but Freya notices his middle finger tapping a rhythm against his thigh, betraying his true feelings.
‘Thank you for dropping everything at short notice,’ Robin begins. ‘But DCI Baker brought a new case to my attention this morning – one that bears a particular similarity to a series I’ve been working on. I’ll get straight to the point.’
He clicks a button; a projector throws an image onto the screen behind him.
It’s a caravan. Or at least, it was. All that remains is a metal shell, wheels punctuating each corner. The outside has been completely burned away, although Freya can just make out the space where the window and the door would have been. Blackened debris lies around it, the grass it’s standing on is scorched and dry. Robin clicks again – this time it’s a wheelie bin, melted into a slump of molten green plastic.
‘Just a few examples of the fires we’ve noticed springing up across Devon. Seemingly accidental, until we looked closer. All were set late at night, and all had the same accelerant…’
While Freya’s listening, she can’t help but stare at Robin. He looks like the man she knew – the man she was partnered with for nearly two years before he requested a transfer to Devon – but somehow he’s different. He’s wearing a dark grey suit, blue tie. A crisp white shirt. Shoes that actually seem clean. His hair is longer, styled up into a messy peak at the front. And as he turns to the projector, he takes a pair of glasses out of his pocket and puts them on. They’re black, blocky. Kind of fashionable. They suit him.
Robin’s still talking, but Freya’s barely heard a single detail. She forces herself to tune in.
‘…and more were found,’ he’s saying. ‘We analysed the trend. At first, fires were started in abandoned properties – bins, sheds, a caravan – but then we noticed a shift to more residential areas. A pattern that we found worrying, even before this happened.’
He turns, and a photograph fills the screen. A man, smiling, with a bald head and a white beard, standing next to a picturesque lake.
‘Charles Foley. This was him in better times. When he died, he was homeless. Found in what firefighters first assumed was a derelict empty house. Cause of death was hard to determine because of the destructive nature of the fire, but one thing the pathologist could tell us was that he was alive when the flames got to him – he burned to death.’ He pauses, letting them take it all in. Freya notices the sickened expressions in the room. ‘But then everything went quiet. Until today. This. In Southampton.’
Robin clicks another button; a house – if it could still be described as that – fills the screen. It’s a black and broken shell, the roof caved in in places, all windows shattered, debris scattered across what was once a nice garden.
Robin turns and studies it for a second. ‘We always assumed the spate of arsons to be localised to Devon but this house, last night, bears the same characteristics. We’ve had persons reported, but fire investigators haven’t yet found a body. Unfortunately, if neighbours’ statements are to be believed, it’s only a matter of time. Yet another poor sod without a smoke alarm.’
‘Did you know he was coming today?’ Mina whispers to Freya, distracting her.
‘No clue. I haven’t spoken to him since he left.’
‘Not at all?’
‘A bit on WhatsApp, a few photos when the baby was born, but apart from that…’
Freya catches a glare from Ratcliffe and turns back. She feels a flash of hurt. Robin’s obviously been speaking to DCI Baker – they’d always been friends and it made sense for them to keep in touch – but why hadn’t Robin said he was coming today? They had been partners, mates – close. Too close, Freya’s fiancé Josh would have said, and she casts a quick look in his direction.
Josh is concentrating on the briefing, his handsome face in profile. He doesn’t seem to be showing any hostility towards the man with whom Freya spent the majority of her time when they worked together, but she knows Josh won’t be enjoying Robin’s return.
Before he left, just over a year ago, Freya was a detective constable, Robin a detective sergeant. And their time together had been the best of her career. He’d never worried about hierarchy, more concerned about the best way to solve a case, and they’d worked together seamlessly, their partnership gelling with ease. But it wasn’t just a working relationship.
Towards the end, there had been more. Feelings that had been impossible to hide. She feels her face grow hot as she thinks about it again, but Freya shakes her head, forcing the thoughts away. That’s done with. No point in dwelling. He’s happy with Jo – DCI Jo Craig, a rising star in the Devon and Cornwall constabulary, and now mother to his baby. And, of course, she’s engaged to Josh. Things worked out well in the end. Better, even.
A few questions are now being asked, and Robin is talking through the accelerant found at the crime scenes.
‘Petrol. Common-or-garden unleaded was used in all cases. The properties were broken into, locks crowbarred, then the petrol poured at the point most central to the target. Initial investigations report the same method was used for your case here.’
‘And you think it’s the same offender setting the fires? Across both counties? How can you be sure?’
It’s Josh’s question, and Robin’s face changes as he sees him. Imperceptible to anyone else, but Freya notices the slight lowering of the brow, a clenching of the jaw.
‘It’s a good point, DC Smith, thank you.’ A tight smile is returned from Josh. ‘The method of acceleration is the same, as I said. The MO of arsonists doesn’t tend to change, they’re creatures of habit. And we’ve always wondered about another location. The fires in Devon are in clumps. A group of about two or three over the space of a week or a fortnight. Then long periods of inactivity. We’d just started reaching out to other Major Crimes teams across the country, when DCI Baker called this morning.’
He looks across to Baker, who steps forward.
‘So, taking DI Butler’s lead,’ DCI Baker says in his rough east London accent, ‘I’d like to look a little deeper. We’re already aware of some of these arsons, although the severity hasn’t been enough to pull it to the top of our priority list. That changes now. Let’s take a closer look – find any others that fit the pattern. See if the signatures are there.’ He gives Robin a warm smile, and he picks up where he left off.
‘We’re putting together a task force,’ Robin says. ‘Cross-constabulary investigation to stop this offender before anyone else dies. The fire crew are still in the process of making this morning’s scene safe but that’s our first priority, once we can get in.’
Mina puts her hand up. ‘DI Butler, will you be running the investigation from here or from Devon?’
‘From here. At least, for the next few days. I’ll get things started, then hand over to Mouse – sorry, DI Ratcliffe – as soon as we’re up and running.’
Freya glances across to her superior officer. Ratcliffe’s scowling, his face like thunder. At over six feet and heavily built, he doesn’t immediately fit the nickname Mouse, but he has small, close-set eyes, with neat eyebrows and hair shaved so short it looks like fur. He reminds Freya of an oversized vole or a shrew – a comparison accentuated by the nuts and seeds that Ratcliffe eats out of small ziplock bags. He hasn’t minded the nickname in the past, but maybe playing second fiddle to a returning detective isn’t sitting well this morning.
Robin continues: ‘DCI Baker has some thoughts on who he’d like to be involved in the task force, but please feel free to throw your hat in the ring if you have an interest. Any other questions?’
A thousand pass through Freya’s head, none relevant to the investigation. Everyone stays quiet. ‘Then, thank you,’ Robin concludes.
Baker ends the briefing, and conversation once again fills the room as detectives shuffle back to their duties. Freya notices Mina staring at her.
‘What?’ Freya snaps affectionately.
‘So you haven’t seen him at all?’
‘No,’ Freya mutters. ‘I told you. And since when did Robin—’
‘Get so hot?’ Mina interrupts with a chuckle.
‘I was going to say, wear glasses. But yes, now you mention it.’
‘He’s always looked like that.’
‘No, he didn’t. His hair was a mess, he hardly ever shaved. He certainly didn’t iron. And now look at him.’
‘Jo’s obviously been a good influence,’ Mina replies, and Freya knows she’s studying her closely.
Mina knew about their feelings for each other and was their sole cheerleader in wishing for something to happen. But Mina’s right. Being with Jo Craig for this past year has obviously done Robin a world of good.
The two of them stand up, following their colleagues towards the door. But as she does so, she feels a tap on her shoulder. She turns to see Robin. Tall. Weirdly handsome. And standing right next to her.
‘You weren’t trying to leave without saying hello?’ he says.
‘You seemed busy,’ she replies with a smile. She feels herself blushing. ‘They let you back in then.’
‘Apparently so.’ He grins. ‘I like the new hair.’
‘Oh. Yes.’ Her hand goes self-consciously to where her new cut now rests in a long bob on her shoulders. ‘I thought it was time for a change.’
‘It suits you.’
‘Thank you. Yours, too. Do you put product in that?’ Freya reaches to mess it up, in the affectionate way she might have once used, then pulls quickly back.
‘Yeah, some sort of wax stuff.’ He looks embarrassed. ‘Who knew I’d be that sort of bloke.’
‘Well, you look good.’
The exchange of compliments surprises them into silence. They stand awkwardly for a moment.
‘Are you—’ Robin begins, before Freya blurts out, ‘Why didn’t you—’
‘You go,’ Robin says.
‘Why didn’t you tell me you were coming this morning?’
‘It was very last minute. And I thought it would be a surprise.’
‘I’m surprised.’
He tilts his head to one side. ‘In a good way?’
‘Yes, I…’ Then she stops, as Robin’s gaze shifts behind her.
‘Josh, how are you?’ he asks.
Josh puts an arm proprietarily around Freya’s waist.
‘I’m good. Detective inspector, is it now? Congrats.’
‘Robin’s fine, Josh. And still no DS promotion for you?’
It’s a dig, and Freya feels Josh bristling next to her.
‘No. Someone beat me to it,’ he says, with a squeeze of Freya’s waist. ‘Looks like both of you flourished outside your little partnership.’
Robin gives him a tight smile. ‘Well, we’ll be putting our career development on hold for a bit then. I’m hoping Freya will join me on the task force.’
‘Didn’t you just pick up a stalking case?’ Josh asks her pointedly. ‘Will you have the time?’
Freya feels two sets of eyes on her, the weight of expectation to do the right thing. ‘No, you’re right,’ she says. ‘I’m up to my ears as it is. And I know nothing about arson.’
She’s glad when DCI Baker joins them, relieving the tension. ‘Leave Freya alone,’ he says, letting her off the hook. ‘You can’t have all my best detectives, Butler. Desai has expressed an interest, and Mouse says Smith here is at a loose end.’
The look on Josh’s face makes Freya cringe. Pure horror at the thought he’s going to have to work for Robin. This can’t end well.
‘Problem, Smith?’ Baker asks.
Josh swallows. ‘No, guv.’
‘That’s settled then. Robin, let’s talk about logistics.’ And with a final smile, Robin’s ushered away.
Freya looks up at Josh, his gaze fixed on Robin as he leaves.
‘How nice,’ Josh says, sarcastically. ‘It’ll be like old times.’
‘Don’t be daft,’ Freya says, trying to keep her voice light. She gives Josh a quick hug. ‘You heard him. He’s only here for a few days, then we’ll go back to normal.’
Josh nods slowly, seemingly reassured, and they head back to the office. But as they file up the stairs, Freya feels a strange sense of déjà vu.
There is no normal anymore. With Robin’s return, she knows everything’s changed.
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Driving from Devon to the Southampton nick, Robin felt the last year fade away. The Volvo is the same, the route unchanged. Even the roadworks on the M271 have barely moved. Okay, sure, there’s a large baby seat in the back, a faded white stain of milk vomit in the front that he just can’t get out, but apart from that it’s like winding back the clock.
He felt excited as he walked up the stairs. A ball of nerves twitched in his stomach before he’d stepped into the briefing room with Baker. He’d surreptitiously scanned the faces as they arrived, a pinch of disappointment when Smith sat down without Freya.
And then, there she was. Her hair shorter, a familiar look of annoyance as she sneaked in the back and sat next to Mina. And then her smile as she saw him. Happiness, he hoped, infused with confusion. It had been hard not to rush straight over and give her a huge hug, but that wasn’t his style.
He was glad the briefing was over – it was hard to encapsulate nine months of hard work in twenty short minutes. The investigation had grabbed him from the start. ‘Firebug’, the arsonist was called at first. A joke around the Exeter nick. A mythical creature, disappearing without trace as fires raged in his wake. But that was the sort of case Robin enjoyed. The confusing, the odd. The ones never given the attention they deserved.
He mentioned it to Jo one night.
‘Not very glamorous,’ was her response. ‘Are you sure you want to take on something like that? You’ve only just been promoted.’
Her inference was that he should be making his mark, looking for the prestige. Much like she had in the six months as the new DCI, before her maternity leave dragged her away in December.
But he liked the mystery. His team, once he became a DI, worked on other stuff, too, but the arson was his. And now it has links to Hampshire. Same accelerant, same time of night. The commonalities are hard to ignore.
It’s thrown him back into Freya’s world. He has to admit there was a little thrill of anticipation when Baker called and, now he’s here, he feels strangely nervous speaking to her. Their conversation is stilted and odd, whereas things were so easy in the past. Still, it’s not surprising. They haven’t spoken in over a year. He was almost glad when Josh turned up, that self-satisfied grin as he put his arm around her. He always was a smug bastard.
But now Josh has led her away, and Robin has retreated with Baker to his DCI’s office.
‘I’ve spoken to Holton,’ Baker says, referring to Robin’s detective superintendent. He leans back with a contented creak from his leather chair. ‘She’s happy for you to be here for the time being.’
‘They’re an experienced team. And the investigation’s stalled down in Devon.’
‘When was the last arson?’ Baker sits up as his assistant comes in with two mugs of coffee. Robin thanks her and takes one eagerly.
‘Nothing since the suspicious death,’ Robin says. ‘And that was four months ago. All leads have gone cold. It’ll be nice to dig into something new.’
Baker looks at Robin over his coffee, a glint in his eye. ‘And you’re happy to hang out in Southampton?’ he asks.
Robin gives him a look. ‘Stop stirring. I was always going to be visiting this weekend. You know that. I’m just a little early. My old house is between tenants, so I’m staying there. Basic, but it’ll do.’
‘Ah, yes. The wedding. And what about Jo and the little one?’
‘Jo will be up later today. It’s a nice opportunity for her to see family in Reading. Give Granny some much-needed time with Tom.’
‘How is he?’
Robin grins. When Jo had confessed she was pregnant, he’d been over the moon, despite the unplanned nature of it all. But he’d also been concerned. His sister and his nephews were killed nearly eight years ago by a drunk driver and his past still haunts him. But those fears had melted away when Tom was born.
Bright blue eyes, fading to the brown-green of his own. Snub nose, same perplexed scowl – there was no doubt about little Tom Butler’s parentage. Robin pulls his phone out of his pocket now and shows Baker a photo.
‘He’s a star. Desperately trying to roll and get around. He’s like his mother – keen to take on the world.’
‘Gorgeous,’ Baker replies, handing the phone back. ‘You’ll have to bring him over. Tina would love to meet him. Although,’ he adds with a frown, ‘I don’t want to give her ideas.’
Robin laughs. ‘You’re past that, old man.’
‘Look who’s talking. You’re well into your forties, Butler.’
‘Forty-five today, actually.’
‘No! Drinks later, then.’ Robin goes to refuse, but Baker stops him. ‘No excuses. You’re back under my command now.’
And how happy Robin is about it, too. Working for DSupt Holton is fine, but the relationship between him and Baker has been well honed, worn to a comfortable shine. Robin knows he can trust Neal Baker implicitly; his DCI has come to his aid on a personal level more than once over the years.
‘Fine,’ Robin agrees, with mock reluctance. ‘But only if you dig out that bottle of single malt I know you keep in your filing cabinet.’
Baker winks, then reverts to superior officer mode. ‘Well, Butler,’ he says. ‘You have the full co-operation of this department. We don’t want an unchecked arsonist on our patch any more than you do. Are you happy with just Desai and Smith on your team here? Take Davis as well. Sorry you can’t have West.’
‘Why did you assume West?’
Baker tilts his head quizzically. ‘Since you worked so well together before,’ he says with a small smile. ‘Was that wrong?’
‘No, no,’ Robin replies quickly. ‘It’s just, she’s been promoted. I don’t want to cramp her style.’
Baker gives him an indulgent smile. ‘You were always just her style,’ he replies.
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Freya heads back to her desk, keen to get started on Emily Rhodes’s stalking case and push all thoughts of Robin Butler out of her head. When she logs on, she sees that Emily has already sent the screenshots and she works through them slowly.
At first, the exchange is jocular, a tone Freya has seen herself in the past. Passive-aggressive responses:
Why are you ignoring me? Have I annoyed you?
Followed by a smiley face, as if that makes everything okay. Emily replies a few times, gently at first, telling him she’s not interested. Then she tries to put him off by saying she has a boyfriend, which provokes the first chilling reply.
No, you don’t. I’ve been watching you.
Freya has a close look at Emily’s profile. Is he bluffing? There’s nothing here to indicate where she lives, so has he tracked her down? He’s persistent, and it worries Freya.
The sooner they can find him, the better, so she types his name into the Police National Computer, looking for an approximate date of birth. Nothing, so she tries the RMS, the Record Management System, the local computer database for Hampshire. No match.
It’s not necessarily a problem. He’s just not got a criminal record, or isn’t on the system for another reason. Not everyone is.
She tries the internet. Grant Anderson is a Scottish footballer, a former rugby league player, a reoccurring character on Criminal Minds. None of it is any help. She picks up the phone and calls Intel. Victoria Welsh answers, her voice soft and tremulous.
‘Vic,’ Freya begins. ‘If I give you a name and a dating profile, could you track someone down for me?’
A pause. Freya imagines the shy, hesitant woman at the end of the line, thinking.
‘It’s not much to go on,’ she says. ‘But sure. Send me the details. I’ll see what I can do.’
Freya thanks her and hangs up, sends the information over, and then sits back in her seat. She’s heard of the main dating sites – Tinder, Bumble, Match – but not MeetM8, the one Emily signed up to. She clicks on it now, and a pink-and-cream home page loads. Pictures of attractive, laughing people; testimonials from impossibly beautiful couples. Like it’s that easy, she thinks cynically. Meet your M8 the banner screams across the top. Join now. The easiest way to find this guy would be for them to hand over the data, so she clicks the bottom link. There’s a section for Law Enforcement Enquiries – she follows it through to a form.
She glares at it. It’s asking for official signed letters and court documents. A bloody data protection request, in other words. All too easy to ignore if they send it electronically. She emails another quick note to Victoria in Intel, asking her to track down the main company address and phone number. Perhaps an informal approach will work.
That done, she’s interested to find out more about this site. The About information is slick and full of buzzwords, founded on the idea that building a friendship first leads to a better long-term connection. She doesn’t disagree with the principle, but achieving that via a dating app? She frowns, then clicks on the button to join, choosing to log in with her phone number, then entering her date of birth. It asks her to upload a photo and she pauses, just as Josh comes over to her desk.
‘If you wanted to see other people, you could have just said,’ he jokes, peering over her shoulder.
She gives him a disparaging look. ‘This is the dating site Emily was using. I thought I’d check it out.’
‘Have you contacted the force stalking co-ordinator yet?’
‘She’s left. No one’s replaced her. So it’s just me.’
‘Your victim’s lucky to have you.’
Josh gives her arm an affectionate squeeze and she looks up at him with a smile. ‘I just hope I track him down before anything nasty happens.’
‘Has he approached your vic? He could be all talk and no action.’
‘Would you want to take the risk?’
‘You’ll find him. Anyway…’ He shakes the folder in his hand. ‘Best get on.’
Freya watches him go. His faith in her seemed sincere, but she wonders whether there was an ulterior motive in his comment – if she’s busy with the stalking, she’s far away from Robin.
She gives Josh the benefit of the doubt; those days are behind them. Josh always suspected there was something going on between her and Butler. The irony is that the moment Josh judged any feelings between his pretty blonde fiancée and the awkward grumpy Butler to be ridiculous was the moment when they’d almost got together.
But Jo’s pregnancy and Josh’s proposal soon put paid to that.
Freya looks over to the far side of their open-plan office – to the designated incident room for the arson investigation. It’s a glass box, with tattered blinds over the windows and door. A few IT guys are connecting additional monitors and PCs – luxuries, and a sign that Baker is taking it seriously. Inside, Josh is talking to Mina, DC Lee Davis arrives with a tray of drinks, and Robin is putting something up on the board. Freya feels a flash of jealousy that she’s not included, then forces herself to turn away. She sulks at her screen. Hanging out with her friends isn’t important, arresting this stalker is.
She needs to highlight the evidence – a pattern of unwanted, fixated and obsessive behaviour. Threats of violence, and serious distress. Remembering Emily’s fear and upset in that interview room, she knows it’s all here. She turns back to the messages between Grant Anderson and Emily, and starts to read.
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Robin sits in his makeshift incident room, taking in the scene. The ever-present patch of brown damp lurks in one corner of the ceiling; the clock is still stagnant at three minutes past four, where it stopped one Monday afternoon and nobody’s fixed it since.
But he likes the ennui. The feeling that the last year away hasn’t mattered. The hope that his friendship with Freya will be the same.
He thanks the IT guys as they leave – the computers being installed are at least five years old but they’re theirs for the duration. A new fire – they might actually make some progress now. Working on a stalled investigation for four months has been demotivating. He’s not surprised everyone in Devon has lost interest.
Davis arrives with a tray and plonks it on the table; coffee spills from the mugs. Alongside them is a packet of pink wafers.
Josh picks them up with disgust. ‘What are these?’
‘Biscuit fine,’ Davis replies, passing out the mugs. He glances to Robin. ‘Penalty for losing my laptop off the top of the car.’
Robin raises an eyebrow as Josh continues. ‘Oreos, chocolate Hobnobs, even Bourbons at a push. Not bloody pink wafers.’
‘I like them,’ Davis moans.
Robin leans forward and opens the packet. ‘Davis?’ he says, through a mouthful of sickly-sweet mush. ‘Consider your fine extended. Bring cake at the end of the week.’
‘Not a traybake either,’ Josh adds. ‘Krispy Kremes.’
Robin swallows, washing down the pink slime with a swig of coffee. ‘Now we have that sorted – arson.’ He sits back and feels the eyes of the three DCs on him: Mina Desai, Josh Smith and Lee Davis. He would have liked a DS for his 2IC, but he knows he can rely on Mina.
‘Mina, you’ve had a few hours to get up to speed on Hampshire’s crimes, can you update us?’
Mina gives him a withering look; Robin knows she’s barely had a chance to get her bearings. But she’s always worked fast, and today is no exception.
‘As DCI Baker mentioned,’ Mina begins, ‘we’ve been aware of a few incidents in the county over the last few years, but with only damage to property, we’d left it to Response and Patrol – and they’ve not done much. So it makes sense to start from scratch.’ She pulls a few sheets of carefully typed paper out of a file and passes them around. ‘Intel have done us an initial report – these are all arsons within the Hampshire area in the past few years.’ Robin casts his eye down the list; there are quite a few. ‘I’ve highlighted the obvious ones – those that initially seem similar in MO – but we need to methodically work through them all, ruling them in or out.’
Robin nods his approval. ‘Obviously, cross through anything closed and convicted,’ he says. ‘We’re looking for an escalation in the same way we had in Devon. Bin fires, moving up to garages and abandoned properties.’
‘All with the same accelerant?’
‘Petrol, yes. Always petrol. I want to know locations, times, dates, and track down as many fire damage reports as you can lay your hands on. They’re generally isolated targets. Minimal potential for witnesses and no CCTV.’
‘Do we have a liaison with the fire service yet?’ Josh asks.
‘We should have a fire investigation officer to help shortly. Baker’s making calls. At this point we’re trying to work out the extent of the problem and look for any patterns. Victoria from Intel is going to help where possible, although as usual the analysts are up to their ears.’
‘So it’s just paperwork and reports?’ Josh asks, rolling his eyes.
Robin inwardly sighs. ‘At this point, yes. Sorry, Smith. What were you expecting? A police chase in the nee-naw?’
He’s aware he’s being deliberately provocative, and he takes satisfaction in seeing the muscle in Josh’s jaw twitch as he bites back a retort.
‘No, boss. Just checking,’ Josh replies, with a sarcastic smile.
‘Good.’ Robin returns the grimace. ‘But first, I’d like to update you on Devon, and the work the team’s been doing on the geoprofile.’
Robin’s met with blank faces.
‘The algorithmic investigative shit?’ Davis blurts out after a pause.
‘Thank you, Davis. Yes. Or rather, the analysis of the spatial location of linked crimes in order to predict an offender’s location or base.’
‘Yes… but…’ Mina glances nervously to her colleagues. ‘I didn’t think we used it in this way.’
‘Nor did I,’ Robin admits. ‘But arson is one area where mapping locations gives real results.’ He grins. ‘It’s been a learning curve for me, too. I think I slept through the original course.’ He turns to a huge A1 map he’s already pinned to the wall. ‘These are the locations of our arsons in Devon. As you can see, they’re all within a few miles of each other, to the north of Exeter. I’ll save you the statistical bollocks, but essentially the theory is that all the crimes an offender commits will be within a circle, with the two furthest apart creating the perimeter. See, here, and here.’ He points to the two most distant arsons. ‘And the current thinking defines two groups of offenders – marauders and commuters. Marauders have their home base inside the circle, while commuters travel in. Arsonists are most likely to be marauders, so we’ll work on that assumption.’
‘Isn’t there something about a buffer zone?’ Mina asks.
‘Yes. That our offender won’t strike too close to his home because of an increased likelihood of identification.’
‘So…’ Mina says. ‘Where did you get to in Devon?’
‘Well, nowhere,’ Robin admits reluctantly. ‘Because everything went quiet. We had four main clusters – the first around Christmas a few years ago, then April and November last year. And the most recent, including the death of Charles Foley, this February. You can see the theoretical zone we identified on the map, but we needed more arsons to narrow it down. That’s why I want to do the same here. If we’re right, and there’s a similar pattern in Hampshire, we might be able to work out where he lives.’
‘He?’ Mina questions.
Robin shrugs. ‘An assumption. Might not be a man.’
‘Don’t we need maths and computers and shit?’ Davis asks, back to the topic in hand. He seems to utter the first thought in his head; Robin’s warming to the guy’s lack of filter. Even if he does wear running shoes to work – a fact Robin’s already noticed.
‘Sometimes, yes,’ Robin says. ‘But studies have found that using simple assumptions – like the ones I mentioned – can be just as effective at a basic level. Also,’ he adds with a smile, ‘we don’t have the budget for maths and computers and shit. So this will have to do. Okay?’ Everyone nods. ‘Good. Make sure that as soon as we have a confirmed case, the location is tagged and added to the map. And you never know, we might be able to narrow down their stomping ground. I’m going to head to the new crime scene as soon as they’ve made it safe. Tomorrow, at the latest.’
‘Have they found the body yet?’ Mina asks.
‘No, not yet.’
‘So it could be a straightforward house fire?’ Josh interjects. ‘You could be here for nothing?’
Robin gives him a look. ‘Initial reports indicate arson. As much as I hope there’s no one inside, I get the feeling we haven’t gone off too early.’
‘Hate it when that happens,’ Mina snorts. She’s met with blank looks from the three men around her, and shuffles down in her seat with a barely contained smirk.
Robin ignores her. ‘In the meantime, let’s review these cases. Update me as you go. Crack on.’
Papers are gathered, and the Hampshire arsons are divided between them. Robin casts his eye down the list. There’s a lot here, and he hopes they’re not all the work of the same guy. Otherwise they really are in trouble.
Mina stays seated next to him as the others move away, Josh and Davis joking as they log in to the new computers.
‘You behave,’ Mina says quietly.
‘You can talk,’ he says, referring to her earlier quip.
‘I’m serious.’
Robin looks at her, questioning.
‘To Josh,’ she adds. ‘I know you two have your differences, but you can’t be a dick.’
‘I’m not—’
‘You are. You’re his DI now, you have an example to set. Play nice.’
He sighs, but takes her criticism on board. She’s right. He’s the SIO; Josh is under his command. Whatever happened in the past, it’s over. Time to move on.

Hours later, the Southampton map stuck to the wall is scattered with a mixture of red and blue spots. Red for a potential match, blue for a work in progress.
Robin picks up one of the files and opens it, flicking through the photographs. A scorched shell of a detached garage, the door buckled and broken, the inside completely black, all contents reduced to ash. It’s alone on a patch of grassland, surrounded by nothing except the blue-and-white crime scene tape. He flicks through the report, looking for pertinent details in the typed script. The edge of a housing estate. No other property damaged. He moves on to the next – a squelch of melted plastic in the shot. It’s an early case – a bin fire. The wheels remain, but little else, all shape collapsed inwards, surrounded by what’s left of the litter. Robin remembers the duplicates down in Devon. Petrol poured inside, then lit. The whole thing goes up in seconds, flames turning the plastic into a toxic paste. The walls next to it are black, but luckily it was a good distance away from the house. Robin peers at it for a moment. If the wheelie bin had been in its rightful place, then the flames would have leaped up the sides, potentially setting fire to the dwelling. As it was, the occupants were woken by the dog barking and called 999.
Mina comes over, a file in her hand.
‘Here’s another one,’ she says, setting it down in front of him.
Robin opens it, skimming the pages.
‘It’s a car,’ he comments. ‘That’s new.’
‘An escalation,’ Mina agrees. ‘But an abandoned one, it wasn’t nicked. Probably just dumped and he took advantage. Police were aware – you can just see the trace of the sticker on the passenger-side window.’
Robin puts his glasses on and peers closer. A mess of black, white and the last remaining fragments of red paint, it looks like an old VW Golf. It sits lopsided on what seems to be an industrial estate. He feels a sudden twitch of his insides – a feeling of dread, of recognition he can’t quite grasp.
‘Did anything else ignite?’ he asks Mina.
‘No. It was a good distance from the surrounding buildings.’ She catches his frown. ‘Why? What are you thinking?’
‘Something I noticed. He’s not as random as we might expect from an offender of this kind. I originally assumed he was choosing remote targets, but now it looks like he’s controlling his environment. He knows what he wants to burn – and nothing else around it.’
‘He’s smart,’ Mina says.
‘Exactly,’ Robin finishes. ‘And that makes him much harder to catch.’
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The pub is near to bursting by the time Freya gets there. Mina waves from the far end, and she pushes through the crowd.
‘It’s a Monday night. Who knew it would be so busy?’ Mina shouts over the noise. Conversation, music, laughter – it’s quite a din.
‘An excuse to drink. And on the subject: what do you want?’
‘I’ll come with you.’
Freya heads off to the bar, Mina close behind.
‘So you two didn’t speak at all, huh?’ Mina says, once they’re stood waiting.
‘I told you, no. It’s not a big deal.’
‘You spent every working hour together, even hanging out in the evenings, and then – what? Nothing?’
‘You know what happened. Perhaps Robin realised a bit of distance would benefit us both.’
‘Was that what you thought?’
‘Mina…’ Freya says with a warning tone in her voice. ‘I don’t want to talk about it. I can’t talk about it.’ She glances across to Josh, laughing with Davis on the other side of the pub. ‘Not here. Where is the birthday boy anyway?’
‘Making a late entrance, by the looks of it.’
‘Typical. Large white wine, please,’ Freya directs to the barman, then orders a second for Mina. ‘How’s the investigation going?’
‘Not made much progress, just getting up to speed. Reviewing old cases. But Butler’s right, there’s a definite pattern. Same ignition. Same timescales. It’s going to be fun.’
Freya waves to Josh, who makes the sign for a pint.
‘And a Peroni,’ Freya says to the barman. ‘And Josh?’ she asks Mina.
Mina frowns. ‘He’ll get used to it.’
Freya passes her the wine, and they head back across. Josh is now talking to the new admin girl. Young. Pretty. Beth? Bridget? Her hand is on his arm.
Freya gives the beer to Josh with a deliberate kiss; the delicate hand is removed.
‘Like moths to a flame,’ she whispers to Mina with a conspiratorial eye-roll.
The evening moves on. Freya listens vacantly as Josh chats to Mina. Davis goes out for a cigarette and returns with a fresh round. The alcohol helps. It dulls the feeling of unease she’s had since Robin arrived that morning. So many thoughts swirling through her head that she doesn’t dare articulate, so many emotions rising to the surface. She keeps one eye on the door, waiting for Robin, but nothing. She checks her watch: nearly ten p.m.
‘Freya?’ Victoria Welsh wobbles up to her side. ‘I saw it was you… I thought you should know.’
‘How are you doing, Vic?’ Freya asks. She puts a steadying arm around the woman’s shoulders.
‘Yeah, good.’ She giggles. ‘I’m a bit drunk.’
‘You are.’ Freya catches her glass of G and T as it tilts worryingly to the side.
‘I thought you should know,’ Vic repeats. ‘The bloke you wanted me to track down. I’m sorry, but I couldn’t find him.’
‘That’s fine. I’m sure you’ll have time tomorrow to do a search.’
‘No, no. That’s not what I mean. The dating profile – he literally doesn’t exist. It’s a fake.’
Freya blinks at her in surprise. ‘Grant Anderson isn’t real?’
‘It’s 100 per cent catfish. See, here?’ Welsh gets her phone out and pulls up the photo of the man, the one Freya recognises from the dating site. ‘I don’t know who this is, but he’s not called Grant Anderson.’
‘Could it just be a fake photograph?’
‘Could be.’ Victoria shakes her head slowly, her eyes half-closed. ‘But there’s nothing to identify him. He’s a ghost. I did find your contact info for the company though. For MeetM8. Based in Bracknell. Sent you the details.’ She sways again, and then Greg appears behind them. Freya knows Greg, from the Digital team, but she’s never seen him outside the police station. His current outfit is the same as always: a faded band T-shirt – Oasis tonight – and baggy jeans. He pushes his glasses up on his nose and puts an arm around Victoria to steady her. Freya goes to protest at the gesture when, to Freya’s surprise, Vic kisses him on the cheek. Greg returns it with a smile.
‘You two…?’ Freya asks, stunned, and Greg nods.
‘Six months. We keep it quiet around the nick. But it seems this one can’t hold her drink.’
‘I was just… catfish guy…’ Vic slurs, leaning into Greg’s chest. A line of dribble leaves her mouth and deposits itself on his T-shirt.
‘Ah, yes. Your stalker,’ Greg says. ‘Vic mentioned him. She wanted my help to see if we could trace the IP he’s been messaging from.’
‘And could you?’ Freya asks hopefully.
‘Nope. This guy’s smart. A lot of these apps use location services to find potential matches nearby but he’s disabled it and searches manually. If we had his mobile, we could prove it was him that sent the messages, but not the other way around. Sorry,’ he adds. ‘Have you tried reverse image searching on the photo?’
Vic sways slightly, then shakes her head. ‘I was about to, but I got called away. Urgent new case. Butler’s arson thing?’
‘Send it to me tomorrow. I’ll see what I can do. Maybe it’s his real photo and he’s just using fake info. You never know. You might get lucky.’ Greg glances around. ‘And where’s the guest of honour?’ he asks.
‘Still not here,’ Freya grumbles. She swigs back the dregs in her wine glass, then plonks it on the table. ‘Tell him I said hi,’ she says. ‘If he shows.’
Freya stalks through the pub. She waves a quick goodbye to Mina; finds Josh with his mates.
‘I’m off,’ she tells him. Josh’s gaze shifts guiltily between his full pint and his fiancée. ‘You stay,’ she adds.
Josh places his glass decisively on the table. ‘You can’t walk back alone.’
‘I’ll get a taxi.’ She gives him a kiss. ‘I’ll be fine.’
He looks relieved; it makes her grumpy. Nobody minds that she’s leaving.
She pushes her way through the main door, then stands outside, enjoying the summer breeze on her face. Any thought of taxis dissipates in the cool June air. She’ll walk, it’ll do her good – shake off this confusing, disappointing day.
She’d expected to see Robin again. Sometime. And she thought that when she did, he would give her a warm hug, maybe a kiss on the cheek, and they would start talking, like no time had passed. Instead, she’s been pretty much ignored, and when they have spoken, the mood has been awkward.
She turns away from the pub and starts walking down the high street, towards home, when she hears her name called. She turns, expecting Josh, but Robin is standing there, smiling. He takes a few steps to catch up with her.
‘You’re leaving?’ he asks. She notices the loose tie, the familiar messy hair – a long day at the office obliterating any care he might have taken with his appearance earlier.
‘It’s late,’ she retorts. ‘I thought you were a no-show.’
‘I thought that too. Got chatting with Baker in his office over a few drams of Scotch. But you’re going?’ he repeats.
She nods. ‘I’m tired.’
‘I’ll walk you home.’
‘You shouldn’t. They’re all waiting for you.’
‘They won’t care. My birthday’s just an excuse to get pissed, you know that. Besides, I was only coming to see you. And here you are.’
She frowns. His eyebrows lower as he notices her reticence.
‘What’s up?’
‘Nothing. It’s been a long day.’ She starts to walk away.
‘Are you angry with me?’
She turns back. He looks confused, that hurt expression she’s seen a thousand times before.
‘A little, yes, Robin,’ she snaps. ‘You don’t tell me you’re coming. And then when you do get here, you ignore me all day.’
‘I’ve been busy—’
‘You’ve barely spoken to me!’
They stand opposite each other, a little distance apart. Freya furious, her hands by her sides like a gunslinger; Robin regarding her from under his brows, his head tilted to the pavement.
‘I didn’t know what to say,’ Robin mutters. ‘The way we left things… It felt weird. Like small talk wouldn’t cut it.’ He pauses. ‘I’m sorry. Can we talk now?’
She nods, and they turn together and start walking towards Freya’s home. She feels worse now he’s apologised.
‘Happy birthday,’ she says, after a long pause. ‘I didn’t realise.’
‘Why would you? Not much for shouting about, at this age.’ He laughs. ‘And I missed yours. I knew it was December. The twelfth?’
‘Spot on.’ She’s surprised.
‘I was going to send you a message, and then…’ His voice trails off.
‘Why didn’t you?’
‘I didn’t want to bother you.’
‘You wouldn’t have,’ she says. ‘Not that I messaged you either.’
He shrugs it off. ‘How have you been?’
‘Shit.’ Freya blurts it out, then laughs self-consciously at the revelation. ‘Things haven’t been the same with you gone.’
‘But you got promoted?’
‘Only because Baker pushed it through. If it had been up to Mouse, it would have been someone else. He’s such an arsehole.’
Robin frowns. ‘Ratcliffe was never that bad before.’
‘Well, since his break-up he’s found his calling, because he’s a right dick now. How’s Devon?’
‘As expected,’ he says. It’s vague, but he doesn’t elaborate. They walk in silence a bit further. Freya’s hands are pushed into her pockets; Robin’s posture’s the same, his shoulders hunched.
‘How’s the case—’ they both ask at the same time.
Robin laughs. ‘You first. How’s the case?’
‘Not a great start,’ Freya replies. ‘This man’s been stalking my victim for weeks, but we have no idea who he is. There’s no trace of his real identity.’
‘You have enough for an arrest?’
‘I think so. A pattern of unwanted, obsessional behaviour. Fear of violence. Considerable alarm and distress.’
‘Has he been following her?’
‘We don’t have any evidence of contact. Yet. It’s all digital, via various mobile phones and Twitter. I just know he’s going to escalate.’
‘Have you checked the locations on social media?’
She stops in her tracks and looks at him. ‘Shit. No. He disabled all the ones on the dating app. Do you think he’d be that stupid?’
‘He might have made one mistake.’ They take another few paces. ‘That’s all I need. One mistake.’
‘Your arsonist?’
‘He’s smarter than we thought. Careful. He isolates what he wants to burn, makes sure there’s no collateral damage. No trace for forensics – no footwear marks, no source of ignition. No prints, nothing. Everything he does is with purpose.’
‘Except your homeless guy. That was a mistake.’
Robin stops dead on the pavement. ‘Unless it wasn’t.’
Freya pauses. ‘What are you thinking?’
‘Maybe the death was deliberate. We’ve always assumed Charles Foley was an accident, but maybe there’s something in it. Maybe he wanted to kill him.’
‘Maybe.’
They start walking again, naturally falling into step.
‘Why aren’t you on this investigation, Freya?’ Robin says. ‘We work well together. Always have. You should be helping me.’
‘I have enough to do,’ she replies. ‘And Josh would have a fit.’
‘Josh would cope. He did before.’
‘Barely,’ she adds. ‘Besides, you’re only back for a few days. You said so yourself. What would be the point?’
Robin doesn’t answer. She doesn’t want him to – what would he say? They can’t go back to how things were. When she looked forward to every day at the nick, when they had the best solve rate in Major Crimes.
Things have changed. They’ve both been promoted. Robin has a family now.
They stop outside her house; Robin looks up at her darkened windows and Freya remembers the two of them standing in this spot, a year ago. She wonders if he’s thinking about that, too.
He looks back at her. ‘See you tomorrow,’ he says, with a bashful smile.
‘See you,’ she replies.
She gets out her keys and walks up to her door. She’s aware of Robin waiting until the keys are in the lock and the door is opened, before he turns – head down, hands thrust in pockets – and starts walking back to the main road.
She watches him go, feeling the hint of those old emotions return – and not knowing what the hell to do about them.
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Emily lets herself into her parents’ house with a sigh. When she left nearly twenty years ago, she never imagined she would be back living here. Staying in her old bedroom – the Blu-Tack marks where posters used to hang on the wall, the same sheets on the bed.
She stands in the hallway and wearily takes her shoes off. She can hear her parents bickering in the kitchen, the well-worn arguments they enjoy.
‘Is that you, love?’ her mum calls, and she shouts back, ‘I’ll be there in a minute.’
‘Dinner’s nearly ready. Chops and potatoes. Your father’s favourite.’
Emily repeats this last sentence under her breath in time with her mother. Your father’s favourite. Monday night is always chops and potatoes. Wednesday is spag bol, and Sunday is a roast. As much as she enjoys not having to cook, she misses being able to eat what she likes, when she likes. If she even mentions she’s having dinner out, her mum adopts an insulted face. Like she’s beating a faithful Labrador.
But it won’t be forever, she tells herself as she trudges up the stairs. She gets changed out of her suit, into jeans and a shirt, pulling them out of the suitcases she has littered around her bed. She hasn’t unpacked. To put clothes in the wardrobe would be admitting defeat, and she’s damned if she’ll let this guy win.
She’s spoken to the police. That’s the first step. She remembers Freya West from university – she was smart. Always reliable with her deadlines, always on the ball. And Freya seemed to take her seriously – her first worry. West had been kind and sympathetic, but not patronising, which she’d appreciated.
Emily doesn’t want to be the victim. She just wants this guy out of her life. And by living here, as much as she hates it, she can breathe again.
She’s done her research, googling stalking and reading about the men that do it. Half the cases are ex-partners; one fifth of women are stalked. But statistics don’t help when you have no idea who is after you. She feels like a sitting duck. She knows she’s been unpleasant to be around – snappy, impatient. So reluctant to go out that her friends have stopped asking. But what else can she do? She’s suspicious of everyone – so much so, she accused a colleague at work, and now her boss is wary. She won’t make partner at this rate. She can’t sleep; she’s drained. It’s been all day, every day. For three months.
Her mother calls again, a brittle shriek up the stairs. She sighs, and heads down to the dinner table.

The meat is dry, the vegetables soggy, but she enjoys the conversation as her parents listen, attentive, to her day. Maybe this won’t be so bad. None of the pressures of normal life, and a bit of helicopter parenting isn’t going to kill her for a week or two.
She settles on the sofa, the routine cup of tea in her hand, and they watch The Great British Sewing Bee together. Her phone is quiet for a change; she allows herself to scroll social media, snippets of her friends’ lives she’s missing while she’s in purgatory here.
She sends a few messages, asking what people are doing at the weekend. Her confidence has grown; he can’t find her. Maybe he’ll leave her alone and she won’t need to bother Freya further.
She hears the beep and picks up the phone, smiling in anticipation of what her friends’ plans might be for Friday night. But her expression drops when she sees the message.
Where are you? Are you hiding from me?
It’s a new number; he must have got a different phone. She resists the urge to reply, but before she can block it, another text comes through.
It’s a photo and the blurry image takes a while to load. Then it comes into stark focus. She lets out a gasp, the phone shaking in her hand.
It’s this house, her parents’ house. The road is dark, but she can see her Mazda, clearly parked outside. She jumps up, her mother calling after her, and runs up the stairs to her bedroom window. It’s the best view of the street, and she tentatively opens the curtains and peers out. The road is empty. No strange cars. There’s no one there.
Her heart is thudding hard and she forces herself to take deep breaths. He’s trying to scare you. He’s a coward. He would have left by now.
But then her phone beeps again. Another photograph – the same scene. This house, taken from across the street. But this time she’s standing in the bedroom window.
He’s out there. He’s out there now. Watching.
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Robin enjoys these moments the most. It’s early, before six a.m., and he’s on his sofa, the baby resting in the crook of his arm. Tom’s eyes are half-closed, milk-drunk as he sucks happily on his bottle. Robin adjusts his position carefully, then risks a sip of his cold coffee.
The day is barely light, little noise from the world to disturb them. The sleeplessness was hard, but now that Thomas has settled into some semblance of routine, Robin enjoys these quiet times. Without Jo around, without her defined way of doing things, he can potter along happily, in the way that works for him and Tom.
The baby turns his head away from the bottle; Robin grabs a muslin and gives him a quick pat. Tom utters a satisfying burp.
‘What’s on the agenda for us now, Tom?’ Robin asks. He reaches for his laptop. ‘A bit of Duggee?’
Hey Duggee is Robin’s favourite discovery. And Tom seems to respond to it, so everyone’s winning. Robin boots it up and rocks the baby gently as the theme music plays. A line of white silky vom bursts from the baby’s mouth onto Robin’s jumper; he dabs uselessly at it with the muslin, then settles back to watch the cartoon.
Jo and Tom arrived yesterday afternoon with a full car. Robin’s house is sparse. When he’d lived there properly, it had hardly been homely, but now, with the tenants moved out and only basic furniture remaining, it can be described as primitive at best.
He’d received a few texts during the day, updating him on progress as Jo efficiently sorted the place, baby in tow.
Anything you want from the supermarket?
Was your house always this crap?
And then later;
You don’t even have TOWELS??
She’s grumpy about the lack of Wi-Fi. The broken microwave; the wobbly taps. But Robin’s been happy in this house. He’s had bad times here, but he’s always been consoled that this place is his. His own little space. And now, him and Tom.
He looks down at his son. He’s fallen asleep, and breathes softly in Robin’s arms, his cheeks rose pink. Robin feels a surge of love, then contentedly watches a new episode of Duggee.
‘Is that for you or Tom?’ a voice says. Jo’s standing in the doorway in a T-shirt and pyjama trousers, hair ruffled, face blurry from sleep. She’s as attractive to him as she’s always been, but now feelings are tempered. The rush of desire at the beginning of the relationship has gone, replaced by a deeper respect and friendship. She gives him an indulgent smile. ‘Do you want coffee?’
‘Yes. Please. Did you sleep okay?’
‘As well as could be expected.’
Another dig at their poor living conditions, but he remains silent as she goes into the kitchen. He blinks, his head feeling heavy, and hears the kettle click on in the nick of time. He glances at his phone. Details have been emailed for their site visit this morning – the burned house has now been declared safe, and the fire investigation officer is ready to give him a tour. Robin’s keen to hear what he’s found, especially since the body they’ve been expecting to find is still elusive.
Jo comes back in and puts his hot coffee on the side. She sits down next to him, cupping her own mug in both hands.
‘What are you up to today?’ Robin asks, his voice hushed.
‘Going to see some friends for lunch. Rosie and Blake, you remember them?’
He nods. He doesn’t.
Jo continues: ‘We’ll head to Mum’s tomorrow. Stay a few nights. You’ll be busy here with the case, you won’t miss us.’
‘Okay.’ He smiles. ‘I can live without you for a couple of days.’ His phone beeps and he glances at it again; Tom stirs grumpily.
‘Do you need to go?’
‘I should.’
Jo puts her coffee down and holds out her arms; Robin reluctantly passes his son across.
‘Say goodbye to Daddy,’ Jo says, and Robin kisses Tom on the forehead, inhaling the sweet milky smell one last time. He plants a quick kiss on Jo’s cheek then goes for a shower, his coffee clutched in his hand.
Not even seven, and the day has already begun.

Robin easily spots the burned-out house from the bottom of the road. It’s surrounded by vehicles: a police patrol car, the red-and-yellow fire investigation van, a white Scientific Services vehicle belonging to the SOCOs, and a few civilian cars. He parks his Volvo a good distance away and walks towards the crime scene tape, showing his ID to the uniform on guard.
The fire is out, any hotspots dampened down. The fire engines departed long ago. The building is no more than a blackened shell, roof caved in, walls barely standing. A hangover of smoke and soggy cinders fills the air. A baggy cordon has been erected, the blue-and-white tape flapping pathetically in the breeze.
Robin’s always amazed by how quickly fires spread. How a candle, left unattended for seconds, can catch a curtain and in mere minutes the whole room will be destroyed. He watched a demonstration once – a controlled burn of a house scheduled for demolition – and within five minutes flames were billowing out of the smashed windows, thick black plumes obliterating the view. He checks his smoke alarms regularly now.
A man heads towards him, dressed in a firefighter’s uniform but with a bright yellow high-vis jacket over the top. He holds out his hand once he’s close.
‘Paul Holdsworth. You’re the DI from Devon and Cornwall?’
Robin shakes his hand. ‘DI Robin Butler. You’re the fire investigation officer?’
‘The one and only,’ he says with a grin. ‘You’re thinking this is part of a series?’
‘It’s a possibility.’
Robin instantly warms to this guy. He’s large, as wide as he is tall, with an infectious smile and an energy that seems to radiate out of him. He turns and looks at the shell of the house, bouncing on the balls of his feet.
‘Still making it safe,’ Holdsworth says, explaining the reason for their inactivity.
‘Still?’ Robin glances to the house as Holdsworth shrugs. ‘What’s your initial thoughts? Definitely arson?’
‘From what I saw yesterday, yes. There’s a clear pour pattern – two parallel lines characteristic with a back-and-forth spilling of flammable liquid as the arsonist backed out of the building. Plus, there’s a large amount of charring on the underside of the door, indicating a flammable pool. I’ve taken initial samples, so I’ll be able to tell you more shortly.’
‘Thank you. Did he do anything else to encourage the spread of the flames?’
‘I believe he pulled materials into the middle of the room, creating a bonfire of sorts.’ Holdsworth looks at him, his head tilted. ‘Does that correspond with your previous findings?’
‘Sadly, yes,’ Robin confirms.
A shout comes from inside the house, diverting their attention. A hand gestures from the door.
‘Wait here,’ Paul directs, and he breaks into a jog, heading towards the broken mess of the building.
Robin follows cautiously, watching as Holdsworth speaks to a fireman. Robin recognises him as the man in charge – the watch manager, white helmet resting under his arm. Their faces are stern as they point inside.
Paul claps the guy on the arm, then heads back to Robin. He waits expectantly; the mood has changed, Holdsworth’s eyebrows are lowered.
‘It’s time to call the pathologist,’ he says, glancing back to the building. ‘They’ve found the body.’
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Emily Rhodes is already waiting for Freya when she gets to the station that morning. She thrusts her phone into her face.
‘He was there,’ Emily snaps.
Freya slowly takes the phone from her and looks at the photo on the screen.
‘This is—’
‘My parents’ house. My fucking parents’ house. He knew I was there. How could he possibly…’ But her words are choked and she starts crying. Freya shows her into one of the interview rooms near the front desk.
Emily slumps into the closest seat. She talks in fractured bursts.
‘I called… the police, 999.’ Freya hands her a tissue box; she takes one and dabs at her eyes. ‘They said they couldn’t get there for another fifteen minutes, and as he hadn’t approached the house or threatened me…’ She hiccups another sob. ‘I should have gone out there, shouldn’t I? Tried to find him.’
‘No, absolutely not. What did the police do when they showed up?’
‘They looked around the area, but they couldn’t see anything. And I told them I’d been speaking to you, so they said the best way forward was to come in first thing. They said they would put in a report, and flag it to you. Have you seen it?’
‘I’ve only just got in, but I’ll look.’
‘I’m sorry,’ Emily says, wiping her eyes and blowing her nose. ‘It was a shock. I didn’t get a wink of sleep.’
‘You have nothing to apologise for. You were sent this last night?’
‘Yes, just after nine. He sent me two, see?’ Emily swipes the screen and another image appears, this time with Emily’s face at the window. ‘He was there, wasn’t he? How did he know?’
Freya studies the photo. It’s grainy, but she can clearly make out a small terraced house. In the window on the first floor, a woman looks out, curtains pulled to one side. Emily. Freya tries to gauge where this was taken from. Definitely pavement level, and from across the road – there is a car’s wing mirror caught at the side, close up.
‘This is outside your parents’ house?’ Freya clarifies again. Emily nods. ‘Have you done a check for AirTags?’
‘Those little things you attach to your keys so you don’t lose them?’
‘That’s it. But they’re an absolute gift to stalkers. Here.’ Freya clicks through the apps on Emily’s phone. ‘You have an iPhone. It should notify you if an AirTag not registered to you is moving with you, but to be sure, run a quick Bluetooth scan.’
Freya demonstrates and clicks into the Bluetooth menu, then waits for the ‘Other Devices’ option to load. They’re in the middle of a police station, so there are a good few, but most of them are obviously other people’s iPhones.
‘Do it again once you’re somewhere private, and let me know if something odd pops up.’ Emily nods, her lips pressed tightly together, her face pale. ‘Have you considered getting a new number?’
‘A thousand times,’ she says with venom. ‘But fuck him, I won’t let him completely destroy my life.’
‘It’s the sure-fire way to stop this. Won’t you consider it? Please?’
Emily frowns. ‘He’s made me a prisoner in my own home,’ she says quietly. ‘Did you know some days I was too scared to take out my bins? My only saving grace are messages from my mates. I won’t have him take that away from me too. Is there anything you can give me? A panic alarm, or something like that?’ But then before Freya can answer, she sighs, a slow, juddering release. ‘Okay. I’ll do it. I’ll change my number.’
Freya nods solemnly. ‘I think that’s the best thing, thank you. There are alarms privately available, but to be honest, 999 is still the quickest way to get help fast.’ Emily’s face is downcast, and Freya wishes there was more she could do. ‘Could you send me the photos?’ Freya adds. ‘The same way you did before?’
‘Of course. But what do I do now?’ Emily says, her voice rising again in panic. ‘He found me so quickly. How did he know? How did he fucking know?’

That’s the strange thing, Freya thinks as she reassures Emily and says her goodbyes, feeling useless. How did he know? Emily’s desperation was evident as she left for work. At least there she’ll be safe. All those witnesses, she’d joked, but Freya can see how scared she is.
Freya goes straight to see Greg. She opens the door, then knocks. He looks up and squints; the only light in the room is coming from his monitor reflecting on his glasses.
‘Oh, Freya. It’s you. Were you there last night?’ He reaches forward and takes a long pull from a water bottle on his desk. Then he leans back and sighs. ‘I’m getting old. Should never drink on a Monday night.’
‘I was. And yes, you were wasted. You and Vic,’ she says pointedly. ‘Congrats on that, by the way. She’s way out of your league.’
‘Isn’t she? But I always did like the blondes.’ He grins. Greg’s old crush on Freya is well known, and she’s relieved that she’s off the hook. ‘How can I help?’ Greg adds. ‘Please make it easy. My brain can’t cope this morning.’
‘Photographs. You can get information from them, right?’
‘Yep. Location, what it was taken on, time, date. That sort of stuff. You’ve got it here?’
Freya directs him to where Emily has uploaded the images and Greg pulls one up on his screen. He clicks, and a box appears.
‘So, yeah. Says here it was taken last night at 21:07:56. Location given is Shirley, Southampton. Taken on an iPhone X.’
‘Anything else?’
‘No. Why? Where’s this from?’
‘Stalking victim. He took this last night, outside her parents’ house.’
‘Oh, God. Your stalker.’ He rests his palm against his forehead. ‘It’s coming back to me. I was going to do a reverse image search. Let’s do it now.’
He clicks on the Chrome browser and uploads the photo from the server. Instantly, the results come back. A few that look similar, and then pages and pages of matching images.
‘What did you say your guy’s name was?’
‘Grant Anderson,’ Freya replies, but she already knows that’s not the case. All these shots link to a man called Scott Parker. A photographer, ironically – with a website and contact details – who lives a few miles north, in Basingstoke.
Greg looks up at her. ‘I can guess where you’re going this afternoon. I did remember to look into those phone numbers, though. The ones he’s been contacting her from.’
‘And?’
He looks apologetic. ‘No go. Sorry. You can get apps that send anonymous messages, but in this case all were pay-as-you-go burners. And they’re disconnected.’
‘All of them?’
‘You can try a few numbers, if you like. They cut straight to an automated message. I’d put money on this recent one being the same.’
Freya grabs the seat next to him, looks up the number and types it into the desk phone. Instantly, the three beeps come back, followed by a robotic voice: The number you have called is not in service.
‘He’s quick,’ she says grimly. She remembers Robin’s suggestion from yesterday, about the locations on Twitter. ‘How far did you get with his social media?’
‘The same. I’m sorry, Freya. But there’s nothing. He’s not daft.’
‘Apparently not.’ She sighs and gets up. ‘Thanks. I owe you one.’
‘How about a bacon sarnie?’
She smiles as she heads to the door. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’
‘West?’
‘Lots of ketchup, I know.’
‘Yes, but no. Have you checked the camera?’
‘Camera?’ She turns quickly, one hand on the doorknob.
‘Yeah.’ He looks embarrassed. ‘You will have, I know, but the CCTV… I assume there wasn’t anything?’
‘What CCTV?’ She heads back towards him; Greg has the photograph from last night up on his screen.
‘Here.’ Greg points at the grainy shot. ‘That light there?’
Freya bends down towards the image. She can hardly see what Greg is referring to, but sure enough, there’s a small red speck, in the corner of the porch of the next-door neighbour.
‘That’s a camera,’ Greg says. ‘And it’s pointing right at your guy.’
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The owner of the burned house is a man called Vincent Copeland. It’s assumed it’s his body in what used to be the bedroom, although they won’t know that for certain for a while yet.
Mina arrives, two cups of coffee in hand, and Robin takes his appreciatively, welcoming the much-needed injection of caffeine. They finish them in the nick of time, as Paul signals from a side door that they are at last allowed inside.
Robin and Mina walk towards the decrepit remains, feet crunching on broken glass and debris. The once-neat garden is now a mess of mud and large footprints, the trailed hoses making short work of the carefully manicured flowers. They’re handed white suits, shoe covers and masks by the closest SOCO; Paul passes them both a helmet.
‘The fire started in the centre of the living room,’ Holdsworth begins, as they stand on the gravel path, putting their suits on. ‘Once the liquid was lit, the makeshift bonfire spread fast. Out and up, as you would expect. The 999 call was made at just past two in the morning by a neighbour. We dispatched five units to find the place fully alight. The fire was under control fairly quickly, but not before the damage was done. It’s going to need to be fully demolished.’ He points to the blackened door. ‘Come through.’
Holdsworth leads the way over the threshold into what was once the kitchen. Barely a skeleton of the room remains: charred work surfaces, patterns of black, grey and white up the walls.
Even with a mask on, Robin can detect the particular smell of the house. The smoky wood, the soot that catches in his throat, making him want to cough. And it stirs up other feelings, too. Old memories: the wet wood of the forest, the burning rubber…
‘DI Butler?’ Holdsworth says, pulling him out of his thoughts.
‘Yes? Sorry.’
‘You need to be careful here,’ Paul is saying. ‘The site is cleared for safety but there’s still rubble. Broken glass. Mind as you go.’
Robin takes careful steps through the mess. Water puddles on blackened carpet, everything is soaked. But the smell, the recollection. He needs something to distract him.
‘What can you tell me so far?’ he asks.
‘Quite a bit,’ Paul begins. ‘The door from the living room was left open – deliberately, I assume – so the fire spread into here. You’ve heard of flashover?’ Robin shakes his head. Paul explains: ‘As the fire grows, it spreads, igniting one thing and then another, either through direct flame or radiant heat. It quickly eats up all possible fuel in each room, burning as fast as oxygen can be made available. With all the doors open, it wouldn’t have been long until it was in the kitchen, fed by the fresh air coming through the door we just walked through. Both the living room and the kitchen were fully involved, completely, floor to ceiling.’
Robin glances up grimly to what’s left of the roof. Only the rafters remain, clear sky showing through the holes. The tiles have all fallen and have been pushed to the side, creating a rudimentary walkway.
‘It’s safe,’ Holdsworth says, catching his expression. Robin can see his eyes crinkling above the mask. ‘I promise I’ll take good care of you.’
‘I don’t doubt it.’ Robin smiles back. ‘And you think the fire was started in the lounge?’
Paul nods. ‘Through here.’
They trudge into the next room. There’s nothing left; all furniture, all belongings, reduced to ash.
‘The area with the most ceiling damage is often the point directly above the fuel source,’ Paul says. ‘We have none of that.’ Robin looks up. Again, he can see sky through the gaps in the remaining roof. ‘However, where the fire plume comes into contact with wall surfaces, damage patterns appear. Often V-shaped, as you can see here.’
He points. Robin sees the telltale upward-sweeping curves he’s referring to.
‘You follow them to the base…’ Robin says.
‘And that’s the origin of the fire,’ Paul completes for him. ‘Quite right. I used to be one of you guys, you know. Police.’
‘You did?’ Robin asks as they all take a step backwards, their eyes scanning the room.
‘Yeah. Lasted a year before I defected to the dark side.’ He grins, then points to the patches of black on the floor. ‘If there’s carpet, as there was here, then petrol flames can trigger localised charring, melting and combustion of the floor covering. As I said, I need to do some more tests, but I’m 99 per cent sure that’s what your guy did. Even before you mentioned his history.’
The three of them pause in grim silence, taking in the complete obliteration of the house. The arsonist would have known the destruction he’d cause. This was vindictive, deliberate fire setting. But the worst is still to come.
‘What about the body?’
Paul gestures to their left. They start walking, down a short dark corridor to a door hanging splintered on its hinges.
‘Didn’t take the boys much effort to do that. Fire had done most of the work for them.’ Paul stops in the doorway to the bedroom. ‘Body will be taken away this afternoon, once the pathologist’s had a good look. Dr Harper said you guys should come by at the end of the day and she’ll do the PM then.’ Holdsworth looks to Mina. ‘Guess that means you?’
Mina laughs. ‘If it’s Dr Harper, the boss will go.’
Holdsworth raises his eyebrows at Robin. ‘Really? Some gossip there?’
‘Ancient history,’ Robin replies quickly, with a glare at a grinning Mina. ‘But yes. I’ll go.’
‘Make sure you remember your Vicks.’
The light-hearted mood evaporates as the three of them move into the bedroom. They stop in reverent silence. The body is almost indistinguishable from the blackened mess around it, but a body it definitely is. Limbs distorted, the corpse is curled into a ball in the corner of the room. The head is tucked into the chest, but all clothes, all hair, all skin – everything has been charred to black.
Mina makes a small noise and turns away; Paul gives her a sympathetic look.
‘Not much left of him, poor sod. If the smoke didn’t kill him, the fire certainly did. I’ll leave it to the pathologist to make that designation.’
‘Why didn’t he leave?’ Mina asks, her voice choked. ‘Climb out of the window?’
‘He couldn’t,’ Paul replies. ‘They were locked.’
‘Locked?’ Robin says.
‘Yes, see here?’ Paul points to the melted plastic frames. ‘They’ve splintered in the heat, but they were originally double-glazed. Hard to break. And the mechanisms are all turned to lock.’
Robin steps forward and examines the window. Sure enough, the handles are all firmly in place.
‘Any keys?’
‘Not that we’ve found, although we’ll keep a lookout.’ His expression turns sad. ‘Not the first death I’ve seen as a result of locked double-glazed windows, I’m sorry to say.’
Robin pauses, assessing the room. The body is in the corner, furthest away from the door. Not on the bed, where the victim would have been if he’d succumbed to the smoke while he was sleeping.
‘He was alive and capable of movement for some time after the start of the fire,’ Robin says.
‘That’s what I thought too. And the main door to the bedroom…’
Paul gestures for Robin to look, directing his attention to the catch. Robin bends down, then sees what Paul is indicating.
‘The bolt is extended.’
Paul nods. ‘This type of lock would have needed an external key, but we can’t find it.’
Robin looks up to Holdsworth, his eyes wide.
‘He was locked in?’
‘That’s what it looks like to me. Wouldn’t you agree?’
Robin frowns. If that’s the case, if this is a deliberate act, then this is all much worse than Robin thought.
This isn’t an accidental death. It isn’t an arson gone wrong.
It’s murder.
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Paul Holdsworth’s still talking to Mina, sharing anecdotes from his brief time on the force, but Robin’s tuned out. His mind is spinning, processing what he’s just heard. How could this man have got close enough to lock the windows, hide the keys? Imprison the victim in his own bedroom?
He takes a step back, moving out of the way of a SOCO as they continue their work, and he uses the opportunity to appraise the scene for himself. Leaving Mina happily chatting to Paul, he walks a slow loop of the house.
The extent of the devastation from the fire would be impressive, even awe-inspiring, if it hadn’t been for the death of a man. Everything has gone. The windows are shattered; there is no trace of the curtains or wallpaper that used to make it a home. The sofa has been stripped back to its springs, the coffee table no more than burned nubs of legs. He looks down and moves some rubble with his foot, disturbing fragments of charcoal into the air.
His breath catches. A memory, so clear, sparks into his mind. His chest constricts and he feels a desperate need to get out of there. He wants distance.
He walks quickly out of the house, ducks under the cordon and takes a few deep lungfuls of air. Outside, he can breathe more clearly; his heart rate slows, and the panic that has threatened starts to subside.
What the hell’s going on? he wonders, as he discards his crime scene suit and helmet. He’s an experienced police detective – he’s seen more dead bodies than he can remember. But somehow the smell of smoke, the burning that caught in his lungs, gave him pause.
His phone rings, offering him the distraction he needs. He turns away from the house and answers it.
‘Morning, ma’am.’
‘Robin. How’s it going?’ His detective superintendent’s voice comes loud and clear down the phone. He knows she’s spoken to Baker, so she must have another agenda for calling today.
‘Just at the latest crime scene. We’re looking at murder.’
‘I see.’ There’s a pause. ‘Is Jo in Hampshire with you?’
‘Yes, but she’s taking Tom up to see her mum tomorrow.’ Robin steels himself for the inevitable. ‘Is everything okay, ma’am?’
‘I know the move has been difficult for you. You mentioned finding the adjustment hard—’
‘That was the sleepless nights talking,’ Robin jokes, regretting his moment of honesty to his superior officer. He notices a path at the back of the house, and starts to walk away, the ground growing steeper as he progresses. At the top of the hill, he can see a swing and playset in bright primary colours.
His boss continues: ‘I supported your move down to D&C, and most of all your promotion, but this wasn’t just a ploy, was it, Butler? To move back to Hants as a DI?’
Robin considers her question as he strides up the hill, relishing the ache in his legs, the healthy thud of his heart.
‘That was never my plan,’ he says, slightly out of breath. He stops at the top of the hill, looking back to the crime scene. ‘Jo wanted the promotion, you know that.’
‘And what do you want?’ Holton replies.
Robin can see it all from here. The house, with the roof caved in, the blackened walls, the bustle of firefighters and SOCOs, the beetles and bugs of the crime scene ecosystem going about their work.
‘I want to catch this guy,’ Robin replies, sincerely. ‘And I might need a few more days to do that. If that’s okay with you?’
He hears a long sigh. ‘No problem. Just let me know if you need anything from us.’
Her question makes Robin remember Freya’s comment from last night, about Charles Foley being an apparent ‘mistake’. After their discovery about the deliberate locking of the windows, her prompt seems even more timely. ‘Charles Foley?’ he asks. ‘The victim from the house fire in February. Can you send me the files?’
‘Consider it done,’ she says, and hangs up without even a goodbye.
He can see why his boss is getting twitchy – the move to Devon was always Jo’s brainchild, and the moment DCI Baker called with news of this fire, he was straight onto the motorway. But that wasn’t the only reason. There are other draws, too. Ones with blonde hair and blue eyes…
He sits slowly on the park bench and looks back to the crime scene. He notices Mina, standing with Paul Holdsworth. The scene guards swapping shifts. It gives him pause. He glances back to the playground. At the swing and the playset. Then down to his feet.
There’s the usual rubbish – discarded crisp packets, sweet wrappers – but also a few burned patches and a scattering of ash. He looks around for the corresponding cigarette butt.
There’s nothing. But it’s something.
He imagines this guy, sat up here, smoking cigarettes and watching. While in front of him, the house he set fire to burned to the ground.
What more could an arsonist want?
Robin assesses the location. There are no overlooking houses. No chance of identifying prints in a place as public as this. He – if he even is a man, Robin acknowledges again ruefully – doesn’t even leave cigarette butts, a fact that’s telling in itself. This guy scopes out his targets, not only looking for a place to burn, but also for somewhere to watch.
He takes his phone out of his pocket and calls Davis, who answers immediately.
‘Reassess all the arsons we’ve identified. You’re searching for lookout points close to each target. I think our guy likes to watch things burn.’
‘No problem. How’s it going out there?’
‘We’ll be back shortly. And do a deep dive into both victims. Charles Foley and Vincent Copeland. Exeter nick is sending the files across for Foley now. We assumed they were chosen at random. But let’s say they’re not. I want to know everything about them both. Get their families in – there must be a link.’
Davis agrees and signs off; Robin slips his phone into his pocket with a sigh. He likes being the man in charge. Being a DI brings a level of responsibility he’s enjoying, but he misses having someone to bounce ideas off. Someone like Freya.
He leans back on the park bench and puts his hands behind his head. The odd panic from moments earlier has dissipated and he looks forward to the challenge a new investigation brings.
Holton’s concerns resonate in his head; she’s not stupid, his boss. Even though he’s only been back a couple of days, he’s slotted into life in Southampton more easily than he expected he would. And he realises how lonely he’s been. He’s had Jo, of course, and he wouldn’t change anything about the experience of having a baby.
But for the first time in a year, he feels like he can relax. He’s home.
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It’s eerie – this man in front of her. Freya sits opposite Scott Parker, his face identical to ‘Grant Anderson’, trying hard not to arrest him on the spot. She’d put in a call that morning and uniforms were dispatched to his home address, where he is now waiting, friendly but bemused, for her to explain.
Next to her, DI Ratcliffe fidgets. She was heading out of the nick when her boss caught up with her.
‘Freya?’ he called, and she paused, one hand on the door. ‘I hear you’re interviewing a suspect. You’ll need someone with you.’
‘Voluntary interview, boss. I don’t think—’
‘I’m coming. And we can call in to this dating company after. You need a higher-ranking officer to exert influence in cases like this.’
Freya internally cursed but forced a smile. ‘Shall I drive?’
Now, in this man’s living room, it’s clear that it’s a wasted trip. In front of them is the boarding card for a British Airways flight, and a passport with a dated US border control stamp.
‘You only got back from Boston this morning?’ Freya says.
‘Very early this morning.’ Scott Parker taps on the boarding card. ‘Landed at four a.m. Had a wedding to photograph there. Went straight to bed, where I was when your guys woke me.’ He rubs his eyes, illustrating the point. ‘What’s all this about?’
He’s an attractive guy. Even with jet lag and unwashed hair, in tracksuit bottoms and a T-shirt, Freya can tell why he’d be a good choice for attracting women.
‘Have you ever been on any dating sites?’ she begins.
‘Dating sites? No. I’m with someone. Have been for a while.’
‘And how did you meet her?’
‘Supermarket.’ He grins. ‘Squeezing avocados.’
‘So you’ve never been online?’
‘Never. What’s this about?’
Freya continues to avoid answering his question. ‘Have you heard of MeetM8?’
‘Is that like Tinder?’
‘Sort of. The idea is you’re supposed to get to know someone as friends before you go out.’
‘Sounds a little pointless to me. But no.’
Freya sits back in her seat and sighs. ‘Then I’m sorry to have disturbed you this morning, Mr Parker, but it looks like you’re the victim of catfishing.’ Scott Parker looks even more confused. ‘A man has stolen photos of you from your website and your Facebook page, and is using them on a dating profile. Do you know anyone called Grant Anderson?’
‘No, sorry.’ He shakes his head. ‘Detectives are investigating catfishing nowadays?’
‘Only when it involves stalking and threatening young women.’
He looks visibly shocked. ‘No, no, that definitely isn’t me. And you say he’s using my photo?’
Freya pulls up the images on her phone and shows him. He squints at them, then runs his hands down his face. ‘Well, shit,’ he concludes. ‘Can you stop him?’
‘We will, once we find him. In the meantime, I suggest you change your passwords and do all you can to keep your data safe. Thank you for your time, Mr Parker.’
Freya leaves the stunned man to go back to bed and follows Ratcliffe out to the car. She suspected locating Grant Anderson wasn’t going to be that easy, but can’t help feeling a twinge of disappointment.
‘What time are this company expecting us?’
‘One,’ she replies, glancing at her watch.
‘We better get a move on then, West. It’s nearly twelve now.’
Freya’s stomach rumbles. ‘Can we stop at a drive-through on the way? I’m starving.’
Ratcliffe gives her a look. ‘I expected more from you, West. I know you and Butler used to enjoy your lengthy lunch breaks, but I assumed that was because he was a lazy bastard, not you.’
‘He’s not…’ But Freya hasn’t got the energy to argue. She puts the car in gear and they head to Bracknell.

The headquarters of MeetM8 are as Freya expected. After an hour’s drive, they arrive at a business park filled with towering glass buildings displaying shiny logos from well-known brands. Close enough to London to be commutable but far enough away to avoid the expensive rates. They follow the road until they see the bright cream-and-pink logo of MeetM8 plastered across the glass.
The entrance is sleek and expansive, the receptionist just the right mix of friendly and fuck-you. She prints their visitor’s passes, then directs them to sit on the hard sofas on the far side. They’re plasticky and bright pink – Freya detects a theme. It’s giving her a headache already.
They wait in silence until a young girl approaches, wearing a scarily short tight skirt and thick-soled brogues. She looks like a teenager to Freya. She has violently straightened hair, and false eyelashes that look like spiders have taken up residence on her face.
‘You’re here to see Ashley, yah?’
Freya and Mouse both stand. Freya offers a hand to shake; the girl looks at it with confusion. She cracks her gum, then turns and starts walking away; Freya assumes they’re supposed to follow.
As they go, she glances across to Ratcliffe with a smirk, but he’s looking straight ahead, taking the whole thing very seriously. She wishes she had Robin with her. She knows he’d be thinking the same: what on earth is this place?
They walk through an open-plan office filled with a strange mixture of nerdy-looking men in block glasses and quiffs, and aggressively trendy women. A few look up as Freya and Ratcliffe pass, but quickly turn away. Not one of their kind, Freya knows. She feels dowdy in her simple shirt and trousers.
The girl knocks on a glass door at the far end, then pushes it open.
‘Ashley?’ she says, punctuated by a crack of her chewing gum. ‘The police people.’ Then she turns back to Ratcliffe and Freya. ‘Do you want a drink? We have coconut water, glacier water, vitamin water? Smoothie?’
‘Tea?’ Freya tries.
‘Green, mint, camomile, oolong, yerba mate, rooibos or chai?’
‘Builder’s?’ The girl looks blank. ‘PG Tips?’
‘Same for me,’ Mouse adds.
The girl looks towards Ashley, and Freya takes her in properly for the first time. Unlike her employees, Ashley Pavesi is dressed in clothes that Freya recognises. Blue jeans, and a white V-necked T-shirt with a long black blazer over the top. She introduces herself, hand outstretched. Mouse shakes it first, Freya doing the same after.
She sits down as a man arrives behind them. Dark grey suit, navy shirt. Glasses that look like they were bought in the Sixties.
‘This is Mike McDonald. Our legal counsel.’
He leans forward with a shark-like grin – all bright white teeth and fake charm. Handshakes are exchanged; his skin is dry and cold.
Freya sits in the chair that’s offered, Mouse by her side. ‘I didn’t realise we were getting legal today,’ she says with a smile.
‘You can never be too careful. Especially when the police are involved.’
The door opens and two drinks are placed in front of Freya and Mouse. Delicate glass cups, both with clear brown liquid. No milk, apparently, although the colour of the tea indicates that the teabag has been no more than shown the hot water. She smiles her thanks and the girl leaves again.
‘Now. How can we help?’ The words seem genuine; the tone is anything but.
Freya smiles and places the DP2 form on the desk. ‘Data protection request,’ she says. ‘I assume this is standard for your company.’
Pavesi looks at the piece of paper like Freya’s fouled in front of her; McDonald swipes it away.
‘And what’s this concerning?’ he asks as he peers at it.
Freya explains about Emily Rhodes and the catfish profile of ‘Grant Anderson’. She runs through what they know so far – the stalking, the abuse, the threats, the harassment.
‘That’s all unfortunate, but I can’t see what MeetM8 have to do with this?’
Freya scowls. ‘A man with a fake profile has been using your website to victimise a woman. A man we would like to arrest for stalking and harassment.’
‘And you would like us to provide his personal details?’ Ashley says. That smile again. Lips pressed shut, cheeks and forehead barely registering emotion.
‘Yes, please,’ Freya says sweetly. ‘And given what this man has been doing, I would have thought you would want no further association with him. Co-operating with our investigation would benefit your company immensely.’
‘We take the privacy of our clients extremely seriously, Detective.’
‘I can understand that—’
‘It wouldn’t do our brand any good for our clients to think we were sharing their personal details with anyone who asked for them.’
‘This is a criminal investigation, Ms Pavesi—’
‘But still. Where’s your proof?’
‘Our proof?’
‘Yes. That Grant Anderson is fake?’
‘Our research and intel show no trace of Grant Anderson in the public domain. His photograph has been stolen from a man who knew nothing about a dating profile and has been eager to prove his real identity.’
The lawyer taps on an iPad and passes it to Ashley. She takes it with a smile, then turns it around. Freya cranes forward to look at it.
‘Well, our extensive research shows that Grant Anderson is no more than an incurable romantic, desperate to find love. Look at the data in front of you. Yes, he has conversed with your victim. But as you can see, his tone and messages are perfectly innocent.’
‘I’m sorry?’ Freya swipes between the screenshots on the iPad. She recognises the conversations provided by Emily Rhodes – the progression as she starts to shift, to take longer to reply to his messages, then ghost him altogether. Then the change. Where are you? Are you ignoring me?
Freya points to the final messages. ‘Here – he’s clearly irate.’
‘That’s your interpretation, DS West. To us, used to this sort of exchange, this is normal. There are no threats here. No bad language.’
‘Because he then started texting her directly.’
‘We always recommend our members use our app to communicate and not share their numbers.’
‘She didn’t.’
‘So how did he get it?’ She smiles, smug. ‘We have no evidence poor Mr Anderson has done anything wrong. As far as we are concerned, he is a valued client.’
‘Is?’ Freya can’t stop her voice from rising with incredulity. ‘You mean he’s still active on the platform? He hasn’t been blocked? Emily Rhodes reported him for abuse.’
‘And he was investigated thoroughly and no evidence of abuse was found. As I said, Mr Anderson is simply a romantic, and he is free to pursue his endeavours through our site.’
‘He’s going to attack her!’
‘Now, now, DS West. No need to overreact.’ Freya hears the door open behind them. ‘And if you would be so kind, we have work to do.’
Freya turns, her mouth open in astonishment. She looks to Mouse, who remains silent next to her, his face bright red.
‘Ms Pavesi.’ Freya tries for the last time, struggling to get her anger under control. ‘I implore you, please give us this man’s personal information so we can stop him harassing this woman.’
‘The privacy of our clients is very important to us,’ she repeats robotically.
‘But what about security?’ Freya repeats. ‘It would be unfortunate if it got out that one of your male clients has been stalking women and you did nothing to stop it.’
‘Is that a threat, DS West?’
‘It is simply a statement of fact.’
The lawyer stands up, the rigor mortis smile fixed on his face. ‘Well, here is another fact. We see no evidence of criminal wrongdoing on our site. And therefore this request does not comply with data protection legislation. If it gets out – if the press somehow get hold of these accusations – then we will sue. We will report you and your colleague to the IOPC and we will ensure that you are personally held responsible for that breach of confidentiality. So I hope you ensure, DS West,’ he says her name like a threat, and Freya involuntarily shudders, ‘that this conversation is given the discretion it deserves. Now, Halo here will show you out.’
Freya glances back to the girl, who cracks her gum. They follow her wordlessly out of the building, returning their passes to reception.
As they step out of the air conditioning into the fresh June day, Freya gulps deep breaths, trying to calm herself down. Mouse is already striding back to the car, his hands thrust in his pockets.
She follows him, throwing herself into the front seat.
‘Bloody hell,’ she says, as she fastens her seat belt. ‘What a weird place. What should we do next? We could—’
‘How dare you.’
She turns as Mouse interrupts her. His face is beetroot. ‘How dare you put me in that position?’ he hisses. ‘I’ve never been so humiliated in my entire life! You had no evidence that man was committing a criminal offence—’
‘Except a witness statement from the victim saying that he contacted her—’
‘All the abusive messages were direct! None of them were via the app. As they said. You made us look incompetent.’
‘I thought…’ she stutters. ‘I thought they’d want to help.’
‘You thought? You thought?’ Ratcliffe mocks. ‘You clearly thought wrong. I left you to manage this case by yourself. I expected better from you, West. I knew Baker promoted you too early. I knew it was a mistake.’
Freya’s stunned. She stares at Ratcliffe as he points through the windscreen.
‘This has been a wasted trip. A wasted day, if you count our visit to Mr Parker. So if you would be so kind as to drive back to the nick, we can hopefully get something useful out of the last few hours.’ He leans back in his seat. ‘Now.’
With shaking hands, Freya reaches for the key and starts the ignition. And, fighting back tears, she drives away from the glass tower and its ridiculous pink-and-cream logo.
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The drive back to the nick is excruciating. Freya’s glad she can concentrate on the road, but as she drives, the case churns in her brain. She doubts herself. Had she done something wrong? To her, the cause and effect is clear – the man met Emily on the app, then texted her directly. But the question still remains: how did he get her personal number?
Ratcliffe’s silent for the whole hour’s drive. They arrive back and he marches off, leaving Freya at her desk.
She runs through Emily’s messages again, and there’s no exchange where she gives him her phone number. At least, not one she’s shared with Freya. Perhaps the man works for MeetM8? Perhaps he has access to the data, or knows how to hack it? Perhaps, perhaps. One thing she knows Ratcliffe is right about: she has no direct evidence.
The disastrous meeting at MeetM8 plays on repeat, fuelled by a mixture of embarrassment and anger. Was it her failing? Would a different detective have got a better result? Maybe Josh could have flirted his way into Ashley’s databanks, maybe not, but she’s sure Mouse wouldn’t have had a go at him in the same way he had at her.
Her brain is still running through the meeting, and something about it niggles. He’s not been banned. He’s still on the site. She glances around, then clicks onto MeetM8 with a new-found purpose.
The Join button winks at her, and she selects it. There are a few levels of membership. Free, and you can sign up. Pay a ‘small’ membership fee (not so small in Freya’s opinion) and you can have access to more clicks, more swipes, better matches.
She goes for the basic level. It’ll do. It asks for a few details – name, date of birth, location – and without thinking, she enters her own. Then she deletes them. She pauses, staring at the empty boxes, at her flashing cursor.
This man uses this site. He logged on, and chose Emily. A professional. Brown hair, blue eyes. What if she…?
She chooses the first name that comes into her head, and types it into the box. Now she needs a photo. A brunette, to match Emily. She flicks to Google and scans for stock images – something that looks genuine. There’s one. Almost blurry. She’s pretty, the right age – it’ll do. Freya uploads it to the app.
The email address isn’t shown publicly, nor is the phone number, so she uses her real details. She chooses a username – flirty but fun. A little bit desperate, like Grant. Hopefulgirl. And she’s in.
Time to select her perfect man. She checks Grant Anderson’s details. Height: over six foot. Age? Between thirty-five and forty-five. Hair: brown. Eyes: brown. Job? She guesses and picks Professional from the list of options. Done. A little hourglass cycles for a moment – and a row of men appear.
She peers around again. She’s breaking so many rules here, so many protocols. And what is she trying to achieve? Honeytrap the man? There are a thousand legal challenges that would rule this sort of action out, for starters. But, frankly, she doesn’t give a shit. She wants this guy, by any means.
She’ll just have a look, she tells herself, and continues to scroll through the faces. The smug, the bald, the topless. A few good-looking men. Some not so much. But no Grant Anderson. She hears footsteps behind her and, skin prickling, she flicks away from the screen, back to her email.
False alarm; just one of the admin staff, nobody interested in what she’s doing. But it is enough to make her think twice. She logs off the MeetM8 site, chastising herself for being so stupid.
There are other ways. That potential CCTV, for one. She looks around for Ratcliffe, aiming to sneak out again before she gets another earbashing, and notices Robin arrive back in the office. He doesn’t see her, his gaze fixed at a different point, and with a jolt Freya realises he’s focused on their old bank of desks, where they used to sit together. Is he looking for her? But before she can lift her hand in a hello, he shrugs his jacket off and goes into the arson incident room. He opens his laptop. He stares at the screen, then takes his glasses out of his bag and puts them on.
Freya feels a disconnect. Someone so familiar now seems so different. He’s older. Greyer. A father now.
But then, as if feeling her watching, he looks her way. He takes the glasses off and smiles. And when he does so, it’s the same as before he left. The friendship and connection, unchanged.
She gets up and makes her way between the desks to the incident room. Robin’s the only one there; Josh, Davis and Mina are probably down in the canteen for a late lunch.
‘I always said you needed them,’ she says with a grin, leaning in the doorway.
‘Yeah, well.’ He looks at the glasses with a bashful smile. ‘You were right. As always.’
‘Are you getting anywhere with the arson?’ she asks. ‘Josh mentioned you went to see the scene this morning?’
He nods slowly and taps his middle finger on the desk. ‘Freya,’ he says, after a pause. ‘Do you fancy a wander?’

He leads the way: out of the nick, down the stone steps to the road. Freya follows him without question, curious as to where they’re going. They cross and head up Hill Lane as the town fades behind them. She enjoys the fresh air, the summer sun on her face, and the distance from Ratcliffe and the tattered pieces of her case.
Eventually, Robin turns down a small alleyway, then stops.
It’s a patch of ground, metal fences bordering it off from the path. There’s the rear of a house to the left-hand side, black soot still present on the white-painted pebbledash. Freya can see the telltale scorch marks in the dirt, seared into the remaining grass.
‘This one of his?’ Freya asks.
Robin nods. ‘We think so. A shed, six months ago. Same MO – the petrol accelerant, the same time of night. Nobody was hurt, luckily the house didn’t catch, but the shed was obliterated.’ He glances around, searching the scene. ‘Where would you go?’ he asks. ‘To watch it burn?’
Freya raises her eyebrows at his question but appraises the area, taking in the backs of the houses, the trees, the pavement. Then she points. ‘There.’
It’s a park bench, to the side of an intersecting path, but with a perfect view of where the shed once was. They walk towards it. It’s under a tree, sheltered from any overlooking houses. Freya glances around. ‘No chance of cameras,’ she observes.
‘And nobody would pay much attention to someone sitting here, having a smoke,’ Robin adds.
They take a seat, side by side, on the bench.
‘What else do you know about him?’ Freya asks.
Robin frowns. ‘Not a lot. Even after all this time. He’s careful, planned. The smoking is an assumption.’ He looks at Freya. ‘There was a playpark, close to the latest scene. There were a few fresh marks where someone had stubbed cigarettes out, but no fag ends.’
‘So he pockets them. He’s smart.’
Robin nods. ‘Unless it’s not him at all,’ he says with a quick laugh.
‘Any footwear marks?’
‘No way of telling. Been too long since the event. But we’ve got the SOCOs going over the playpark anyway. Just in case.’
‘Have you got any photographs taken at the time? By the bystanders? Maybe he couldn’t resist a closer look at the fire.’
‘That’s a good shout.’ Robin pauses, eyebrows lowered. ‘Let’s hope. He has to slip up somewhere.’
Freya smiles, glad to be helpful on this case, at least. She leans back on the park bench. ‘I wish my guy would. Conniving bastard. Uses burner phones, locations all turned off.’
‘Have you got any theories as to what he’s after?’ Robin asks. ‘This fake profile – it’s odd. He must have known that he’d be discovered at some point. What was he planning to do when he met up with her?’
Freya hasn’t considered his motive. She feels a fresh swell of resolve. ‘Do you think he was always planning to stalk someone?’
‘If that’s the case, it makes him even more dangerous. This is a shitty job to work alone. You need resource.’
Freya makes a noise of derision. ‘Unlikely. Even if Mouse wanted to allocate me someone – which he wouldn’t – you’ve hoovered up all the spare DCs.’
‘Sorry about that.’ He pauses. ‘Are you okay?’ he adds after a beat. ‘You looked upset when I got back earlier.’
‘Oh, just…’ She sighs, then explains about MeetM8, the lack of co-operation from the CEO and Ratcliffe’s reaction after.
Robin’s face clouds. ‘That’s bullshit. He should have supported you. You had more than enough to show that this man used their site to identify his victim.’
‘No, he was right, there’s nothing directly linking him.’
‘Except you know his profile is fake. That alone should have set their warning bells ringing. I’ll talk to Mouse—’
‘No, don’t. Robin, please.’ She feels tears threaten again. ‘Things have been shit enough lately without you making it worse.’
‘They have?’
‘I missed you,’ she says, without thinking.
There’s a long silence, and she wonders if she’s overstepped.
Then, ‘I missed you too,’ he replies.
The moment turns awkward, neither knowing what to say next. Freya searches for something – a joke, anything to lighten the mood – desperate to get back to the easy exchange of before. She’d enjoyed it. Tossing ideas to and fro, just as they used to do. She’d just needed a new perspective. Robin’s perspective.
‘The assistant was called Halo,’ Freya says. Robin stares at her, confused. ‘The assistant at MeetM8.’
Robin snorts. ‘You’re kidding. How old was she?’
‘About thirteen,’ Freya replies, enjoying Robin’s reaction.
But before she can say anything else, his phone rings.
‘What’s up, Josh?’ he says as he answers, then listens. She feels uneasy, knowing her fiancé is probably wondering where she’s got to. ‘I’ll be there in half an hour,’ he replies, then hangs up.
‘I need to get back,’ he says. ‘Post-mortem’s been moved forward.’
They slowly retrace their steps to the nick. She chances a look his way. Hands in pockets, head down, he seems to be deep in thought. She doesn’t feel the need to add conversation, to fill the space as she does with others, but takes solace in his quiet reflection. His calm.
They stay this way until they get to the police station. He stops at the door, and points towards the car park. ‘You want to come?’ he asks. ‘Old times’ sake?’
‘To a post-mortem? You offer to take me to all the glamorous places. No thanks.’
‘I’ll have to up my game,’ he says and heads towards the car park.
‘Game? You never had game!’ she shouts in reply and she hears an answering laugh. She heads back into the nick, feeling his absence. She wants to go with him. And the truth is that Robin never had to try – he didn’t need to, not with her. She’d follow him anywhere.
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While a mortuary is rarely sweet-smelling, everything stinks today. Outside of the crime scene, the body has taken on its own odour – two-week-old chargrilled meat, left to go off in the sun. When Robin arrives, Dr Steph Harper is clad in her usual protective gear and looking down at the body. It’s laid out on its back, arms and legs bent upwards, fingers clawed, as if still in desperate fear. Robin’s seen this posture before; he knows that after a fire, the shrinkage causes the muscles and tendons to flex into this strange pose.
Robin doesn’t want to disturb her and takes a seat a good distance away, in the viewing gallery. No need to be any closer than necessary for this one.
Ready to go, she takes a final glance across to where he’s sat. Then she jumps in surprise, her eyes widening as she sees him.
She snaps the gloves off her hands and walks across, pulling the mask from her face.
‘Robin Butler, fuck me,’ she says.
‘Hi Steph,’ he replies warmly. Hugging is impossible, given her protective clothing, but she reaches forward and grabs his face affectionately with both hands, planting a kiss on his cheek.
‘Where did you pop up from?’
‘Connected arsons. Thought I’d come and keep you company, for old times’ sake.’
‘Well, it’s made my day.’ She takes a step back, smoothing the white coverall over her belly. He tilts his head to one side, regarding her carefully. ‘And yes, before you ask. Six months pregnant.’
Robin laughs. ‘Congratulations. I never know how to judge.’
‘Yeah, this ain’t just fat. Big kicky girl in my tummy. And how is your little one?’
‘Tom. He’s grand. Five months now.’ He pulls his phone from his pocket and Steph coos over the picture. Then she gives Robin another squeeze of the arm.
‘I’m pleased for you, Robin. I am. Now.’ She looks back to the blackened corpse. ‘Let’s get down to business.’
Steph begins. It’s nasty work. Even from Robin’s viewing point several feet away, he can hear the crack of the skin, smell the burn of the body. Steph moves without hesitation, talking through her findings, her technician assisting her when needed.
As Robin watches, his mind turns over the circumstances of the case. A suspicious death. An escalation, even before you count the victim in Devon. Charles Foley had been homeless, sleeping rough. If he had woken in time he might have escaped, while this guy had been locked in. He hopes that the team have managed to get more about Foley and sends a quick text to Davis to find out. There’s no reply. It’s frustrating.
Working with Freya was never like this, he notes ruefully. Their working relationship was always about push back and challenge. It was a partnership, while now he definitely feels like he’s in charge. And it’s lonely at the top.
In front of him, Steph steps away from the body, removing her PPE. She gives a few final directions to her technician, then indicates with a tilt of her head towards her office.
He gets up and follows her.
By the time he gets there, she’s back in her normal clothes. She slumps onto her chair in front of her desk and slips her feet out of her shoes with a sigh.
‘Feeling every one of these six months,’ she says wearily. ‘And it’s only going to get worse. Tell me that it’s worth it?’
Robin laughs and reaches over to flip the kettle on. ‘It is. Every second. But then I’m a bloke. I don’t have to go through the shit that you women do.’ He gestures to the teabags and Steph nods. ‘I wouldn’t swap places for anything.’
‘You lucky bastard,’ Steph says with a mock-glare, patting her bump with affection.
She takes the tea gratefully, turning to her pages of notes. Robin sits down next to her.
‘So, your arson victim. DNA matches that of the homeowner, so you’ve got an ID. Vincent Copeland. What do you know about him?’
‘Not much. Intel are doing a deep dive, but the initial database search shows he was an ex-cop. A trainer working out of Hendon.’
‘He was? All the more reason to catch this bastard. And I can confirm your man was alive when the fire started. The position of his body when it was found gave that indication – that he’d retreated to a corner of the room in an attempt to get away from the fire – and the injuries tally. Soot particles in the larynx, trachea and bronchi, more than you would expect to enter passively. Some oedema and burns where soot particles hadn’t cooled before they lodged in the mucosal tissue.’
‘Cause of death?’
‘Fire victims tend to die from a combination of heat, smoke, inhalation of toxic gases, anoxia, flames or blunt trauma. No fractures or broken bones – we X-rayed the body before you got here. But the rest? Hard, if not impossible, to say. Come and see.’
Robin takes a quick sip of his hot tea, then reluctantly leaves it in the office. They make their way towards the body, where the technician is still closing up. Steph puts a set of gloves on, and prods at the leathery, blackened skin. It reminds Robin of overcooked sausages, and he instinctively knows that this summer’s barbecues are all ruined.
‘As a general guide,’ Steph begins, ‘ante-mortem burning has broad erythematous margins, with blisters both in the burned area and along the edge. Abnormal redness,’ she adds in the face of Robin’s baffled look. ‘Due to the accumulation of blood. But heat applied to a recently dead body can also create this effect, so it’s not easy to tell. Either way, there’s not much left of him. See here?’ She gestures and the technician rolls the body to the side. ‘Less to the back and buttocks, where the body was pressed against the wall. But apart from that, the burns are extensive. Third-degree to 82 per cent of his body.’
‘And what do you make of this?’
Robin points to two large splits down the side of the man’s face, pink showing through the skin.
‘Skin splits,’ Steph explains. ‘Caused as the body was moved post-mortem. Charred or brittle skin is very prone to breaking. Oh, and here. See this cherry-pink colour to the vessels underneath?’ Robin cranes forward, trying hard not to breathe through his nose. ‘Shows the blood is likely to contain significant amounts of carboxyhaemoglobin. Carbon monoxide. Another indicator he was alive when the fire started. We’ve taken bloods. The carboxyhaemoglobin saturation in a dead body is stable, even after decomp has begun, so we’ll test for that, as well as hydrogen cyanide – also present in smoke – and the usual tox screen for drugs and alcohol. Any idea why he was targeted?’
‘No,’ Robin says glumly. ‘Intel have only just started work, and the family is coming in tomorrow.’
Steph gives him a sympathetic look as they move away from the body.
‘Don’t envy you that one. The most stressful part of my job – the identification. Not that it’s happening in this case.’
Robin looks back to the poor man. The hair burned from his scalp, the face a blur of melted features. ‘No, it’s not,’ he confirms.
‘And time of death – body temp is no help because of ante-mortem hyperthermia, but the partially digested stomach contents would correspond with the time of the 999 call. Some sort of pasta is my educated guess,’ she adds with a grin.
He gives her a disgusted look in return.
‘So, on that subject,’ Steph says cheerfully, discarding her gloves and glancing up at the clock. ‘I’m starving. Do you have plans?’


OceanofPDF.com


15
It’s getting late by the time Freya makes it to Emily’s parents’ house.
She pulls up outside the address and does a perfect reverse park. She gets out and looks around, recognising the house and the upstairs bedroom window from the photograph. She turns and assesses where it might have been taken from. An identical row of terraced houses lines the opposite side, their front doors neatly painted and clean. And a gap – an entrance to an alleyway that runs between the houses. Freya resolves to look further, but first, the camera.
Up close, she can see the red dot shining from the small black box hidden in the corner of the neighbour’s porch. She thanks Greg’s keen eye for the thousandth time, then rings the doorbell. She waits. She tries again; at last, small shuffling steps make their way towards her. The door opens a fraction and a friendly face pokes out.
‘DS Freya West,’ Freya says warmly, showing her warrant card through the gap. ‘Can we talk?’
‘Police? Well, I never. Is this about Emily?’ The door is closed and the chain rattles before it’s opened again. ‘Patty said she’d been having trouble. Come in, come in.’
Freya follows the woman inside and closes the door behind her. The house is small, the furniture as dated as the large faded red roses on the hallway wallpaper. But it’s clean and bright, and a cool wind blows through the compact lounge from the open French doors that lead out to a small paved garden, with raised beds all the way around. Two armchairs have been positioned next to an ornate mahogany occasional table, and the woman lowers herself carefully into one, after fetching a cup and saucer from the kitchen. There’s a Jilly Cooper on the table, next to a teapot, bookmark inserted halfway through.
‘I was just thinking about supper,’ the woman says. ‘Tea?’
‘Yes, please.’ Freya takes the seat that’s offered and looks out into the lively garden, a riot of green and blue and purple. ‘What a wonderful place to sit,’ Freya adds.
‘My pride and joy.’ The woman beams. ‘Gladys,’ she says.
‘Nice to meet you, Gladys.’
Freya warms to this woman straight away, envious of her relaxed early evening, and takes the cup of tea, poured from the pot. She sips; it’s lukewarm, but on a summer’s day like this, Freya’s not complaining.
‘Radishes, cucumbers,’ Gladys says. ‘Green beans against those canes over there. Strawberries and raspberries, if the birds don’t get them all. But you’re not here for a horticulture lesson. How can I help?’
‘I was hoping you wouldn’t mind sharing the footage from your camera,’ Freya explains. ‘The CCTV above your front door. What area does it cover?’
‘Ah, I see. My porch. And across the road.’ Gladys looks guilty. ‘I know I’m not supposed to film without permission but my grandson adjusted it so I could catch whoever’s been doing it.’
‘Doing it?’
‘The dog mess. Some nasty person has been letting their dog poo on our street and not clearing it up. I wanted to get it on camera so we could give it to the council.’ She looks at Freya keenly. ‘Unless you could intervene instead?’
Freya smiles. ‘I’m afraid dog fouling isn’t the sort of crime I investigate. Although your council will hopefully be able to do something about it.’
Gladys nods. ‘Fair enough. Pass me that laptop over there.’
‘This one?’ Freya reaches behind her and picks up a shiny rose-gold Apple Mac.
‘Don’t be surprised. Us oldies need to keep in touch.’ She holds out her hand. Freya passes it across and she rests it on her lap, booting it up and expertly navigating the trackpad. ‘What are you looking for, love?’
‘Last night. Just after nine.’
‘Here.’
Gladys passes Freya the open laptop and she looks at the footage. It’s dark, but it’s possible to make out the shadowy figure as he makes his way down the street. He stops at the edge of the alleyway.
‘Is that your man?’ the woman asks, looking over at the screen. Freya nods. ‘Creepy.’
They watch as the man takes something out of his pocket and a light comes on. His phone. He looks at it for a moment, but Freya can’t make out his face – he has a hoodie pulled up over his head, and what seems to be a scarf around his mouth and nose. It’s a strange outfit for this time of year but it has one single purpose – so he can’t be identified. He holds the phone up and takes a photo, looks at the screen again, then waits.
As Freya watches, he takes another shot. The one as Emily appears in the window. His goal achieved, he touches a few buttons, then puts his phone in his pocket and turns, disappearing out of sight down the alleyway.
‘Can I take a copy of this?’ Freya asks, and Gladys nods.
‘I store the footage for a week,’ she confirms. ‘And I’ll keep a lookout for this man for you. Should I be worried?’ she adds.
‘I don’t think so,’ Freya says with what she hopes is a reassuring smile. ‘But keep your door locked just the same.’

Freya has a biscuit forced into her hand as she leaves; she happily eats the chocolate Hobnob as she crosses the road to the alleyway. In the fading light of day, it seems innocuous, but it’s a perfect place for a stalker. Dark, and an easy means of escape. She thinks of Robin’s arsons, of the offender that likes to watch but knows how to get away. This guy is the same. Freya checks the surrounding area, looking for anything that might belong to the man, but any footwear marks would be long gone with the through-traffic, any cigarette butts impossible to definitively say were his. She follows the alleyway down and finds herself at the back of a Sainsbury’s car park. No cameras: he could have parked here and left without anyone seeing him.
She heads back up to the road. When she gets there, a man with a small Jack Russell is walking towards her. As she watches, the Jack Russell squats, placing a delicate turd on the pavement. The man ignores it and, hands in pockets, moves on once the dog has finished.
‘Excuse me? Sir?’ Freya shouts. She strides towards him; the man pauses, indifferent. ‘DS Freya West, Hampshire Police. If you would be so kind…?’
She points to the dog poo. The man has the decency to look embarrassed. He pulls a small green bag from his pocket and bends down to pick it up.
‘Thought you lot would have better things to do…’ he grumbles as he ties a knot in the bag.
‘We’re here to serve the interests of the community,’ Freya replies with a smug grin as the man and his dog continue on their way. ‘And we’re always watching,’ she calls after him.
She sighs, looking back to the alleyway. At least she’s achieved one good deed today. Ridding the world of dog shit, one nasty little terrier at a time.
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This is a bloody good idea of Steph’s, Robin thinks, settling back onto the comfy sofa and nursing his pint. The pub hasn’t changed, even down to the fashionable but friendly bar staff. He’s tried, but he hasn’t found anywhere even remotely similar down in Exeter – it’s been hard to make friends. Hard to get out with a small baby.
He could sit here for hours, happily, by himself, but it’s an even better prospect as Steph arrives. She gives a quick wave, speaks to the barman, then makes her way towards him. She lowers herself down to the sofa with a sigh.
‘I’m trying to go out for dinner as much as I can before the baby comes and my social life goes to shit,’ she says, as her drink is brought over. Large glass, resembling her usual gin and tonic. ‘It’s the fake stuff,’ she says, catching his expression. ‘Almost as good.’ She takes a sip. ‘Almost.’ She looks over to him. ‘Now, tell me. You left so suddenly. Without even a goodbye.’
‘I’m not good at goodbyes. And everything changed so fast.’
‘I know. Neal mentioned the transfer.’
‘Neal?’ Robin raises an eyebrow at the familiar mention of Baker.
‘We go out occasionally. Him and Tina. She was at university with Mark.’
‘That’s the new man?’
‘Not so new now,’ she says. She holds out her hand and the engagement ring flashes in the light. ‘Getting married next spring.’
‘Congratulations.’ There’s a pause, then Steph laughs.
‘Same old Robin then,’ she says. ‘Keeping everything to yourself.’
‘What is there to share?’
‘Feelings, plans, aspirations.’ She smiles, admitting defeat. ‘I’ve missed seeing your ugly face at every crime scene. Are you hungry? Although you’ll have to haul me off this couch.’
Robin grabs Steph’s hand and helps her up, and they walk across to a table. He feels a mild pang of guilt for Jo, stuck at home with Tom, but it abates quickly as he scans the menu, instantly knowing what he’s going to have. Steak. Chips. Lashings of ketchup and pepper sauce, probably coated with butter. His mouth is watering already.
Steph orders the vegetarian lasagne, a favourite of hers, then she sits back and appraises him carefully.
‘So, come on. What happened when you left?’ she says. She’s not going to drop the subject. ‘One moment you were here, and you and Freya were notching up convictions. The next minute you’d gone and she was moping around like someone had stolen her favourite toy.’
‘I’m sure she wasn’t moping.’
‘She was. For a newly engaged woman she didn’t seem that happy.’
‘It all just happened so fast. The new job, the baby.’
‘An accident, right?’
Robin doesn’t take offence at Steph’s blunt question and laughs. ‘Completely. Took us both by surprise. But in a good way. Tom’s the best thing that’s happened to me.’
‘That’s good. I’m glad. That it worked out for both of us. I always wanted…’ she begins, then she shakes her head, leaving the sentence unfinished.
‘You always wanted what?’ Robin pushes.
‘Just that I always wanted you to be happy. You seemed so lost, Robin, when we were together. And now, you seem better.’ She laughs to herself. ‘I still can’t believe you didn’t end up with Freya. I always thought there was something going on.’
Robin pauses, long enough for Steph’s eyebrows to rise.
‘So there was?’ she asks and Robin internally curses his hesitation.
‘Briefly. Maybe.’ He feels his face grow hot. ‘But it wasn’t meant to be.’
‘Pity. You were so good together. I don’t think I’d ever seen you laugh, not properly, until you started hanging out with her. And now?’
‘Now what?’
‘Fuck’s sake, Robin. It’s like getting blood from a stone with you. Is there anything going on now?’
‘No! She’s with Josh. Engaged.’
‘But not married.’
‘Steph…’
‘I’ve heard the rumours.’
‘Rumours? Like what?’
‘Like all is not as good as it seems with Josh Smith. That maybe he’s gone back to his cheating ways.’
‘Seriously?’ Robin feels his body tense.
‘But they’re just rumours,’ Steph says quickly, seeing Robin’s mood change. ‘Personally, I wondered whether something happened with her old, brooding but handsome partner…’
‘Steph…’
She laughs. ‘Okay, okay. I’ll drop it.’ The food arrives, and there’s quiet while the two of them tuck in. Robin hasn’t had steak for months, and this is a bloody good one.
‘So, your case,’ Steph says. He sees her glance at his steak, and he knows the comparison she’s drawing. He chooses to ignore it. ‘I pushed the lab. Initial toxicology results came back and the carbon monoxide levels definitely show he was alive when the fire started. Cause of death, smoke inhalation, rather than the actual fire. Lucky for him, all things considered.’
Robin nods grimly. ‘It’s a worrying escalation though. One moment our arsonist is setting light to bins, the next he’s killing someone.’
‘It was deliberate?’
‘It’s looking that way.’ Robin finishes his last bit of steak, and places his knife and fork down, contented. ‘And he’s speeding up. There were months between the initial fires, and now we’re talking weeks.’
‘It’s a worrying trend, I agree.’
The waiter comes over and removes their plates, then offers them dessert menus. Steph takes one without hesitation.
‘Share a brownie?’ Robin asks.
‘Share?’ Steph looks horrified. ‘What’s wrong with you?’
Robin laughs. ‘One to myself then. Jo’s been on this hideous diet since Tom was born, so I’ve been on it too, by default.’
‘You look good for it.’
‘It’s so dull. I’d rather be fat.’
‘You were never fat. Just a bit… squidgy around the edges.’
‘Thanks!’
‘But always gorgeous. Are you still running?’
‘Now you’re just taking the piss. And yes. When I can. It’s good for the soul.’
‘I know that feeling. I’m so grumpy now I have this addition and I can’t run or cycle. Swimming’s the only thing I have left.’ Steph regards Robin closely. ‘Jo’s changed you for the better, then?’
‘She’d have liked to, but I’m the same old boring bloke. She even tried to persuade me to get a new car. Something modern.’
‘Get rid of the Volvo? Never!’
They retreat into companionable silence as the desserts arrive.
Robin eats his happily. They order coffees, settling into easy conversation about past cases, shared memories. Advice on unconnected topics, like running injuries and childcare. Robin relaxes in her company, and as they pay the bill and walk out to their cars, he realises how much he’s missed easy nights like this with friends.
‘I’m glad you’re back,’ she says, as she kisses him goodbye on the cheek.
‘Only for a few days. Until this case is ready to be handed over.’
‘Isn’t it already?’ she replies with a glint in her eye. ‘Night, Robin.’
He laughs, humouring her, but as he climbs into his car and starts the engine, he realises how right she is. The case is up and running; the team are all up to speed. He could pass it across to Ratcliffe or another DI tomorrow.
The truth is, he’s not going to. Not now, or any time soon.
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Josh hates this. This strange impasse between him and Freya.
At first he blamed work. Butler had left, so the Major Crimes team were one officer down. There were always investigations to pull together, exhibits to log, evidence to follow up on. Freya was busy. And the flood of new cases didn’t falter, keeping them all head down at their desks.
Davis was single; he only had the gym to distract him. Ratcliffe was getting divorced – they all knew how much he didn’t want to be at home. But it should have been a prime time for him and Freya. They were engaged. No kids. They had a wedding to plan. They could have been going away on holiday, lying together near naked on sun-kissed beaches. But no. She said she had to work.
And work she did. Every bloody hour. Even at the weekends he’d find her hunched over her laptop, studying some new report or other. Any suggestion that they could go and visit hotels – find a venue, book a date – was met with the same expression. Weariness, mixed with sorrow and something else. Guilt?
‘I’m sorry, Josh. I’m knackered. Can we do it next weekend?’ she’d say.
But they never did.
The promotion only made matters worse. Another reason to resent her. He’d been annoyed that she’d applied. He’d worked as a DS in Newcastle before accepting a demotion to move down here, and even Freya admitted he was the most experienced candidate. Yet she’d got the job, and he’s left sulking. Because, yes, that’s what he’s doing – sulking over his damaged ego. Like a child.
He hates himself for feeling this way towards her. He loves her for her ambition, her determination. She deserves the promotion; she’s an excellent copper. But so is he. And yet he’s still languishing as a DC, doing the donkey work.
He’s spent the day reviewing arson reports with Davis, the list slowly dwindling. Checking each one against the criteria – ignition source, time of offence – marking them up on the board when they seem to fit the pattern. Josh had been sceptical at first of Butler’s geoprofiling theory about the locations, but even he has to admit a perimeter is taking shape. All to the west of Southampton Common, all within a couple of miles of each other.
Mina was out and about, appraising each crime scene for a spot where the arsonist could have watched the fires. Who knows, maybe they will get lucky and find a camera. Maybe they can catch this guy and Butler can piss off back to Devon.
Because that’s the source of your bad mood today, he tells himself, as he arrives home and throws his shoes into the cupboard. Isn’t it?
He stomps upstairs and gets changed into his kit, hoping he can take some of his frustration out on the football field. But his team are all acting like dickheads and a dodgy tackle sees him limping to the sidelines after half an hour.
‘What’s got into you?’ his mate Adam asks him at the pub after.
Josh takes another gulp of his pint and is surprised to see it half gone. ‘What do you mean?’
‘You’ve been a grumpy so-and-so for months and now you’re taking it out on us.’
‘Jack took my legs out. You know it was a foul.’
‘That’s not it.’ Adam gives him a look. ‘You were in a shit mood when you arrived.’ He glances around, like they’re about to do an illegal drug deal. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’ he asks in a hushed voice.
‘No, I don’t.’ Josh swallows the last of his Stella. ‘What I do need is another pint. You having one?’
Adam checks his nearly full glass, then nods. ‘Go on then.’
Josh retreats to the bar and waits impatiently. The alcohol has helped, dulling his thoughts. He’d like to talk, spill his guts to his best mate, but a mixture of arrogance, pride and bloody machismo stops him.
He asks for two pints from the barman and, for good measure, adds a shot of vodka, which he downs there and then. It feels good. He’ll have a laugh with his mates, talk about football, maybe even play a game of pool if the moment takes him.
Anything but talk about Freya and admit that he’s failing at every part of his life. But he knows, deep down, that this can’t go on. Because the secret he’s held on tight to, the secret that will blow it all to shreds? He can’t keep it quiet for much longer.
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Last night, Freya was dozing by the time Josh got home. She heard him come in after the pub and bash around in the bathroom in that way that drunk people do when they’re trying to appear sober. The mattress dipped as he climbed into bed and she debated curling up next to him, but he was pissed and he’d want more than just a hug, and she really couldn’t be bothered. So she stayed resolutely on her side of the bed, eyes closed.
Disturbed sleep, restless dreams. And when she wakes, Josh has gone.
She stares at the empty side of the bed, confused. It’s not yet seven, she’s not late, so Josh must have had a particularly early start. She gets up, listening for any sound of him in the house, then looks out of the window, down to the driveway. His car has gone.
She sighs and heads to the bathroom.
There are signs of him in the kitchen. A breakfast bowl and spoon, left in the sink. The still-warm kettle, grains of coffee on the side – his travel mug absent. She knows his routine, is used to watching it in real time. This change is disconcerting.
But she knows where he’ll be.
She gets in her car and drives to the office. More and more they’ve been doing this trip in separate cars – ridiculous when they live and work in the same places. But they’re never on the same cases, never leave at the same time. There’s always one of them waiting – and it’s usually Josh. She resents the stares from across the office, the measured sighs. She loves her job. And if something else needs doing, she’ll damn well do it.
‘They’re not going to take the promotion away from you,’ he said once, snippily. ‘You’re allowed to take your foot off the gas. What are you trying to prove?’
But she wasn’t aware she had her foot on the gas.
She parks up, noticing Josh’s VW Golf and Robin’s Volvo V60 already present. She would like to blame the deterioration in their relationship on Robin’s return, but it was going on long before. Still, Robin’s presence hasn’t helped.
She gets out of her car, grabs her bag and heads up to the office. When she gets there, there’s a crowd gathered outside the doorway of the incident room, with Robin in the centre of it, his back to her.
And when he turns—
It shouldn’t surprise her. She knows he has a baby; she’s even seen photos. But there he is. Strapped to Robin’s chest in one of those slings, little plump legs and arms poking out, head tilted up, looking adoringly at his father.
Robin is jiggling, the bouncy dance of any new parent. One hand is affectionately cradling the baby’s head, the other has the baby’s fingers wrapped around it. He smiles when he sees Freya, and that unfreezes her.
‘This must be Tom!’ she says. Her voice seems unnaturally bright.
Mina is standing next to Robin, bending down, pulling faces at Tom. The baby laughs, and a line of white milky spit makes its way down his front. Robin notices and mops it with a muslin.
‘You’re adorable,’ Mina is cooing in a silly baby voice. ‘Yes, you are. You look just like your daddy.’
And bloody hell, he really does. All those theories about evolution must be true, because Tom is the spitting image of Robin. The same eyes, the same ridiculously long lashes. Everything about him.
Freya smiles at Tom. He gurgles back. ‘He’s gorgeous,’ she says.
‘Isn’t he?’ Robin grins. ‘I know in reality he looks like a potato, but it’s good to be deluded.’
‘He does not look like a potato,’ Freya replies, laughing. ‘Where’s Jo?’
‘Had to go to a meeting with Baker. DCI stuff,’ Robin says, rolling his eyes. ‘She’ll only be an hour, so I said I’d watch Tom.’
‘Isn’t she on mat leave?’
‘Not for much longer. She’s desperate to get back. Can’t understand why.’ Robin sways the baby in a half-twirl; Tom smiles happily. ‘I’d rather hang out with this dude, any day.’
Robin notices Davis waving from inside the office, a phone clamped to his ear, and he gives an apologetic wince. ‘Best get on,’ he says. ‘Let’s just hope this one has a nap. Let Daddy do some work,’ he directs to the baby.
He moves into the incident room, leaving Freya with Mina.
‘Makes your ovaries ache, doesn’t it?’ Mina comments, a sickly smile on her face. ‘An attractive man with a baby.’
Freya swallows, hard. It feels like there’s something stuck in her throat.
‘That’ll be you, soon enough.’
‘Piss off, Mina,’ Freya snaps, her voice full of a fury she hadn’t realised she felt.
She sees Mina’s shocked expression, and she bolts from the room, pushing the double doors open with a bang and running towards the toilets.
She goes straight into a cubicle and takes deep breaths, desperately trying not to cry. What has got into her? Mina hadn’t done anything wrong.
Freya hears the door open, then slow footsteps come inside.
‘Freya?’ a voice whispers.
‘In here,’ Freya says miserably. She leans forward and unlocks the cubicle. Mina pushes the door open and stands there, confused.
‘Freya? What did I say?’
‘I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—’
‘Don’t worry. But what have I missed? Is something going on with you and Josh?’ Freya shakes her head. ‘Have you been… trying?’
‘No. Not yet.’
‘But… you do want kids?’
‘I think. Yes. But…’ Freya puts her head in her hands. ‘I don’t know.’
‘Is this about Robin?’
‘No. I don’t think so.’ She catches Mina’s disbelieving expression. ‘It’s not, honestly. I’m happy for Robin. I am.’
‘You don’t need to convince me.’
‘It’s just… when I saw that baby…’ She looks up at Mina, almost pleading. ‘I’m engaged to a man I love. I’m supposed to see a new baby and feel… something? Aren’t I? Broody, or whatever?’
‘I guess so. But for me, it wasn’t that I was desperate to have children. It was that I wanted to have them with Tony.’
Freya feels tears threaten again. Because Mina’s hit the nail right on the head.
‘That’s just it,’ Freya says. ‘I know I want to have kids. I’m just not sure I want to have them with Josh.’
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It’s a gamble, bringing a baby into the nick. Tom’s had a bottle, and has so far had enough interesting faces to distract him. But Robin senses a grizzle on the way. Offices are dull for babies, but somehow too stimulating for Tom to nap.
Robin tries him in his buggy, but his face falls and the wailing begins, so the sling will have to do. He stands at the whiteboard, Josh on one side of him, Davis on the other, looking at the map. Robin tries to listen to the discussion, feeling like an idiot as he shifts from foot to foot in a bouncy dance.
‘CCTV have come up a blank on the most recent arson,’ Davis is saying. ‘It’s a residential area, so not many around, and no personal cameras were pointing in the right direction.’
‘What about the appeal?’ Robin directs to Josh. ‘Have the press been helpful?’
‘To a point. They’ve all reported the fire, although it’s just a quick line at the end appealing for witnesses and dashcam footage. Nothing yet. A few photos are dribbling in from the public, but most just capture the fire, rather than the onlookers.’
‘And this is the extent of the arson cases?’
Josh nods. ‘This is every one that meets the brief, going back two years to when your arsons started in Devon. Twelve in total – encompassing bin fires, cars, sheds and garages. Culminating in the murder on Sunday night.’
‘Am I disturbing you?’
The three men turn; Robin heaves a sigh of relief. Jo doesn’t wait for a reply and heads straight towards Robin, unclipping the sling and pulling the baby onto her hip.
‘Has he been okay? Have you been behaving?’ she directs to Tom.
‘Just about,’ Robin replies. ‘I think we’re on the edge of a meltdown though – are you done?’
‘Free and clear.’
She shakes hands awkwardly with the team, given she’s hanging onto a baby. Robin loads Tom’s bag and hooks it on the handle of the buggy.
‘I’ll head to Mum’s now,’ Jo says to Robin as she straps Tom into the buggy. ‘I’ll be back Friday.’
‘No problem.’
Robin leans down and plants a kiss on Tom, then gives Jo a self-conscious hug, only too aware of his audience.
Jo waves quickly at Davis and Smith, then pushes the buggy away.
But before they can get back to the case, Mina pokes her head around the door.
‘Elizabeth Copeland is here. The victim’s daughter?’
‘Great. You’re with me,’ Robin says to Mina. ‘Guys, good work, keep going. While we’re gone, can you pull together a timeline? Something rough, but include dates, locations, anything else significant.’
He knows Josh is bored; it’s dull, but necessary. Even so, Robin can’t help but take satisfaction in the scowl on Josh’s face.

Elizabeth has been given a proper cup of tea and shown into the family room. Someone’s done it up since Robin left – it has two comfy sofas and an armchair with a jazzy cushion. A coffee table with a box of tissues is in front of her; Elizabeth already has one scrunched up in her hand.
She’s wearing a colourful flowing dress, hair curly and loose on her shoulders. It strikes Robin that she would look more at home in a grassy meadow, with flowers in her hair, rather than in these formal surroundings.
‘Thank you for coming in,’ Robin says as soon as he and Mina arrive. She stands up as they enter the room and shakes his hand. ‘DI Robin Butler, and you’ve met DC Mina Desai.’ They nod and smile.
‘That’s okay. I was desperate to get out of the house. I need to know what happened to my dad.’
Robin gestures to the sofas and they all sit down.
‘I’m afraid we don’t know much at this stage. It seems a fire was started deliberately in your father’s house in the early hours of Monday morning. Firefighters weren’t able to control the blaze before he was rendered unconscious by the smoke.’
‘He… he wouldn’t have been in pain?’ she asks, her eyes pleading.
‘We don’t believe so, no.’
‘But why didn’t he just leave? It was a bungalow. He was very safety-conscious – he locked the windows and he always had a key nearby.’
Robin feels the glance from Mina. A question they’ve been asking themselves.
‘We don’t know,’ he says. ‘We’re still waiting for some important reports. Would you mind telling us a bit about your father? Background on the victim often helps us in the investigation.’
‘Yes. But what do you want to know? You probably have information on him already, given he was one of you.’
‘We know he was ex-police. But personnel files can be brief. It’s the stuff that’s not written there that we’d like to know about.’
‘Well, he was a cop through and through,’ she replies with a smile. ‘He worked at Hendon, for the Met. Retired a few years ago. He loved it. He’d been there forever. Ever since I was a kid, that’s what he did. Sculpting the police force of tomorrow, he used to say. Even tried to get me to join, but it wasn’t my thing. I’m an artist. A very different career, and not one he understood, if I’m being honest.’ She gives a little chuckle. ‘He used to look at my paintings and say, “Nice, Elizabeth.” He didn’t have a clue, but at least he tried.’
‘When did he retire?’
‘Oh, let me think.’ She pauses, her hands working the tissue into a ball. Robin notices specks of blue paint around her cuticles. ‘Must have been… July. Two years ago. He moved down south to be closer to me, but he was a bit lost without the police. He watched a lot of TV. I tried to encourage him to make friends, but I think…’ She shrugs. ‘He wasn’t the easiest person to like. Tended to be a bit blunt. Say the wrong thing.’
‘Do you know if there was anyone in particular he didn’t get on with?’
‘Anyone… No! Not like that. Who would do such a thing?’ She starts crying now, her shoulders sagging. Mina hands her the tissue box and she dabs at her eyes with a fresh tissue. ‘Was it deliberate? Is that what you’re saying? Did someone kill him?’
‘We’re working under that assumption,’ Robin says. ‘We know the fire was started on purpose. We think someone may have targeted your father.’
Elizabeth blinks at him, her eyes wet and red.
‘Do you know the names of any friends he hung out with? People he saw regularly. Maybe from Hendon?’
‘I… I don’t know. Although…’ She pauses, then pulls her phone out of her handbag. She scrolls, studying the screen for a second. ‘Yes. Here it is. He mentioned he had an old work acquaintance coming round on Sunday night.’ She pauses. ‘Could they… have done something to Dad?’
‘It’s possible. Can I see?’
Elizabeth passes the phone across and Robin reads the message. It’s not much. Just a passing comment that someone was coming over and a discussion about what he could cook. Pasta carbonara. In line with what Steph had found in his stomach.
‘Do you know who this person was?’
‘Not a clue. As I said, he didn’t have many friends.’
And this person might not have been one either, Robin thinks, noting the odd term. Acquaintance. Not someone he was close to.
‘I could do a bit of digging though. Dad kept all his notes from his training days. Left them in my garage when he moved, never picked them up. I could drop them off to you, if you like.’ She pauses. ‘God knows what state they’re in.’
Better than they would have been if they’d been at the victim’s house, Robin thinks. Instead, he says, ‘Yes. Please. That would be helpful.’
They show Elizabeth Copeland out with assurances they’ll do all they can to catch the person that did this. She leaves, clutching Robin’s contact details.
‘What do you make of that?’ Robin asks Mina as they walk back to the office.
‘A career policeman, who spent his life passing or failing cops?’ Mina replies. ‘Plenty of potential for making enemies.’
‘Yes, but how do we find them?’ Robin says to himself. ‘Get onto HR again,’ he directs to Mina. ‘Call Professional Standards. Track down his records. Let’s hope there’s something in there that helps.’
Because otherwise we have nothing, he thinks as he goes back into the incident room. A house locked up tight, then burned to the ground. Twelve other incidents of arson in Southampton alone, and not a scrap of forensics to help them. An anonymous visitor, with no means of identification.
While he and Mina have been gone, Josh has completed the timeline. A scattering of dates and descriptions, scrawled at points across multiple pieces of paper. But Robin can’t see it. What’s he missing?
‘There must be something here,’ he mutters to himself as he stares at the map and the timeline. ‘There must be.’
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The case provides the perfect distraction for Freya from the confusion of her personal life. She messages Emily for an update; the reply is quick. Emily’s still staying with her parents, a situation Freya doesn’t feel great about, even if the stalker has been mercifully quiet since Monday night. But she’s finally got a new phone and sends Freya the number.
Freya reviews the CCTV feed from Gladys’s camera, but the man’s ensconced in darkness. It’s impossible to see his face or make out any identifiers to track him down. She forwards it to Greg to see if he can work his magic.
Meanwhile, she goes back to the messages.
Freya knows that the average prison sentence for stalking is a paltry seventeen months. Less than a year and a half for wrecking someone’s life. And that’s assuming they get a conviction – when only 11 per cent of stalking reports result in a charge and 0.1 per cent of cases end with a conviction, Emily’s odds are stacked against her. And what if he does go to prison? The most dangerous time for stalked women is when the offender gets out, as half of stalkers start all over again.
There are things they can do to protect the victims. Stalking protection orders, restraining orders. But that’s when they know who the offender is. Without that information, Freya’s hands are tied. If she can track him down, they can arrest him. And if they arrest, they can search his house, his car. Seize his laptop and phone – crucial additional evidence to prove what he’s done.
She needs to work out who this man is.
Emily has sent screenshot after screenshot from her phone, capturing the abusive messages in all their horrific detail. Freya can see Emily’s emotions changing as time moves on – from anger to upset, to desperation.
Will you just leave me alone. Please.


Fuck off you arsehole FUCK OFF FUCK OFF.


I will never be your girlfriend, you creepy little man. Nobody will ever love you.


That last one had been met with a particularly unpleasant reply.
I will make sure nobody loves you. Ever again.
His messages threaten rape and murder, but interspersed with the violence are declarations of love.
How dare you ignore me? I am perfect for you. I love you.
This strange contradiction of aggression and affection, like the two go together.
Freya flicks back to the MeetM8 messages, hoping there’s something she missed from the exchange that might force Ashley Pavesi and her Rottweiler lawyer to hand over the data. But there’s nothing. Only the messages decreasing in frequency from Emily, the desperation creeping in from ‘Grant’.
Have I done something wrong?
Please don’t ignore me. We were getting on so well.
And a final message from Emily.
I don’t think we’re right for each other. Please stop messaging me. That’s it now.


That’s when he moved to texts.
Another big unanswered question: how did he get her personal number? Emily swears she didn’t give it to him, but Freya scans the messages, looking for the slip. She notices gaps in the discussion, dialogue she doesn’t have.
She picks up the phone and calls Emily’s new number. She answers on the second ring.
‘There’s no further update,’ Freya says quickly. ‘But would it be possible for you to send me every single conversation between you and Grant Anderson?’
‘All of it?’ Emily replies, stunned.
‘I know it might seem like overkill,’ Freya says, wincing at her unfortunate choice of words. ‘But I’m hoping I can use the messages to find out more about him. He might have given something away. A slip that will help us identify him.’
‘Okay,’ Emily agrees reluctantly. ‘But they’re kind of… embarrassing.’
‘I promise I’ll keep them confidential,’ Freya reassures her, and reluctantly Emily agrees. But before she hangs up, another thought occurs to Freya. ‘You don’t reply to him often. Once he gets abusive. That must have taken incredible willpower.’
‘I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of a response. One thing I tell my clients – if you don’t want to get into an argument, don’t start one. Silence is often the best policy.’ Emily pauses. ‘It didn’t always work, though. If I’d been drinking. If it all got too much… I’ll send you the messages,’ Emily finishes, and they say their goodbyes.
After a moment, they start to come through.
It’s a lot, and they’re patchy. The screenshots arrive out of order so Freya needs to piece them together, a conversational jigsaw. While she’s waiting for the full picture, she looks back to the ones on text. The abusive, harassing ones.
It’s an odd chain of events.
Most stalkers like this one, with so much rage and frustration, would escalate. Sometimes to violence, sometimes to self-harm. But this guy just stops. There’s a torrent of abuse, Emily would eventually reply and then he’d go silent.
She leans forward and marks the dates on her notepad. Then, needing more space, she grabs a few pieces of A3 paper from the photocopier and sticks them together longways, plotting the dates from the various messages onto a timeline. Their first conversations on MeetM8, then when things started to go wrong, moving towards this last date, when he stood outside her house. Abuse, a reply from Emily, then silence.
The desk isn’t big enough, so she moves her makeshift timeline to the floor, kneeling next to it, a marker pen in her hand. She prints off screenshots, piecing them together with tape and then adding the dates.
A shadow falls across the paper, blocking the light. She looks up; Robin hands her a coffee. She takes it gratefully and sits back, shifting her numb legs out in front.
‘What are you doing?’ he asks, crouching next to her, his knees cracking. ‘Is this your stalking case?’
‘Yeah. Emily Rhodes. I’m looking for a pattern, some sort of explanation for these pauses.’
‘Does he work somewhere that won’t allow a mobile phone?’ Robin suggests. He slumps onto the floor, sitting cross-legged on the carpet.
‘Some sort of commitment? Maybe he has kids?’
‘Or it’s a full moon,’ he says with a smile. She grins back, appreciating the moment of levity. ‘What makes him stop?’ he asks, serious again, pointing to one of Emily’s messages.
‘It’s always something like this. She’s pushed to the edge and can’t help but respond.’
‘Always with something personal?’
‘Yeah…’ she says slowly. She leans down closer to the mosaic of messages and dates, printed sheets criss-crossed with black marker pen. ‘He escalates, almost to the point of getting too close. Then nothing. Silence.’
‘Is he worried about getting caught?’
‘It seems like a level of logic you wouldn’t normally apply to a stalker. He gets within touching distance of the object of his desire. Why would he hesitate? We’ve both seen it – the loss of control, the moment of violence. Stalking is so often the precursor to women being murdered.’ Robin nods solemnly and Freya continues, ‘Maybe someone stopped him?’
‘Or he had a release of some kind…’ Robin says this almost to himself, staring at the timeline on the floor. Then he jumps up.
‘Bring that,’ he says, pointing at her patchwork of paper.
He rushes towards his incident room, Freya following, confused, pages trailing. When they get to the room, he takes one end from her and sticks it to the wall with Blu-Tack. She does the same with the other, and they both stand back, looking at it from a distance.
Robin has positioned it directly underneath the timeline for his arsons. He takes a red marker pen and draws frantic long lines – getting it on the wall, not caring – connecting one to the other. Freya frowns, looking at it, then she sees what he must have already realised.
‘That has to be coincidence…’ she begins.
‘That often?’ Robin looks at her, his eyes wide with excitement. ‘The dates from your stalking – his abuse, then the eventual response from Emily.’
‘What are we saying? That her getting angry and offensive causes him to start a fire?’
‘I think so, yes. Don’t you agree? Look at what happens next. The abrupt stop. Then, here? Another arson.’
Freya stares at it, her mouth open. Then she stops and meets his eyes. She feels a sudden jolt of joy, notices the same look of glee on his face.
‘Does this mean… Are we working together again, Robin?’
He nods slowly, still grinning. ‘Looks that way. We’re searching for the same man.’
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The night has closed in; the street lights cast odd-shaped shadows across the dark pavement as Emily walks. It makes her shudder, her senses on high alert. She hadn’t realised just how late it was until she stepped away from the glow of the restaurant. She should have accepted the offer of a lift, but he was a work colleague, it was out of his way and she didn’t want to be a pain. She considers an Uber, but at this time of night, around here? She checks the app, and sure enough, the closest one is twenty minutes away. She could be back at her parents’ place by then.
She starts walking, her only company the clop of her sandals on the concrete, her headphones eschewed months ago – advice taken, along with all other well-known safety procedures when he came along. Be aware of your surroundings. Walk in well-lit areas. Trust your gut. Hands free to defend yourself.
As if any of that would help. She’s small, slim; no match for a strong, determined man. No way of preventing him if—
No. Stop. You’re a grown woman, she tells herself sternly. Pull yourself together. He can’t watch you every hour of the day. She has a new number; only a few people have it. Her closest and dearest. She’s scanned everything for tracking devices – nothing. No way this bastard is following her. Even though it’s nearly half-ten, the June night is warm, a cool breeze in the air. She walks on, striding decisively, her handbag tucked hard under her arm.
She stops at a junction, waiting for a car to pass, and that’s when she hears them. Soft footsteps behind her. She glances over her shoulder; scans the way she’s come. There’s no one there. She holds her breath for a moment and listens, but there’s only the hum of traffic in the distance, the rustling of leaves in the trees lining the road.
She starts walking again. Confident strides, head held high. But her senses are primed now, listening, straining to hear those steps again. And then, there they are. Closer. She glances behind her, not stopping, and this time she sees a figure. Some way back, but definitely there. He’s tall, shoulders stooped, hoodie covering his face and head. Her heart races. Her breathing is shallow. She increases her pace. It’s him. It must be.
She should have got a taxi. She should have got her dad to pick her up. How could she have been so stupid? For months she’s been too scared to leave the house and now she’s out walking alone at night? Her brain races, imagining what he might do to her. Rape. Murder – her body found bloodied and beaten in an alleyway tomorrow morning. Sulphuric acid in the face. She’s heard of that; that happens, doesn’t it?
She sees a man in the distance – older, smart suit, a professional – climbing into his car a few metres ahead. She speeds up to get to him, but then as she’s alongside, she doesn’t know what to say. The man looks up, his car door open, his eyes curious. She glances back – but there’s nobody there.
She forces a smile and moves on. What’s she supposed to say? I thought someone was following me but now he’s gone? And who’s to say this guy is any better? She doesn’t know him, either.
Besides, she’s not far from home now. Just around this corner, and that’s her road. She sees people, smokers, crowded outside a pub. They’re laughing and joking, and she feels her spirits lift. It’s nothing. This man is driving her crazy – tonight it’s been no more than an overactive imagination playing tricks in the darkness. She passes the pub, walks down her parents’ street, pulling the keys out of her bag. She opens the small gate to their terraced house; her hands are shaking as she gets in.
She pulls the front door shut and hears her mother call out. Her parents are in the living room, watching TV. A familiar, reassuring scene. Emily slumps against the wall in the hallway with a sigh of relief. And as she does so, her phone vibrates in her pocket.
She pulls it out, already smiling in anticipation of a friend’s message. Sure enough, it’s a text, but she freezes, a chill covering her body in a cold sweat.
It’s from a number she doesn’t recognise.
Next time, you might not be so lucky.
He’s found her. He will always find her.
And with a cry, she drops her phone to the floor.
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Robin stands in front of the full-length mirror. He nervously tugs on the cravat as the man ties it around his neck. Navy-blue silk, perfectly complementing the waistcoat and the dark grey suit. Only his worn-out socks, a hole in the toe, jar the overall effect.
It’s a posh place. Suits costing more than Robin’s annual salary hang around the sides; the assistant next to him is wearing a smart black ensemble, a pocket square peeking out, matching his tie. Glossy photographs of chiselled-jawed men adorn the walls, laughing with their airbrushed brides. Robin had never set foot in a place like this until today.
‘Who knew you would scrub up so well,’ a voice says next to him, and Robin smiles as he turns to face Liam.
‘It’s a little tight,’ he replies, embarrassed. He pulls again on the cravat.
‘It’ll be fine. You just need to wear it for the ceremony, then you can do what you like.’
‘Your new wife is going to be impressed,’ the store assistant says. He stands back and lets Robin take in the sight once more; even Robin has to admit he looks good. Jo’s enforced diet has had one positive effect, he acknowledges ruefully, before the assistant’s assumption hits home.
‘Oh, no,’ Robin says quickly. ‘Not me. This man here is the groom.’
The assistant looks embarrassed; Liam grins.
‘He’s the best man,’ Liam adds. ‘Although it looks like he might upstage me on the day.’
The assistant turns his attention to Liam, fussing and taking measurements, while Robin watches with affection. The wedding is on Saturday, they’ve left it late, but Liam reassured him this shop knew what they were doing.
And Liam’s done it all before. A lavish wedding to Georgia, Robin’s sister, nearly twelve years ago now. Robin hadn’t been the best man for that one, but events since have pulled the two men closer.
Nearly eight years ago, Georgia and her twin two-year-old boys were killed in a car crash, hit by a drunk driver. That tragedy sent Robin into a tailspin – his parents had died years earlier and Georgia had been the only family he’d had left – leaving him depressed and almost suicidal. It was only after meeting Freya, and the events that followed just after, that he had begun to rebuild his life, starting with the relationship with Liam.
‘Is Lizzie all sorted?’ Robin asks about Liam’s fiancée, as he gets changed behind a curtain.
‘She says so. I’ve left it all up to her.’ Liam pokes his head out, then emerges, fully dressed. The assistant bustles around him, ensuring the suit fits just right. ‘Terrible, really. But she says she’s enjoyed it. All the stuff,’ Liam flutters his hand vaguely, ‘associated with a wedding.’
Liam stands straight in front of the mirror. Robin moves so he’s next to him; he barely recognises the two men who look so different to when Robin first met Liam all those years ago. A nervous introduction from his sister in a smoky pub. A man with whom, at the time, Robin believed he would never have a single thing in common, let alone come to consider a brother.
A lump forms in his throat, and he reaches across, grabbing Liam awkwardly around his shoulders, the best he can manage by way of affection. In return, Liam squeezes him in a bear hug.
‘Come on,’ Robin says, his voice choking, pushing him away with a manly clap on the back. ‘Let’s get changed and go for a coffee.’

They find the nearest Costa and stand in the queue.
‘How does it feel, being back?’ Liam asks as their drinks are poured.
‘Fine. And why does everyone keep asking me that?’ Robin replies.
‘It’s just…’ Liam shrugs. ‘You left so quickly. One moment you were telling me about things with Freya, and the next you’re leaving, with a baby on the way.’
Robin feels Liam’s questioning gaze. ‘It was a lot,’ he admits, but leaves the conversation wanting.
He thanks the barista as he pays; they carry their drinks outside. It’s the beginning of the day, the sun shining, a cool breeze rippling across the small courtyard. Not the most salubrious of surroundings – a car park and a shopping centre right next door – but Robin leans back on his chair contentedly, his coffee cupped in his hands.
Two girls walk past, no more than teenagers. Huge baggy jeans, crop tops. Their conversation drifts across – a tumble of words and noises, a strange linguistic mash-up of English. A dialect of youth, one that Robin hasn’t been part of for a long time.
‘Any idea what they’re saying?’ Liam whispers with an indulgent smile, realising Robin’s watching them, too.
‘Not a clue. How did we get so old?’
Liam just laughs. ‘And?’ he says, and Robin knows they’re back to the previous conversation. ‘How is it with Freya?’
‘The same as before.’ Liam raises an eyebrow. ‘The work stuff, I mean. Not that. She’s happy with Josh. Her fiancé,’ he adds, and he can’t help the mocking tone creeping into the last word.
‘So there’s—’
‘Nothing,’ Robin says sharply. He regrets his tone. ‘Everything was such a mess when I left. I don’t want to get into all of that again.’
His phone rings in his pocket. He pulls it out and dangles it in front of Liam with a smile. ‘Steph? Have you got anything interesting for me?’
‘I’d say so,’ she replies. ‘And hello to you, too, Robin. How are you?’
‘I’m fine. Cough it up, Steph.’
She laughs. ‘Tox screen came back from your arson victim’s blood. Alcohol, enough to render him pretty pissed. And a benzodiazepine. Specifically, flunitrazepam.’
‘Rohypnol? He was roofied?’
‘I’m guessing he didn’t take it himself.’
‘No,’ Robin says thoughtfully. That visitor, the supposed friend.
Steph ends the call, and Robin turns his attention back to Liam.
‘Interesting?’ Liam asks.
‘Could be.’
‘And… Steph?’
Robin rolls his eyes. ‘Give me a break. She is definitely off the market. Engaged – and six months pregnant.’ Liam holds his hands up, admitting defeat. ‘Now, tell me about the wedding,’ Robin asks. ‘Is everything set?’
Liam happily moves on to talk about his future mother-in-law and a disagreement over seating placements. Robin listens, puzzled by the politics of a world he knows nothing about.
His thoughts drift to Freya as Liam talks. Back to May last year, when he left.
Misunderstandings, arguments in car parks. A late-night meeting to say goodbye – ending with a stolen kiss in the dead of night. Then he hadn’t seen Freya for over a year. He’d wanted to call – desperately. Many mornings he’d found himself waking and going to message her, as he had so many times before. He’d start a new case and want to ask her view, to hear whatever random thought would spring into her head. But he’d deliberately kept his distance. Josh had proposed, and she’d said yes. Month after month he’d waited, silently dreading the save-the-date card, the announcement of a wedding that still hasn’t come.
He’d tried not to think of Freya, and instead focused on Jo and their new home. Then Tom had arrived and, along with him, the blur of sleeplessness and overwhelming love. Life is different now. He has a son, and even being away from him for a few nights is heart-wrenching.
But he is enjoying catching up on his sleep.
Liam asks about Tom, and Robin proudly shows him the latest photo. Liam smiles adoringly.
‘How long are they away for?’
‘Jo’s back tomorrow night. Just in time for the wedding. Tom’s going to stay with his grandma.’
‘Well, I haven’t seen enough of him. Bring him over as soon as you can.’ Robin nods. ‘And the case? How’s it going?’
‘We’ve made some headway. But it’s not looking good. Turns out he’s a stalker who lights fires. Our theory is it’s a way to let out his frustration.’
‘When he can’t get the girl?’ Liam says, a salacious grin creeping onto his face. ‘Sort of like…’ He makes a brief wanking gesture.
Robin snorts. ‘If you like.’
‘Psychology isn’t that complicated,’ Liam says. ‘If this is anything to go by.’
Robin nods and takes a sip of his coffee. ‘And guess who’s the officer in charge of the stalking case?’
Liam laughs. ‘Freya? So you’re working together again?’ Robin nods. ‘Oh, Rob. The universe is trying to tell you something. It’s time you started to listen.’
‘That’s bollocks, and you know it. Next, you’ll be telling me to check my horoscope.’
‘I wouldn’t go that far. So, since you want me to change the subject – best man’s speech? It’s done, right?’
‘Of course. And no, you can’t read it beforehand.’
‘Just promise me there’s no swearing. And no graphic cop crime scene stories?’
‘Promise.’ And Robin can. There are neither of those things, but only because Robin hasn’t started writing it yet.
Liam nods, satisfied. He points to their empty coffee cups. ‘Have you got time for another?’ Robin knows that Liam’s already off work, holiday taken before the wedding for last-minute preparations – ‘Or a few long bike rides to get out of Lizzie’s hair,’ he’d added with a smile. Robin thinks of the team back at the nick, working hard on the case. He should be there, overseeing the investigation, but now they’ve got Freya, he feels the pressure lift.
‘Maybe a quick one,’ he says.
Liam gets up to fetch them. ‘And an almond croissant,’ Robin calls after him. He’s glad he got the suit comfort fit. Because the way he’s going, by Saturday he’s going to need it.
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This is what she’s here for. Why Freya wanted the promotion. In Robin’s absence she’s gathered the whole team in the incident room – Mina, Davis and Josh. On the table in front of them is a large tray of original glazed Krispy Kremes. Davis passes them around. Mina nibbles hers delicately, licking her fingers clean of the sugar after. Josh eats the doughnut in two massive bites, washing it down with a swig from his mug.
The case has swelled into multiple arsons, murder, and the stalking and harassment. It’s high-priority – this is a dangerous man, as confirmed by Emily’s frantic call first thing that morning.
‘He was following me,’ Emily said. ‘Last night. As I walked home from dinner.’
‘Did you see him?’ Freya asked, not mentioning Emily’s stupidity at walking home alone. There is never a time for victim blaming.
‘No. Someone I thought was him, but he disappeared. He sent a message. On my new phone. How did he get the number?’ The pitch of her voice increases to near hysteria. ‘How? Is it one of my friends?’
Freya was stunned. ‘I don’t know. I’m sorry, Emily. We’re doing everything we can. Did you reply?’
There was a long pause. ‘Emily?’ Freya pushed.
‘I was so angry.’
‘That’s okay. Forward it all to me. Where are you now? At work?’
‘Yes. And I’m going to move from Mum and Dad’s. A friend has a big house she’s doing up. She’s always saying she’d like the company.’
‘Good. Can I have the new address? And look after yourself. No more risks, please?’ Emily had agreed, and Freya scribbled the address down in her investigator’s notebook.
Now she turns her attention to the board. To the huge timeline of the two cases, merged into one, stretching across the wall. It’s scrappy, but it clearly shows the intersection of the dates. The escalation of the abuse and harassment, Emily’s reply, then the setting of a fire.
She’d received Emily’s screenshots of the latest interaction, and Emily’s response had been cutting.
Fuck off you sad lonely old man. You are alone for a reason. You will never find someone who loves you.


Freya admires her spirit. And, if their theory is correct, there should be another fire. The offender expressing himself in the way he knows best.
Next to the timeline is the geoprofile – the dots marking the arsons in the area, all grouped around the west of the city. The General Hospital to the north of the boundary, the edge of the Common to the east, the Tesco superstore in Bursledon to the west. It’s not a big area – just over two miles from west to east. There’s only one outlier: the murder.
Freya pauses, taking in the team. She’s in charge now, this is it. Her chance to prove herself as a sergeant.
‘Given what we now know about the investigation, our best line of enquiry is finding Vincent Copeland’s Sunday-night visitor,’ Freya says. ‘Let’s work around. Where are we?’
‘Aren’t we waiting for Butler?’ Davis asks.
‘We’ve already spoken,’ Freya says, and shares the news about the toxicology results. ‘And I’ll update him when he gets back. Lee, where have you got to with the CCTV?’
‘Nothing so far,’ Davis says. ‘All of the arsons, and the points where he was watching, are in remote areas. Nothing around the playpark near the murder. No street or shop cameras. Despite the appeal for information, we’ve got zilch.’
‘And the neighbours from the murder? Any witnesses, Josh?’
‘I’ve been over all the statements. Nobody reports seeing anyone. It was late, most of them were in bed before – and after the fire engines arrived, they were watching the show.’
‘Have they been asked specifically about earlier in the evening? About seeing anyone arrive to visit the victim?’
‘Yes, and no. Nothing.’ Josh cranes his neck behind him, to a large stack of brown filing boxes. They take up the entire back wall. Some are spotless, others are near collapse, visibly crumbling with stains caused by water damage. ‘What are those all about?’
‘I’m glad you asked. These are the work files from our victim. His daughter dropped them off this morning. PSD and HR are being slow to come back, so if we want to know about this guy’s background, it’s all here.’
Josh groans, knowing what’s coming next. ‘And you want us to go through them?’
‘Yes. Please. You’re looking for signs of trouble. Complaints. Notes. Anything that he might have left, pointing to someone who had reason to kill him. Or even a friend – someone that we can interview to find out more.’
Josh grimaces. ‘There must be decades’ worth.’
‘Over thirty years. And the guy was diligent, I had a quick look this morning. He kept records of everything.’
‘What if he wasn’t killed by someone related to his job?’
‘Then we’ll know. Okay, Josh?’
‘Yes. Sarge,’ he adds pointedly.
Freya ignores his tone. She moves on. ‘Lee, if you could start scouring traffic cameras for any cars leaving the area around the times we know about?’ Davis nods, a doughnut shoved in his mouth. ‘Mina – has the FIO come back to you with his report? Any possible evidence found at the scene?’
‘Nothing yet.’ She pauses, then quickly adds, ‘I’ll chase.’
‘Thank you. And ask him about possible arsons from last night. If this guy is following our pattern, there will be something. Could you then go through the witness photographs from the scene? Work on identifying everyone in shot, ruling them in or out.’ Mina nods. ‘I’ll follow up with Greg on the CCTV – see if he’s been able to get anything from the grainy image outside Emily Rhodes’s house.’ Freya looks up as DCI Baker appears in the doorway. ‘Thank you, everyone.’
The three DCs get up from the table, Mina taking another doughnut as she goes. Josh pauses, but seeing that Freya’s about to speak to Baker, moves away, back to his desk.
Baker comes into the incident room and stands in front of the board. Freya watches him as his eyes scan the timeline.
‘You’re sure it’s the same guy?’ he asks.
‘It’s too much of a coincidence to not be, guv. For one to intersect, that could be chance. But for more than that? Each time she replied – a fire, that night. And then, when she sends him a message saying she’s going to the police, he burns a guy’s house down, deliberately killing someone.’
‘What about these?’
Baker points to the other arsons. The ones before Emily.
‘Other victims? Ones that haven’t come forward?’
‘Why doesn’t he set fire to the person he’s stalking? Why does he kill this guy?’
Freya’s stumped. She just doesn’t know. ‘That’s what I’m trying to find out. And it would be a hell of a lot easier if MeetM8 would hand over their data. Can we get a court order to force them to comply?’
‘That’s what I’m here about.’ He pauses. ‘Robin around?’
‘He’s at the suit fitting for Liam’s wedding. Should be back soon.’
‘Of course. The wedding. Well, if you see him before I do, tell him to come up to my office.’ Baker looks away from the board, meeting Freya’s gaze. ‘Don’t do anything with MeetM8 until he does, okay?’
‘But guv—’
‘No arguments, West.’
‘Message understood.’
Baker nods and turns away. Freya watches him as he walks down the office. She picks her phone up and sends a quick message to Robin.
Where are you? Baker wants to see you.


On my way back.
Now?
Now.


Freya confirms.
It’s about MeetM8.


She gets a thumbs-up emoji in reply. Something churns in her gut. Because whatever that’s about, she knows it’s not going to be good.
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Getting the data from MeetM8 would be a game changer, but Robin instinctively knows that a summons to Baker’s office isn’t going to be for good news. The door is open when he arrives, and he knocks.
‘Guv?’
‘Robin. Come in, come in.’ He feels Baker’s scrutiny as he sits down in front of the desk. ‘How did the fitting go? Is Liam all set for Saturday?’
‘Yes, all good.’
‘And your team? They’re behaving?’
Robin tilts his head. ‘What are you getting at?’ he asks, knowing Baker never asks pointless questions.
‘Just you and Smith. I know you’ve not seen eye to eye in the past.’
‘We’re fine. Josh is fine. How is Mouse feeling about the stalking case falling under me now?’
‘He doesn’t like it. But he understands. I’ve given him free rein over the rest of Major Crimes in the meantime.’
In other words, Baker’s let him have his pick of the rest of the cases and resource to appease him.
‘But that’s not why you’re here, Robin,’ Baker adds. His face turns grave. ‘You’ve heard about Freya’s visit to MeetM8, I assume?’
‘And that they wouldn’t give up their data?’ Robin says, stopping short of expressing his annoyance at Mouse for chewing Freya out after. ‘Any chance you’ve called me here to give your approval to apply for a court order?’ Robin asks with a hopeful wince.
‘What do you think?’ Baker replies rhetorically. He pulls a file across the desk. ‘We had a complaint last night. From MeetM8. About West.’
‘Guv, you know Freya would never…’
Baker waves his objections away. ‘It’s utter crap, I know that. I’m sure Freya behaved with utmost professionalism, but we need to be careful. They’re claiming she threatened to go to the press unless they co-operated. At the moment they’re not putting it in formally, but I don’t want this to become an investigation. Even if it’s bollocks, something like this on her file could derail her career. So we need to leave them alone.’
Robin sits back in his seat, frustrated. ‘We shouldn’t let them bully us.’
‘And normally I would agree, but I’ve been going through the file this morning and they do have a point. There’s no law against false representation on a dating site. He’s not threatened anyone on there, nor asked for money. No law has been broken. It’s all the stuff away from this site that’s illegal.’
‘But if we got his details from it, we could catch this bastard.’
‘If he’s even used any real information. Chances are he set up an email address specifically and not entered anything that would help. His name and his photo are fake, what’s to say everything else isn’t? You’ve got other leads? Especially now you have your theory that connects him to the arsons.’
There’s no point in lying. ‘Not much, guv, to be honest. No forensics, no witnesses. The victim had a visitor Sunday night but no leads yet as to who it was. He’s clever.’
‘He’ll slip up. These messages to this woman… To me that’s someone with a lot of rage. And angry guys make mistakes, however smart they are. You’ll get him.’
Robin senses the end of the conversation is near. He stands up.
‘Just tell West to keep away from that company. Please.’
Robin nods and leaves the office. He heads back downstairs, mind churning. How can they find this guy? All traditional methods are drawing a blank. A germ of an idea starts to form; maybe there’s something a little more unconventional they could try.
By the time he gets downstairs, Josh and Lee are at their desks in the main office, and Freya and Mina are in the kitchen, making coffee. He pauses in the doorway.
‘Freya? A quick word?’
She looks up at his serious tone, and he gestures for her to follow him into the incident room. He closes the door behind them and her face falls.
‘Is this about MeetM8?’ she asks.
Robin sighs. ‘I’ve just been to see Baker. They’ve made an informal complaint.’
‘Fuck.’ She slumps into one of the chairs and pushes her fingers into her eyes.
He sits down next to her. ‘Baker’s on your side,’ he says gently. ‘I’m on your side. We know you did nothing wrong. But we have to keep away or they’ll make it formal.’
‘Bastards,’ Freya hisses. ‘So, no data?’
‘No data,’ Robin confirms. ‘Take five minutes. This isn’t about you, you know that. Is Mina making you a drink?’
‘Yeah.’
He watches her head off to the toilets, her head down. Freya’s favourite place to regroup; he just hopes she’s okay. He puts his hands above his head, staring at the map and the timeline. There’s a quiet knock on the glass and Mina stands there.
‘Thought you might need this,’ she says and hands him a coffee.
Robin thanks her.
‘Davis brought in doughnuts,’ Mina adds, pointing to the half-filled tray on the table. Robin remembers his croissant from mere hours earlier but reaches for one anyway.
‘I spoke to Paul Holdsworth a moment ago. His report from the murder-slash-arson on Sunday night is through, but there’s nothing on it we didn’t already know.’
‘Pity,’ Robin replies, taking a quick bite of the doughnut. Flakes of sugar glaze fall on his shirt; he mops them up with a finger.
‘But that’s not all. He says there was a fire last night. A car.’
Robin raises an eyebrow. ‘Petrol?’
‘Yep. Fits with our theory – Emily sent a shitty text in response to being followed, bloke starts a fire. Paul says to call him as soon as you’re free. He’ll take you around.’
‘At least nobody else was hurt.’
A knock on the door interrupts them. Greg’s standing there.
‘Is Freya around? She’ll want to see this.’
‘Come in. Freya will be back shortly.’ Greg joins Robin and Mina at the table, then presses a button on his phone. The screen at the front jumps into life. Another few buttons and an image appears. Robin has no idea how to get his computer to connect to the screen, let alone this magic.
‘You’ve seen this before,’ Greg says. ‘The CCTV Freya found from outside Emily Rhodes’s house. And while we’ve had zero luck getting any clear view of his face, we have been able to get some personal information.’ He clicks another button and a few horizontal lines appear on the screen. ‘See here?’ He pauses as Freya comes back into the room. She gives Robin a wan smile and joins them at the table.
Greg continues: ‘Look at the comparison points around him – the doorway, the brickwork, the bus shelter – from these we can extrapolate how tall this guy is. Assuming he’s wearing normal shoes, he’s between six foot and six-two.’
‘That’s significant,’ Robin comments.
‘Taller than average,’ Greg says, and Freya utters a quick exclamation.
‘On his dating profile…’ She shuffles the papers in front of her. ‘Yes, here. He says he’s six-two.’ She looks up at the group. ‘What if he hasn’t lied about everything? And the other personal details are correct?’ She glances down again. ‘Brown hair, brown eyes. Likes…’ And she reads them aloud. ‘Godfather 2, films with dinosaurs, The Shawshank Redemption – the Stephen King story, not the film. Single, no children.’ She pauses, thinking. ‘What if…’
‘Go on…’ Robin says, curious.
‘What if the early messages were just as honest? I’ve got all the conversations. The whole point of the dating app is they get to know each other – what if he’s shared more on there?’
Robin nods and turns to Mina.
‘Mina, you’re up to speed on the stalking?’
‘Last night’s bedtime reading,’ she confirms.
‘Then let’s go back to basics on this guy. He will have made a mistake, everyone does. Have a read of his messages – every single one. What does he say that tells us something about him?’
‘Names, dates, places?’ Mina asks.
‘Anything specific. And meanwhile…’ He turns to Freya with a grin. ‘You and I are going to meet the FIO at the latest crime scene. He struck again last night. Straight after Emily sent him the message.’
‘The connection between the two cases is correct,’ Freya says with a smile.
Robin feels a new charge. The week may be coming to a close, but their case has a new lease of life.
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Freya leans back contentedly as Robin drives. She scuffs her feet in the mess in the footwell: the usual chocolate bar wrappers, an empty bottle of Diet Coke, but now also a packet of baby wipes and a leaflet from a ‘Music with Mummy’ class. It makes her smile – she can’t imagine Robin at that one. Radio 2 plays quietly; she leans forward and opens the glovebox: the same old CDs stare back.
Robin’s looking much more his usual self this morning – decidedly rumpled. The ironed shirt and the tie from Monday have disappeared. It looks like he’s shaved but there’s a smudge of white sugar around his mouth left by the doughnut he ate earlier. She takes reassurance that some things haven’t changed.
The phone rings; Robin answers it over hands-free.
‘Jess?’
The crime scene manager answers with a guffaw. Robin looks to Freya, puzzled. ‘Have you read your emails yet?’ Jess asks.
‘Not lately?’
Jess laughs again, her voice loud over the speaker. ‘You’re going to love this. The report from the arson. You were right about the playpark.’
‘You found something?’
‘Don’t get excited. It’s not a print or DNA, or anything like that. We don’t have the time and you don’t have the budget to wade through all the samples you’d get from somewhere public like a playground. But we did notice something odd on the park bench, and we swabbed it. We found a whole load of stuff, the chemical names for which I won’t bore you with now, but one of them was nonoxynol-9.’
She pauses for effect. Freya twitches with impatience. ‘Which is?’ she eventually asks.
‘Oh, hi Freya. Didn’t know you were there. The band’s back together then?’
‘Jess…’ Robin replies. ‘Spit it out.’
‘Spermicide.’
Robin raises his eyebrows at Freya, taking his gaze off the road for a moment. ‘Pardon?’
‘And lubricant.’
‘Why…?’
‘Our thoughts exactly. It could be there for a number of reasons. Maybe someone was having sex on the park bench. Or a posh wank.’
‘Someone who didn’t want their DNA getting everywhere.’
‘Now, we can’t prove it and it probably doesn’t help you, because we didn’t find any sperm heads, so nothing that could link it to your offender, but I thought you’d like to know. Because… well…’
‘You haven’t got anything else from the crime scene.’
‘Sorry. Nothing. The fire destroyed everything. If it was there, it’s gone.’
They’re close to the wasteland now, Robin slowing the car as they approach. ‘We’ve got to go,’ Robin says. ‘Thanks, Jess. But keep your phone close by. We may have somewhere else for your team to look at.’
‘Just give me a call,’ she says, and hangs up.
Robin pulls the car to a stop. Scrubby grass, broken fence. A dumped fridge, reminding Freya of the case when she first met Josh. The new DC from Newcastle, Josh had been in charge for that one. Cocky, confident, flirty. Easier times.
But Freya can see what they’re here for – the shape of a car, black and burned, only the shell remaining. Blue tape flutters, but there’s no one guarding the scene. They get out of the Volvo and wait for the fire investigation officer. Robin stares at the car, his brow lowered; she wonders what he’s thinking.
‘What’s our hypothesis then…’ Freya barely dares to say it. ‘He was having a wank while watching the house burn?’
She waits while Robin tries to stifle a smirk and fails. ‘Bit fucked up, though, isn’t it?’ he says at last. ‘Given someone died.’
‘More than a bit.’ She looks at him closely. ‘You have doughnut sugar on your face.’
‘I do?’ He gropes at it with his thumb, but misses.
‘Here.’ She reaches across and wipes it off with a finger. The sudden intimacy – the feel of his skin, his face – gives her a flashback to the night before he left. The final kiss in the darkness. She pulls her hand away; Robin flushes.
‘There he is,’ Robin says. A red and yellow van heads towards them. They watch it arrive, Freya glad of the distraction.
She’s sure she’s not met Paul Holdsworth before, because… this guy? She would have remembered this guy. He’s huge. Clearly a fan of the gym, he dwarfs Robin as he says hello, then turns to her. Muscled arms poke out of a blue polo shirt. He has the loveliest dark eyes. She feels herself blush as they shake hands, his grip firm but warm, his fingers calloused – someone used to working in harsher environments than theirs.
‘The car’s been abandoned for a while,’ Paul says after introductions are made. He holds the tape for Freya and she ducks under. ‘It had been nicked a few weeks before and vandalised. Police were aware and had notified the owner – he was in no rush to collect it.’
‘But the fire was set later?’ Robin asks.
‘Yeah. The initial damage was just a caved-in front. See there?’
Paul points to the vehicle – to the V-shape of the crumpled metal of the bonnet. ‘We think it limped here under the control of the initial joyriders, then abandoned. Our arsonist saw his opportunity last night.’
Freya glances around. The wasteland isn’t overlooked by any houses; there are no cameras or CCTV.
‘Who called in the fire?’ she asks.
‘No one until this morning. That’s how isolated this area is. In the end, an early jogger went past and spotted it smouldering. We sent a team out at nine who cooled any hotspots.’
‘But you didn’t call it in to us until later?’
‘We should have.’ Paul holds his hands up in apology. ‘But in the absence of persons reported, the priority was low. I only remembered it when DC Desai called. Petrol was the accelerant. What do you think? One of yours?’
‘It’s likely,’ Robin replies. ‘It fits with the location. To the south of our geoprofile, but it’s secluded. He could have stood right here and…’ His voice trails off; he glances to Freya with a small smile.
‘Watched,’ she finishes, and he snorts.
Paul sees the exchange and gives them a baffled smile. ‘What am I missing?’
Freya throws Robin a look and turns to Paul. ‘My esteemed colleague,’ she says pointedly, ‘is referencing our theory that our arsonist is enjoying watching the fire.’
‘That wouldn’t be unusual,’ Paul says.
‘Yes. But a little too much,’ Freya says with emphasis. Paul gets her drift and chuckles.
‘I’ve heard of that. But real pyromania is rare. Do you have evidence to support your theory?’
‘Spermicide found at a playpark overlooking the burned house.’
Paul nods slowly. ‘Could be. Or a couple out for a nice walk,’ he adds, with air quotes around the last few words.
‘Well, whatever the euphemism, it doesn’t help us find him,’ Freya laughs. ‘What evidence did you come away with after this arson?’
‘There wasn’t much. A possible footwear mark, here.’ He points to a patch of mud with a large print in the centre of it. ‘I’ve already photographed it, but you can get your SOCOs out to take a mould.’
‘We will, thank you.’ Freya peers closer. ‘Definitely a man’s print, judging by the size. And looks like a trainer?’
‘That’s what I thought, too. And there’s a lot of glass scattered around. From the initial police report, we know the windows were intact, so your arsonist must have smashed them.’
‘They didn’t break in the fire?’
‘No. The break pattern of glass is different depending on whether the break was thermal or mechanical, and this was definitely mechanical. Thermal stress fissures normally originate at the edge and form near ninety-degree angles with both the edge and the surface of the glass. From my – admittedly rudimentary – assessment,’ Paul adds with a grin, ‘this break occurred in the centre of the pane, resulting in multiple fractures in a spiderweb arrangement.’
‘You certainly know your forensics,’ Freya says.
‘I try. But what this means for us is that he’s almost guaranteed to have picked up some of these glass fragments. Either in his clothes or stuck in the soles of his shoes. That’s not even mentioning the accelerant that must be on his person. Find that, and your crime scene lab could match it back to the car. Both the glass and the petrol.’
‘Easier said than done,’ Freya mutters, and Paul gives her a sympathetic look.
‘Plus, I found some other fragments. Here.’
They move closer to the car, and Paul tells Freya about the methods he uses to take samples, to test for accelerant. A few pieces of charred metal were found around the scene that may or may not belong to the car.
‘Another pair of eyes might help identify them, if you want to come and see?’ Paul finishes.
Freya agrees and turns back to speak to Robin. But, to her surprise, he hasn’t followed them. He’s not paying any attention. He’s around the other side of the car, his head tilted away, his eyes locked on the vehicle. Still, as if frozen.
Like a cornered animal, watching its enemy. In fear.
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While they’ve been walking around the car, Robin’s sense of claustrophobia has been growing. Despite the open waste ground, the wind whipping fresh summer air across the scene, his chest has been tightening, his breathing more rapid. Freya and Paul are talking now, and he moves away from them, forcing himself to take deep breaths. But this only pulls more of the smell into his nose, melting rubber and plastic, the smoke and soot settling in his lungs.
He sees the dead body again. The blackened skin, the curled hands – and his memory flashes. A country road, in the dead of night. A car. Burning.
He can’t breathe. He can’t think.
He mutters an excuse and walks quickly to his Volvo, then stands, his back to them, gulping in oxygen. He can’t bear to look at the burned car, and stares up at the blue sky, blinking.
It’s been years since that awful night. The sleepless nights, even the nightmares, have stopped. And now, with one crime scene, it’s all come back.
He hears voices behind him as Freya and Paul approach. They’re talking about the evidence seized – a melted petrol can, and something about a lighter.
‘Paul says they have some pieces of metal, found in the footwell,’ Freya directs to Robin. He turns and she gives him a funny look. He forces a smile. ‘I wouldn’t mind checking it out.’
Robin’s phone beeps and he pulls it out of his pocket. He looks at the message.
‘Why don’t you go – if Paul wouldn’t mind dropping you at the nick after?’
Freya looks up at Paul, and he nods.
‘Where are you off to?’
‘Someone I need to see,’ he replies, deliberately cryptic.
She narrows her eyes but doesn’t challenge him in front of Paul.
‘Meet you back later,’ Robin says. He thanks the FIO, then walks away, before Freya can ask any more questions. He drives from the crime scene, his right foot hard on the pedal. And it’s only when the blackened car and the smell of burning are far behind him that he feels he can breathe again.

He pauses only to type the address into his phone, then follows the directions out of Southampton, onto the M3 and then off at junction 9, heading towards Winchester station. Over the river, through town, until finally he turns into a residential street. Rows of terraced houses, neatly trimmed gardens, bright glossy front doors. He pulls up as close as he can to the address.
This is not what he was expecting. This isn’t an expensive flat, with views over the marina. Neither is it a big family home, with an extensive garden. He checks the address, then opens the small iron gate and walks up the short path. He rings the bell and hears it echo through the hallway. Footsteps, and the door is opened.
The man standing in front of him is dressed in jeans and a rugby shirt. He has blonde hair, swept away from his face, and bright blue eyes. He’s obviously handsome, but time and circumstances have dulled the full extent of his good looks since Robin last saw him. He puts his hands on his hips and stands straight, shoulders back, in front of Robin.
Then he sighs.
‘DS Robin Butler,’ the man says. ‘You’re the last person I expected to hear from.’
‘Detective inspector, now.’
‘Congratulations.’ The man frowns. ‘I guess you’d better come in. I don’t know why you’re on my doorstep, but I’m assuming I won’t want my neighbours hearing.’
‘Thank you. How are you, Dr Bowen?’
‘Sam,’ the man says, as he closes the door behind him. ‘After everything we’ve been through, just call me Sam.’
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Robin’s shown through the tiled hallway into a living room with soft brown sofas and light blue fluffy cushions. There are photographs on the wall – two children, one dark, one blond.
Sam stops in the doorway. ‘Do you want tea? Coffee? I assume this isn’t a friendly call? How did you get my number, anyway?’
‘Old files,’ Robin says. ‘You haven’t changed it since you were first arrested. And no, thank you. I won’t take up too much of your time.’
Sam eyes Robin warily, then sits opposite him on the sofa.
Robin notices some of the old arrogance has faded; he’s not the same cocky man he met over two years ago, while investigating the death of someone found on a beach on Christmas Day. But then a spell in prison can do that to you.
There had been four suspects at the beginning. Sara and Mike were a married couple with children, Sara with more problems than were apparent at the start. Meg – a teacher. And Dr Sam Bowen – a therapist, and a bit of a ladies’ man. Plus, Alex – the dead man. Old university friends – all infuriatingly stonewalling Robin and Freya’s investigation as they tried to work out the circumstances of Alex’s death. Arguably, Dr Sam Bowen hadn’t come out the worst from that investigation. He was now living with Sara, in this nice house in Winchester, but Robin doesn’t blame him for being cagey.
‘How are you?’ Robin asks.
‘I’m okay.’
‘And Sara?’
He smiles, the first show of warmth since Robin arrived. ‘Much better, thank you. She likes it here, this house. Surrounded by neighbours. She’s reassured knowing there are people all around us.’ He catches Robin glancing up to the photos. ‘And the kids come and stay. They shift between us and Mike. It’s a good arrangement. It works.’ Sam pauses. ‘Why are you here, Detective Butler? No offence, but I was hoping to never see you again. To put that part of my life behind me.’
‘I am sorry to disturb you. But I was hoping for your help.’
‘Oh?’
‘We have a case, and it’s a nasty one. A stalker, escalating to arson. Now to murder.’
‘My field of expertise was never criminal psychology, you know that. I was a psychotherapist, not a criminologist.’
‘But you would understand it? If you looked into it?’
He narrows his eyes a fraction, and Robin knows he’s caught his interest. ‘Yes,’ he replies, confidently.
Robin remembers his impression of Sam when he first met him. Smart and perceptive. A man who could read people and use it to his advantage – as he had done in every interview at that time, even down to deducing the growing affection between Robin and Freya. As a suspect, then, Robin hadn’t trusted him. He’s hoping he can now.
‘He’s not our average offender,’ Robin begins. ‘Or even our average stalker. He approached the woman using a fake profile on a dating site. Then, when she rejected him, he used burner phones to threaten her.’
‘He’s attacked her?’
‘No. At least, not yet.’
Sam tilts his head to one side. ‘Really? So, he harasses this woman, then what?’
‘She responds – somewhat angrily. And he sets fire to something. Started with bins, moved on to garages. Now he’s burning down houses with people in them.’
‘Is he telling the woman? As a brag, or a threat?’
‘No. She’s completely unaware.’
‘Huh.’ Sam’s brow furrows, then he gets up, gesturing for Robin to follow. They move through the house, across a clean, bright kitchen to a compact study on the far side. Sam bends down and pulls a book from a shelf. He sits at his desk and points to a chair to the side for Robin.
‘We know a bit about arsonists,’ Sam says, opening the book to a page, and scanning the words. ‘Some like the control – the feeling they are responsible for the excitement and violence of a fire. Others, a rare subset, get a sexual charge from the act itself.’
‘We found spermicide near one of the scenes.’
Sam raises his eyebrows but doesn’t comment. ‘Berkowitz, a serial killer in the Seventies, started by setting fires, then moved on to the ultimate act of control – murder.’
‘The Son of Sam?’
‘That’s the chap. But the stalking, that’s interesting.’ He sits back, resting the book on his lap. ‘This isn’t exactly in my wheelhouse,’ he says. ‘But I know some people I can talk to.’
‘Any insight would be an incredible help. We just need to know how to catch this guy.’ Robin glances around the room. ‘How is business?’
Sam gives a huff of amusement. ‘Slow. Neither the BACP nor the BPS kicked me out – the professional bodies I belong to,’ he explains to Robin’s blank face. ‘But believe it or not, people don’t tend to trust psychotherapists with criminal convictions, for whatever reason. It puts them off. Sara’s back at work, so she pays the mortgage while I sit in here all day, sulking.’ He laughs, ruefully. ‘Do you know what I’ve been considering? Odd, you coming here today.’
‘Tell me.’
‘A PhD around reoffending rates post-release. And the role of therapy in preventing reoffending.’ He chuckles. ‘A bloody PhD, like I need another one.’
‘Why not?’ Robin says earnestly.
‘Why not, indeed,’ Sam replies. ‘Anyway. Yes, in short. I can look into this for you. There’s no budget for this little off-the-books conversation, I’m assuming?’
‘It’s unlikely.’
‘Not to worry. I do owe you, after all. I didn’t have a chance to tell you at the time, but thank you. For speaking at my parole hearing.’
‘It was no problem. Everyone deserves a second chance.’
‘My solicitor said it was so rare, for the arresting officer to speak on behalf of the offender, that it probably made the difference. Meant I spent nine months in there rather than three years. This little addition notwithstanding.’ He taps his ankle, where Robin knows the electronic tag is hiding. ‘Still, small price to pay to get out of that hellhole.’
Robin pauses, thinking back to his suffocating feelings at the burned-out car. ‘Your field of expertise back then. It was trauma, right?’
‘Yes.’
‘Can I ask you – the after-effects of a traumatic experience, can they come back? Even after they’ve been dealt with?’
Sam narrows his eyes, looking at Robin carefully. ‘Trauma is never “dealt with”, as you put it. Therapy can help a victim to deal with the after-effects, develop coping strategies so they can continue with a normal life, but the symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder – because that’s what we’re talking about here – can recur at any time. Smells, sights… Anything the patient remembers from the original event can trigger those memories. Was it treated at the time?’
‘Not unless you count self-medicating with alcohol and antidepressants?’
‘I don’t.’ Sam gives him a hard look. It’s clear Sam knows that Robin’s talking about himself. ‘PTSD’s a tricky bugger. It can occur hours after the incident, or decades. The symptoms can be anything from flashbacks and hyperarousal to nightmares and insomnia. Even depression and suicide. Are those the symptoms you’re talking about?’
‘No. Just flashbacks.’ This time, he thinks but doesn’t say.
‘Even so. I would recommend the patient,’ Sam says pointedly, ‘sees a professional before symptoms get worse.’
‘I appreciate the advice,’ Robin interjects. He stands up before Sam can add more. ‘I’ll send the case files across to you today. You’ll keep this confidential?’
Sam scribbles an email address on a piece of paper and hands it to him with a nod. He gets up and shows Robin towards the door. Then he holds up a finger, requesting Robin to wait while he rushes to the back of the house. When he reappears, he has a small white card in his hand, which he passes to Robin.
‘In case you want to follow up on the PTSD further, this woman’s great. She sees Sara. She’s done her the world of good. Give her a call.’
Robin nods his thanks and steps back out into the warm summer’s day. When he gets to his car, he looks at the card for the first time. A woman’s name is written in professional black type. Psychological Therapist, it says underneath.
He pushes it into his pocket. Out of sight, out of mind. He doesn’t need a shrink.
Not yet.
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The quick visit with Paul to see the evidence turns into one hour, then two. It’s Freya’s first murder-arson, so she’s keen to get as much knowledge out of the fire investigation officer as she can. She even gets a quick tour of the station.
‘So, why did you leave the police force?’ she asks Paul as she sits in the driver’s seat of a massive twelve-tonne fire engine.
‘Isn’t it obvious?’ he replies, climbing in next to her.
She nods, and wiggles the steering wheel, resisting the urge to make a brmming noise. ‘But you could be catching bad guys, and what’s more fun than that?’
‘I realised early in my training that police work wasn’t for me. I guess I liked the idea of saving people before they died. Funny how I ended up on the investigation side anyway.’
Freya glances over as he retreats into silence. She feels bad for digging. ‘I’m sorry, I—’
But she doesn’t have time to finish, as a loud siren splits the air. She quickly jumps out as she’s surrounded by firefighters – a slickly oiled machine of efficiency and fluorescent yellow, as they manoeuvre equipment and PPE towards the fire engines. She doesn’t envy them their job.
Paul speaks to one of the team for a second, then joins her, sandwiched out of the way against a far wall.
‘I have to go,’ he shouts. ‘Sorry. Can you get yourself back to the nick?’
‘No worries,’ Freya replies. ‘What’s the call-out?’
‘Not one of yours,’ he says, answering her unspoken worry. ‘RTA on the M3.’
And with a final wave he’s gone, the engines screeching away in a wail of sirens.
She blinks in the now-blissful silence, then takes her phone out of her pocket. She calls Robin, but it rings out, so she tries Mina.
She answers on the second ring. ‘I wondered where you’d got to.’
‘Can you come and pick me up from Eastleigh fire station?’
‘Fire station?! Give me fifteen.’
Freya hangs up, laughing. The whole shift has just left, but there’s no point in shattering Mina’s illusion that the place is full of good-looking men in uniform. She settles on the kerb to wait, wondering where the hell Robin has gone.

Half an hour later, Freya and Mina sit on a bench in the middle of the park, listening to the faint rumble of traffic in the distance. To assuage Mina’s disappointment at the lack of firefighters, Freya had suggested lunch, and now she feels a flash of guilt that they are stopping like this, rather than eating on the run like every other day. But Mina insisted, guiding her away from the car and towards the bird shit-spattered bench.
It’s not long before Mina asks the question Freya’s been dreading.
‘So,’ she says with a concerned furrow of her forehead. ‘How are you?’
Freya takes a bite of her sandwich and ignores her.
‘Josh isn’t happy, is he?’
‘Josh hasn’t been happy for about a year,’ Freya says. And then she realises that’s true. Her normally chirpy fiancé was like this even before Robin arrived back. She feels Mina’s stare. ‘And I don’t know. I don’t know how to make things better.’
‘What about you?’
‘What do you mean, what about me?’
‘How can we make you happy?’
Freya gives a sarcastic bark of laughter, then chokes as tears threaten. ‘Who gives a shit about that, Mina?’
‘I do.’ Freya feels her friend’s hand on her arm and stares resolutely at her sandwich. She takes another bite; the bread feels like ash in her mouth. Mina continues, gently: ‘Ever since Robin left, well… you just haven’t been the same. I don’t know what happened around that time, but I know you argued—’
‘We’re fine.’
Mina ignores her. ‘And for the past year, it’s not just been Josh. You’ve been different. And don’t say it’s the promotion, because it’s not. You worked far harder when you were partnered with Butler, but there was a joy about you. You were fun.’
‘Thanks a lot.’
‘I’m not saying you’re not fun now. But… I don’t know. You’ve lost that spark. I’m worried.’
‘Mina, you don’t need to worry about me. I’m fine. Everything between me and Robin is fine.’
‘And you and Josh?’
‘That…’ She frowns. ‘That, we need to sort out. And we will. Every couple has its ups and downs. You’re telling me you and Tony don’t have rough patches?’
‘Yes, of course we do. But not while we were planning our wedding. Or…’ She shrugs. ‘It wasn’t to do with Tony. It was stressful, sure, but an exciting time in our lives. Free to do whatever we wanted – same as you and Josh. It’s when we had kids that the shit kicked in.’ She stops, obviously remembering their conversation in the toilets the day before. ‘I meant… At the beginning, when it was just us and the mortgage to worry about, we were carefree. We could go away for the weekend, head out for dinner at a moment’s notice. Have sex anywhere and at any time.’
Freya looks across to her with a smile. ‘I won’t take a black light to your house any time soon then.’
Mina laughs. ‘I’m just saying. Do you know what’s on Josh’s mind?’
‘The fact I got promoted over him. That Robin’s back and he doesn’t like our friendship. That we haven’t had sex for three months.’ She admits the last one with a wince.
‘Three months!’
‘I know,’ Freya says sadly.
The image of Josh and that admin girl at the pub on Monday night pops into her head. Her hand on his arm, his head leaned in, listening. And Freya wonders if it’s more than she initially thought. Maybe his feelings for her are waning, and he’s interested in someone else. Maybe he’s acted on it. Josh is a good-looking guy; it wouldn’t be out of the range of possibility. But he’s… But they’re… Oh, fuck. Freya just doesn’t know.
She looks out to the park. It’s a nice day and people are sitting on the grass, enjoying the sunshine. Some are couples, limbs intertwined. Others are just groups of friends, laughing and joking. Relaxed. She wonders when she last felt like that – and when she might do again.
Freya looks at her sandwich, then throws it in the bin next to them, her appetite lost. ‘Come on,’ she says, wearily. She gets up, then takes Mina’s hand, pulling her to her feet. ‘I don’t know what the answer is to my problems, but we’re not going to find it sitting in a park.’
‘You’ll talk to Josh? At least?’
‘I promise. Now, can we go?’

Back at the nick, Josh is surrounded by boxes, files, photographs and notebooks spread around him. He has a pile of A4 paper in his hand that he’s flicking through.
Freya hands him a coffee; he takes it with a grunt.
‘Anything?’ she asks.
‘This is a waste of time,’ Josh growls. ‘Take this stuff. Training notes from 1995. This guy kept everything – but nothing that will help us.’
Freya notices someone standing next to her desk. It’s Ratcliffe, clearly looking for her.
‘I’ve got to go,’ she says with a wince.
‘Not going to help me then?’ she hears Josh shout as she leaves him to it.
Her stomach churns as Ratcliffe notices her, then indicates she should join him in a quiet corner of the office. But his face looks downcast, his manner contrite.
‘Listen, Freya,’ Mouse says, eschewing all usual greetings. ‘About the other day.’
She decides to play it cool. ‘The other day, boss?’
‘The trip up to see that dating company.’ He pauses. ‘I owe you an apology.’
Freya stays quiet. Her natural instinct is to let him off the hook. To say that he was right and get things smoothed over, but – damn it! – she’s been too nice for too long.
‘I shouldn’t have shouted at you,’ he continues. ‘That was unfair.’
There’s a long pause. Freya waits. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says at last.
Freya gets a warm triumphant glow. ‘I appreciate your apology,’ she says. ‘And I want you to know, I took your feedback on board. I’ll be more rigorous next time.’
‘I’m sure you will. You’re a good detective, West,’ he finishes and, with a sheepish final look, leaves her to it.
She’s still blinking when Mina comes up to her. She glances back at Ratcliffe.
‘What was that?’ Mina asks.
‘Oh, nothing. Just a nice little chat with Mouse.’
Mina scowls, clearly aware something else is going on, but lacking the energy to pursue it. ‘Anyway…’ She points to the incident room. ‘Butler’s back. And he wants us all together.’
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Robin waits in front of the whiteboard as the team assemble. Cups of coffee are being fetched, gossip shared; Josh is bitching about the cardboard boxes, whose contents are spewed across the incident room, as if an errant child had taken hold.
Robin turns and writes spermicide on the whiteboard; it gets their attention. He explains Jess’s theory, noticing Freya suppressing a smile.
‘Now there’s an image I’m not going to get out of my head,’ Mina mumbles.
‘And it means he’s more of a risk-taker than we thought,’ Freya adds. ‘All along he’s been careful. Not leaving anything behind – no witnesses, no CCTV. But this?’ Freya shrugs, a hint of a smile still visible on her lips. ‘I mean, wanking in public, in a park. It’s a risk. If someone had seen him, they would have remembered. That’s not the sort of thing you forget.’
‘Perhaps he was discreet,’ Lee suggests.
‘How discreet could you possibly be, Lee?’ Freya counters. ‘Do you want to give it a go tonight? Head up to a children’s playpark, have a wank, and see how many people call the police? Okay, so the kids aren’t out at that time, but you’ve got teenagers drinking, dog walkers, people heading home from the pub. Would you take that risk?’
‘No, ta. I’ll have a wank in the quiet of my own living room.’
Everyone recoils. ‘Remind me never to sit on your sofa,’ Robin replies. ‘But seriously, Freya’s right. It was a risk he had to take. So he’s going to mess up soon. We’ll catch him. How did it go this morning?’ he asks Freya. ‘Was there any useable evidence from the burned-out car?’
She updates them all on the small but significant pieces of metal Paul showed her. Pieces of a cheap lighter found in the footwell.
‘Paul’s theory is that he’s using disposable lighters to ignite the fire. See, here?’ Freya takes one out of her bag. It’s green, cheap and plastic. ‘We stopped on the way to pick one up. He uses something to jam the switch open. Like a match or a pen lid.’ She clicks it on, then pushes a piece of plastic in between the trigger and the metal cap. ‘It just burns. One lovely solid flame.’
‘Careful with that,’ Robin warns. ‘You’ll set the alarms off and then Baker will bollock us all.’
Freya blows it out. ‘But you see what I mean.’
‘And they found pieces of one in the wreckage?’
‘Yes. The metal bit from the top.’ Freya takes the photos Paul had given her and hands them around. ‘Paul thinks it might be what he’s been using all along, but the debris burned up. We were lucky to find it there, although there’s no biologicals or prints, thanks to the fire.’
‘Pity.’ Robin turns to Mina. ‘How’s it going with the messages?’
She looks guilty. ‘Nowhere. I went back to the photographs taken at the original scene. To try and identify the onlookers. I’m still going with that.’
‘No worries. I’ll take over on the texts. Davis – have you managed to find anything on CCTV or traffic cams around this latest crime scene?’
‘I’ve looked, but there’s nothing close. And too much traffic around the house to be able to narrow it down to one particular car arriving and leaving on the night of the murder. Without a camera right outside, there’s just too much. But,’ and he grins, ‘I’ve been digging into Charles Foley. Intel are still working on it, but we’ve come up trumps on a few things. He worked for Professional Standards.’
‘He did?’ The initial assumption that Foley’s death was accidental had meant they hadn’t done much research back in February, but Robin assumed his team would have uncovered this little fact.
‘Yes. Or whatever it was called back then. He left in 2010. Details are sketchy as to why. He has a sister that lives in Hilsea, just outside Portsmouth. She’s expecting a visit tomorrow.’
‘That’s great. Good work, Davis.’ Lee flushes and nods. ‘Maybe there’ll be an intersect between our two victims.’ Robin points to the pile of boxes, and the encroaching tide of paper. ‘Maybe there’s something in those.’
All faces turn to Josh. He groans. ‘I’m so sick of those boxes.’
‘Still nothing?’ Robin asks.
‘Bugger all of interest. It’s mostly plans and notes, and observations about the people he’s training. Some of them not so polite.’
‘So he could have got on someone’s bad side?’
‘More than likely,’ Josh acquiesces, although the look on his face tells Robin he’s realised he’s in for more of the same. ‘I’ll keep going,’ he grumbles into his mug.
‘Thanks, Josh. And that goes for all of you. We have a lot here. But I have confidence that somewhere, somehow, it’ll all come together. Keep going. We’ll regroup tomorrow.’
Robin sighs and leans back against the table as the team return to their work. Freya sidles up to him.
‘Mouse apologised,’ she says. ‘Was that your doing?’
Robin’s surprised. ‘No. I promise,’ he adds when he sees Freya’s disbelieving look. ‘He must have seen the error of his ways all by himself.’
‘And where did you go this morning?’
‘Just following a lead. It might not work out.’
Freya pauses. ‘You’d tell me if it was anything dodgy, wouldn’t you?’
‘That’s exactly why I wouldn’t tell you,’ he replies, with what he hopes is a cheeky smile. His phone starts ringing. ‘Saved by the bell,’ he says, pulling it out of his pocket and answering it.
‘Hey,’ he begins. Freya gives him a look and he knows she won’t let it go. ‘I was wondering how you were doing.’
There’s a long sigh at the other end from Jo. He turns away from Freya and walks to a quieter part of the room.
‘It’s been a morning,’ she says. ‘Tom’s got a temperature. Quite a bad one. I was worried, so we’ve been to the doctor’s. Just got back.’
‘You were lucky to get an appointment. Is he okay?’
‘Yeah, Mum’s surgery are lovely. They managed to fit us in – mention it’s a sick baby and they’re a little more willing. But yes, doctor said he was fine. Just a random bug. As long as he’s still drinking and eating, there aren’t any problems. And his temp has gone down a bit since we’ve been home. Calpol worked its wonders.’
‘Do you need me to come up?’
‘No, no. We’re well looked after. But listen, Rob. I’m not sure about the wedding. Not with Tom like this.’
‘But it’s still two days away.’
‘Liam will need to know sooner rather than later. For the table plans. Maybe he can get the money back on my dinner.’
‘Liam won’t mind. Make a decision tomorrow?’
‘Yeah, it’s just…’ She pauses. Robin hears footsteps as Jo walks a little way. ‘Mum’s not great with him,’ she whispers. ‘Tom’s been fussing and I don’t want to take the risk.’
Robin frowns. It feels like Jo’s being overprotective, but he’s learned not to argue. ‘We could call Sandra?’ Robin says, suggesting one of their closest friends in Devon. ‘She could come up?’
‘Oh, no. Absolutely not. Phone Liam now. Tell him sorry I won’t make it. And I’m disappointed I won’t hear your speech.’ She pauses. ‘You haven’t written it yet, have you?’
Robin screws his face up. ‘No.’
Jo laughs. ‘You have to. Do it tonight. Promise me.’ Robin hears a distant wail. ‘I have to go. Don’t worry about us. Tom will be fine. Enjoy the wedding, and give Liam my apologies.’
‘Jo—’
But she’s gone, the phone dead in his hand. Poor old Tom. And poor Jo, she must have had a terrible night. But she’s right – there’s nothing he can do. Jo will take good care of the baby, and all he would do if he went up there is get in the way and be forced to make polite conversation with Jo’s mum – an overbearing woman who still gives Robin evils for knocking his daughter up and not marrying her.
He’s disappointed, too. The idea of going solo to the wedding doesn’t fill him with joy. In fact, he can’t think of anything more depressing.
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Hours later, bottle of beer in hand, Robin sits on his sofa, the case files laid out in front of him. They’d made no further progress that afternoon, and eventually Robin had told them all to go home, craving some peace himself.
But now he’s here, he’s not so sure. The house is strangely quiet, with Jo and Tom gone – no screaming, no footsteps on the stairs, not even the quiet hum from the baby monitor disturbing his thoughts. He both likes it, and he doesn’t. He’s missed the silence, but now he misses Tom, more than he could have imagined, and feels a longing for those pudgy cheeks, the smell of his soft fine hair.
But the quiet is a good thing. He needs to sit and think about where they’ve got to. This arsonist is smart, although Robin can’t understand what’s driving him. Is it the need for control, as Dr Bowen inferred earlier? Does he want to own Emily, and if he can’t he has a need to destroy?
He opens the file Paul sent him from the most recent car fire, and the pictures stare back. They’re stark – the rubble, the mess, the blackened steel frame. And in a second he’s transported back. To the side of a country road, nearly five years ago.
Standing on the grass, the smell of petrol and molten metal in the air. Wet leaves. Rain. The crackle of flames, the smash as the glass shattered in the windows. His body on high alert, every neuron screaming with pain from his own broken bones, as the rain and blood and sweat ran down his body.
Listening to the man’s screams in the car as he burned.
Robin can’t breathe. Sat in his quiet living room, he sees it so clearly, as if it were yesterday. His lungs are working overtime but he’s drowning. Underwater, unable to snatch any air. He puts his hands over his ears, screws his eyes shut. His knees scrunch up to his body and he lowers his head. Still the images come. He hears the roar of the fire, feels the heat on his face. He needs to leave that roadside, wants to run, but can’t fight the urge to stay. To watch this man suffer, as Georgia and James and Alex had done.
His heart is beating hard; he knows he’s crying, from desperation, intense fear, but he can’t stop. He’s dizzy; he can’t take in air. He’s going to die. Here, now. Alone.
And then he feels hands touching his shoulders. A voice telling him to breathe, that it’s okay, that he’ll be okay. He’s safe. He’s pulled closer, into a tight hug, arms wrapped securely around him. At first, he resists. Then, helpless, he leans in, taking reassurance from the voice. From her.
He feels his muscles relax. Not much, but a bit. She’s counting, slowly, and he breathes. In and out. In and out. He’s going to be okay, he tells himself. Now she’s here.
Freya’s here.
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Freya didn’t want to go home; an uneasy feeling gnawed at her insides. Concern over Josh – a conversation she didn’t want to have. And Robin, keeping secrets. She wanted to know where he’d gone, sneaking off in the middle of the day. She didn’t like it. So, instead of prioritising the most important thing – going home and speaking to her fiancé – she closed the car door and checked her phone.
At Christmas, a few years ago, Robin went rogue and ended up in hospital. Since then, their phones have been connected, and it’s come in handy more than a few times. She opened the Find My iPhone app – Robin had left work a few hours before her, talking about needing quiet, but she could see he was at home. She started the ignition and headed there.
His old Volvo was parked outside. But he wasn’t answering the door. The little blue dot hadn’t moved; it was next to hers now. She tried the bell again. Still no answer. She didn’t like it, not one bit, so she looked under the plant pot. The spare key was still there, stupid man that he was.
She let herself in, pushing the door open. The house seemed quiet. She noticed his shoes in a pile, his jacket and bag hanging at the bottom of the stairs. She could smell pizza, and as she walked through the kitchen, she saw the mess from his dinner on the side.
Then she heard it. Crying. Quiet, but there. While calling his name, she quickly made her way through to the living room. Robin was on the sofa, curled up in a ball, his hands raking through his hair, rocking.
She didn’t hesitate. She pushed the paper and photographs out of the way and sat next to him. But he didn’t move, gave no acknowledgement that he knew she was there, so lost was he in his head and his pain. Without thinking, she wrapped her arms around him, hugging him tight. His breathing was fast, much too fast. He was hot, his body tense. She started counting out loud, hoping he’d hear her, until, at last, she felt him slowly release. He didn’t let go of his knees, but he leaned into her, placing his head against her collarbone. She could feel his exhale on her neck, his hair against her chin. But she didn’t move. She didn’t want to move. Not ever.

Slowly, his breathing returns to normal and she feels him relax. He pulls away, wiping his eyes. He places his feet back on the floor and, gaze fixed downwards, he runs his hands down his face.
‘I’m sorry,’ he mutters. ‘I don’t know…’
‘Are you okay?’ she asks softly. ‘What’s going on?’
He shakes his head. His line of sight shifts momentarily to the file, to the photographs. With a quick movement, he flicks it shut.
‘I wonder…’ he says quietly. ‘I noticed it before. I think the fire’s brought something back. From…’
She’s confused, slow to catch up. Then she realises. ‘You mean… to… him. And what happened. The accident?’
He laughs, a sharp bark. ‘We both know that what happened to Trevor Stevens wasn’t an accident. But yes. That. The smells… it’s triggered something.’
‘A flashback.’
‘Yes.’
He still won’t look at her. His back is hunched, his elbows resting on his knees. He pushes his fingers into his eyes and rubs them.
She reaches across and passes him his beer from the table; he takes quick sips, then leans back, resting his head on the back of the sofa. He looks tired, as if he’s aged in the short hours since she last saw him.
‘You shouldn’t be working this case, Robin. We could make up an excuse, tell Baker—’
‘No.’
‘But—’
‘Absolutely not. This is my case. I’m following it through to the end.’ He looks at her for the first time since she arrived, and she sees the resolution in his reddened eyes. ‘Do you know how often we get something this interesting in Devon? Never. This is my first big murder as a DI, and I’m not going to give it to someone else.’
Freya understands that. She feels the same need to prove herself now she’s been promoted. ‘Okay, but you can’t be going around having panic attacks all the time.’
‘This wasn’t a panic attack.’
‘What was it then?’ He’s quiet, he knows she’s right. ‘Should I call Jo?’
‘No. Don’t call Jo. She doesn’t know, about… what happened then. She can’t know.’
‘Then we’ll make up some other reason. You shouldn’t be alone.’
‘Don’t call Jo. She’s got enough on her plate with Tom. And she hasn’t seen her mum in months. I’m not going to ruin that. Besides.’ He looks at Freya and she feels that old warm feeling again. ‘I’m not alone. Am I?’

Freya makes tea; she finds reassurance in the same old kettle, the teabags where they have always been. The house is quiet as Freya pours the milk, listening to the rustle of paper as Robin puts the file away in the other room. She worries about him, not that she would mention it.
They talk about other things. There’s still so much unsaid – about Josh, Jo, what happened when Robin left – but now isn’t the time.
Instead, Freya turns to the case.
‘I’m worried he’s going to escalate,’ she says, sipping at her scalding tea.
‘We can’t afford surveillance, you know that,’ Robin replies.
‘I know but… It just feels so useless. Telling Emily to call 999 and saying, “There you go, love. Good luck.” Is that all we can do?’
‘Until we catch the guy.’
‘So let’s catch him.’
Robin pauses, thinking. ‘We don’t have any footage from CCTV or traffic cams,’ he says. ‘No forensics that will help us identify him. We have a few ideas – that he likes to watch the fire burn, and maybe have a wank at the same time. And that he starts the fires with cheap lighters. We have two victims that are somehow connected to the police force. We’re guessing what he looks like from his descriptions on MeetM8 but for all we know that could be fictional.’
‘Except for Greg’s calculations about the height, from the CCTV,’ Freya says.
‘Except for that,’ Robin agrees. ‘Josh is mindlessly digging through boxes. Victoria in Intel is trying to extract information from the impenetrable steel trap of Professional Standards. We have next to nothing.’
‘And two dead victims.’
‘Maybe Foley’s sister can shed some light on the connection between them. You’ll come with me tomorrow? Like old times?’
‘Just like old times,’ she echoes with a smile. Then she pauses. ‘Where did you go this morning?’
Robin meets her gaze. He looks guilty. ‘You’re not going to like it. Do you remember Sam Bowen?’
‘Dr Sam Bowen?’ Freya repeats with an incredulous squeak. She remembers him all too clearly. That arrogance. Those steely blue eyes, almost looking into her soul. Getting to the crux of her feelings about Robin even before she knew herself. ‘With the chillingly accurate insight and the mind-reading observations?’ she finishes.
‘That’s the one.’
‘But why… Oh, you didn’t ask him to do a profile?’
‘I said you wouldn’t like it.’
‘And has he?’
‘It’s in progress. But keep it to yourself, please? It might not come to anything.’
Freya agrees reluctantly. ‘You’re a bloody nightmare, you know that?’ But despite herself, she grins. The lost year melts away. She feels herself slipping back into their old partnership, like she would a comfortable sweatshirt. So when she glances at the clock and sees it’s past ten p.m., she’s shocked.
‘Oh, shit. I have to go. I have to…’ She picks up her phone for the first time since she’s arrived. Four missed calls, all from Josh. ‘Oh, shit. I am in so much trouble.’
She gets up but hesitates in the doorway. ‘You’ll be okay, right?’
He nods. ‘I’m fine,’ he says. ‘Don’t worry about me. I’ll pick you up tomorrow. First thing?’
‘Can’t wait,’ she replies with a smile.

When Freya arrives home, the whole place is in darkness. A horrible sinking feeling creeps up from her stomach, worsening when she pushes through the door and smells the dinner that’s been cooked and missed, notices the table laid, the candle unlit.
Her hand clamps over her mouth. Oh, shit. She was supposed to be right behind Josh after leaving the office. He expected her home, so they could spend the evening together. And he’d obviously gone to some effort.
She hears his footsteps behind her. ‘Josh, I’m so sorry,’ she says before she’s even turned around.
He’s in a T-shirt and tracksuit bottoms, his hair rumpled. ‘Save it,’ he says quietly. He glances to the fridge. ‘Dinner’s in there, if you’re hungry. Where were you?’
Freya hesitates, knowing he’s not going to like her answer.
‘You were with Butler, weren’t you? You weren’t at the office, I checked. Were you at his house?’
Freya nods.
‘Was Jo there?’
‘Jo’s at her mum’s. In Reading.’ She sees his face, knows what he’s thinking. ‘We were working, Josh. It was nothing like that.’
‘What was it then?’
‘Just stuff about the case.’
‘Conversations that you couldn’t have at the office? What? Superior officers have nice cosy powwows out of hours?’
The force of his bitterness surprises her and she stares at him, mouth gaping for a moment.
‘Please don’t say we’re back to this shit again. I thought we were over this?’
‘Over what?’
‘This bullshit about my promotion. Would you have preferred it if I hadn’t applied, is that it?’
He glares at her from the doorway. ‘It’s not about that. But now you mention it – you know I had more experience than you.’
‘You had a year in Newcastle!’
‘And in Southampton. Acting up to DS, two years ago, for that fridge bloke. Even though you and Butler got all the credit.’
Freya feels herself getting angry now. ‘Sorry, Josh. I didn’t realise it worked like that. Next time we catch someone for murder, would you prefer it if we tattooed the name of the arresting officer on their forehead?’
‘Now you’re just being facetious.’
‘No, really. What would you have liked me to do?’
But Josh just shakes his head. He walks across to the dishwasher and puts it on, before pushing past her into the hallway.
‘Seriously, Josh!’ Freya turns and shouts at him. ‘What should I have done? Not applied? There was no guarantee you would have got it. Davis applied too – it might have gone to him.’
‘You know full well Davis wouldn’t have got it. He’s a lazy sod. No, you only got the promotion because Robin put a word in for you, and everyone knows Robin’s Baker’s favourite. Despite…’
‘Despite what?’
‘Despite the fact he’s a headcase. Or at least, he was. Did you know he spent time in the Priory?’
‘Who told you?’
Josh looks up at the ceiling in exasperation. ‘Of course you knew. Because Butler tells you everything, doesn’t he?’
‘He told me, yes. But—’
‘But what, Freya? He arrives back and you two are as thick as thieves again. And I end up going through endless filing boxes. You don’t have to give me all the shit jobs, you know. Nobody thinks you’re favouring me.’ Josh laughs, mocking. ‘As if that would be the case.’
‘Someone needs to do it. Why shouldn’t it be you?’
He glares at her. ‘You’ve changed, Freya. You used to be nice. People used to like you at work. But since the promotion, you’re just officious and annoying.’
His words are cutting. ‘Who said that?’
‘Everyone. That the power has gone to your head.’
‘Fuck off, Josh. You’re just bitter. And I bet nobody would say that if I was a man. A woman gives a few orders and she’s officious and annoying. A man does it and he’s taking charge.’
Josh scoffs. ‘This isn’t about gender politics.’
‘No? Has anyone ever said anything similar about Baker over the years? Or Mouse? Or Robin?’
‘Fuck’s sake. We’re back to him again.’
Freya throws her hands up in the air, frustrated. She just can’t understand what’s got into Josh. His level of upset seems disproportionate. ‘I can’t win with you. What do you want me to do? Never speak to Robin again?’
‘Do what you want, Freya. I just thought…’
‘What, Josh?’
‘I thought you and Robin – your little friendship—’ he says the word distastefully ‘—was done with. You had that big argument. Then he left. I thought you were over… all that.’
‘All what?’
‘You and Butler. All chummy. It was so immature, you two insisting on working together all the time. Like five-year-olds in the playground. I’m surprised you’re so willing to jump again when he says how high.’
The comment rankles. ‘I’m not jumping,’ Freya snaps. ‘My DCI assigned me to him, back then. And now, it makes sense. What am I supposed to do? Hand the case over? Just like that? This is the first investigation, for a long time, that I can actually get my teeth into. Take charge.’
‘But you’re not in charge. Butler’s the DI. You know why you want to be on this case.’
‘No. No, I don’t, Josh. Enlighten me. Because I don’t understand.’
She says it angrily. He’s been like this for months now – this sniping, this resentment – and she’s sick of it. First it was the bitterness about the promotion. And now Robin’s back, it’s this jealousy again.
‘No?’ Josh challenges. ‘You don’t, huh?’
‘No! For the last time, there is nothing going on between me and Robin Butler.’
Josh’s gaze shifts to the floor. His shoulders sag. This sudden change is worse, somehow, than his previous fury. The disappointment, his obvious upset. He turns, as if to leave, then pauses. He looks back at her for a second.
‘The worst thing, Freya,’ he says, his voice low, ‘is that you actually believe that’s true.’
And then he turns and walks out of the room, leaving Freya standing alone in the kitchen. As the anger fades, and the dark and loneliness settle around her.
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The smoke has clung to his clothes; he smells them the instant he walks through his front door. He needs to do something about them, but they’re like perfume from a beloved. A cherished memory. He closes the door then walks up to the pile of discarded belongings. He plucks the black hoodie off the top and holds it up to his nose. He breathes it in.
It had been exquisite. The charge, the excitement, the apprehension as the sirens grew closer.
And then the lights. The blue, flashing; the red and orange of the flames; the fluorescent yellow of their jackets. It was like Christmas. But better, because it was his.
The thrill – fuck! – the exhilaration as he watched, smoking the cigarette down to the butt. He held out as long as he could, waiting, letting it sear into his memory before he took the condom from his pocket and opened it with trembling fingers. The urges he’s suppressed for so long have nothing to stop them now. The chill of the night, the smoke in the air. The flames licking from the splintered windows, the creak and groan of the house as it burned. He imagined the body under the wreckage. The man dead. And he knew that he, and he alone, had done that.
That bastard. The things he had done. The things he had got away with. Copeland had no idea what was coming to him when he had locked that door. But he remembered. The taunts. The insults. And that was only the beginning.
He had it worse than the others. After making him stay behind one night, Copeland pushed him up against the wall. He was tall, but skinny in those days. There was little he could do – and besides, the man was in charge. Copeland would determine his future. With one hand hard on his neck, Copeland traced his fingers across his nose, his chin, caressing his face. Then down. Down his chest. Down, into his trousers.
He froze. His mind blanked. This couldn’t be happening. His commanding officer was touching him, molesting him. Gently squeezing, then harder, until he flinched with pain.
‘Stay still. You want to pass, don’t you?’ Copeland said. He pushed harder against his neck, put his face closer to his.
He tried not to move, but Copeland’s actions were rough now, his grip tighter, until tears ran down his face. And then, with one last twist, Copeland let him go. He fell to the floor, sobbing, his hands clutching his privates in agony.
Copeland said nothing as he left. Just as he said nothing as he passed out on Sunday night, drugged, locked in his bedroom. To die.
Now the front door is shut. He is alone. Time is his, to be savoured. He carries the hoodie into the kitchen, holding tight to the image of the dead man, the fire, in his mind. He fumbles with his belt, drops his trousers around his ankles. He pushes the hoodie against his face so hard with one hand he can barely breathe, grips himself with the other as he remembers. The satisfaction as he flicked the lighter into flame, pushed the match into the gap to keep it alight and dropped it onto the edge of the liquid. The petrol, catching. The snake of flame as it charged towards its quarry: the pile of newspaper and plasterboard and discarded wood he had built in the centre of the room.
The fire was joyful as it spread, red and yellow and orange. An unrelenting beast, with no motive, but an unstoppable desire to consume and destroy.
Much like him.
He can’t hold out for long. Imagining the fire, the destruction. He did that. All those people who said he would come to nothing.
He did that. He started the fire. He killed those men.
And that woman who rejected him, who ghosted him. Who said he wasn’t good enough.
He will make her pay.
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Robin calls first thing, the phone chirping by her ear.
‘Pick you up?’ It’s like nothing has changed, yet the space next to her in bed tells her everything has. She grunts down the phone, groggy from a broken night’s sleep filled with worry about Josh.
He’d slept in the spare room. She listens but she can’t hear him up and about.
She pulls herself out of bed, phone clamped to her ear.
‘I’ve spoken to Charles Foley’s sister. I said we’d be there by half-nine…’ Freya can imagine his grin. She glances out of the window – Josh’s car is still on the driveway. ‘I’ll be there in thirty. I’ll bring coffee.’
‘You’d better.’
She hangs up, but before her shower, she walks down to the kitchen and puts the kettle on. While it boils, she empties the dishwasher, then makes a coffee and carries it up to the spare room.
Josh is there, sleeping, buried under the covers. She places the mug down on the bedside table and he stirs. She climbs in next to him, her head next to his on the pillow; he looks at her with bleary eyes.
‘I made you a coffee,’ she says. ‘I’m sorry about last night. I’m sorry I forgot we were spending the evening together.’
‘Thank you.’ He blinks and stretches. He looks at it, then gives her an apologetic smile. ‘I’m sorry, too. I’m pleased about your promotion. I’m proud of you. I am. It’s just… it’s all been a bit weird between us lately.’
Freya nods. ‘It has.’
‘This case… It’s taken over.’ He yawns. ‘What time are you going in? Shall we drive together?’
Freya winces. ‘Robin’s coming to pick me up. We’re going to see Foley’s sister.’
Josh’s face clouds. ‘Okay. Soon then,’ he says at last. ‘We’ll go out. Maybe this weekend.’
‘Deal.’
She gives him a kiss, then gets out of bed and heads to the shower.
Robin’s timing couldn’t be worse. He arrives at the same point as Josh is leaving for work. The two regard each other warily.
‘Morning,’ Josh says. ‘I assume you want me to stick with the boxes? Keep digging?’
‘Yes. Please. And check in with Vic in Intel. See if she’s made any headway with the background on Foley. Thanks, Josh,’ Robin adds as an afterthought.
Josh grunts in reply and climbs into his car. Freya watches him go then gets in next to Robin. He passes her a coffee.
‘This is working well, then,’ Robin remarks.
‘You could give him something more interesting to do. Reports and victim research can get a bit wearing.’
He puts the car into gear and they head to the main road. ‘Isn’t that what DCs are for?’ he asks.
‘You never made me do that shit.’
‘I did. You just forgot because I was doing it, too.’
‘And now you’re a DI, you’re too busy and important?’
‘Exactly. And so are you.’ He throws her a cheeky smile; she can’t help but grin in return.
‘And on that note…’ she says. ‘We can’t keep buggering off and leaving all the DCs without a superior officer.’
‘They’re all experienced. I’ve spoken to Mina already – she’s still going through those photos. They’re fine. They know where we are.’
That’s the problem, Freya thinks. Her and Robin – together. The one thing Josh isn’t happy about. But what can she do? This is her job – and one she’s particularly enjoying, she realises anew.

The first thing that strikes Freya about Teresa Dawkins is how much she looks like her brother. The sister of Charles Foley has the same serious eyes, pointed nose and strong chin. Freya spots a photograph the moment she’s shown into the clean, bright living room and stops to look at it.
‘He was a handsome man, wasn’t he?’ Teresa says with a sigh.
‘He was. I’m sorry for your loss.’
Freya watches as she shrugs, a series of jerky movements as the grief makes itself known. ‘The truth was, Charlie had been gone for a long time. I hadn’t seen him for years.’ She struggles to catch her breath. ‘I assumed he was dead, if I’m honest.’
‘What happened?’ Freya asks. ‘How did he become homeless?’
Teresa gestures to the sofas and they all sit down, Robin and Freya opposite her. ‘Alcohol,’ she says. ‘He was a functioning alcoholic for decades.’ She laughs bitterly. ‘As if that’s a thing. But it got him in the end. Lost him his job.’
‘What did he do? We know he worked for the police force.’
‘He did. He was a beat copper for years, but then moved to the… you know. The Line of Duty chaps. AC-12.’ She chuckles. ‘He got a real kick out of that, when that TV series came out. Said it was the first time his job had ever been popular. Course, he was fired a year later. He wasn’t so happy then.’
‘Why was he fired?’ Robin asks.
Dawkins seems puzzled. ‘You don’t know?’
‘Our internal processes are a bit slow,’ Robin says and Freya gives him a look. That’s one way of putting it, she thinks. ‘Any insight you could give us in the meantime would be appreciated.’
‘It was the drinking. He turned up to work pissed one time too many. That was the beginning of the end.’ She frowns. ‘Why are you so interested? When I spoke to the police back in February, they said his death was an accident.’
‘That’s what we originally assumed, yes,’ Robin says. ‘That he was sleeping rough and got caught in the fire.’
‘And now?’ Teresa asks.
‘Now we think he might have been deliberately targeted. And we’re hoping you can shed some light on why that might have been the case.’
Teresa sits back on the sofa and sighs. ‘I’m sorry. Had I known… This will be a wasted trip for you. Charlie and I used to be close, in our twenties, but as he drank more and more… We argued. I wanted him to stop. Our mother was an alcoholic. She died young. I didn’t want the same thing to happen to him.’
‘But he didn’t listen to you?’
‘No. He lost his job. Then his house. I said he could live with me but only if he stopped drinking. He said he would, but…’ Her voice trails off with sadness. ‘I hadn’t seen him for, oh, I don’t know, five or six years?’
‘Did he ever talk about the investigations he worked on? Any names or places?’
She pauses, thinking. ‘Very little. He took his job seriously. Said it was confidential. Although…’ She gets up and leaves the room, then returns with a small box which she places on the floor. ‘When he moved out of here, he left some stuff. I kept it for a while, then binned most of it. It was mainly old clothes, tatty notebooks. But I kept a few things.’ She digs in the box for a moment. ‘Yes, here it is. He was proud of this.’
She hands Freya an old newspaper clipping. It’s from early 2006, a police raid on one of their own. A corrupt cop found with tens of thousands of pounds’ worth of cocaine.
‘I remember this,’ Freya says. She hands it to Robin, who nods. ‘It was shocking at the time. What role did Charles have in the investigation?’
‘He didn’t run it or anything. But he was part of the team. After this he said he was given more responsibility. Cases he’d work by himself.’
‘Any specifics?’
‘No, this was the only one he mentioned. Don’t your lot keep files of this sort of thing?’
‘We do. Thank you.’
Freya excuses herself, leaving Robin talking with Teresa, and goes into the hallway to text Victoria in Intel, letting her know what they’ve found.
Can you speak to PSD?


Persuade them to share their records. Anything after 2006.


Victoria’s response comes back immediately.
I’ll try. But 2006 was a long time ago.
Was it? Freya thinks. The year she graduated. It feels like yesterday.
She goes to head back into the living room but notices a new notification on her phone. On the MeetM8 app. She glances to where Robin is still talking to Teresa, then clicks. It’s an alert – Make your match! it says in bright pink. Curious, she touches her finger to the tab.
A row of men pops up. Some she noticed before; some are new. She scrolls. It’s quite a range. She narrows the search parameters, selecting only the Southampton area; she ends up with eleven. And the last one: it’s him.
Grant Anderson.
She takes a sharp intake of breath. His profile is still live, his status active. She clicks and quickly reads. There’s nothing to add to the information they have already. Except for one button. Match, it says. Click this, and her details will go through to Grant, asking him if he wants to make a match with her. Then they’ll be able to chat on the app, ask each other questions. She’ll have a direct line to the arsonist.
She stares at it for a moment. She hears Robin wrapping up the conversation with Teresa, thanking her again. Telling her he’ll keep in touch. And without thinking, she presses the button, then shuts the phone down.
Teresa and Robin are next to her in seconds, in the hallway.
‘Okay?’ Robin asks.
Freya forces a smile. ‘Yep. All done?’
‘Mrs Dawkins was just telling me about Charlie’s friend Vincent,’ Robin says pointedly. ‘Vincent Copeland.’
‘She was?’
‘Came to his funeral,’ Teresa says thoughtfully. ‘Nice man.’
Freya nods, mute, as they’re shown out of the front door. But Teresa stops them as they say their goodbyes.
‘DI Butler… Can I ask? Did he… Did Charlie suffer? When he died?’
Freya feels Robin’s glance. She remembers Robin telling them in the initial briefing. Burned alive.
‘He was most likely unconscious from the smoke before the flames got to him,’ he says. ‘He wouldn’t have felt a thing.’
Teresa nods tearfully, and they walk solemnly back to their car.
‘That was good of you,’ Freya says. ‘To tell her that.’
Robin shrugs. ‘What else could I say? Sometimes nothing can be gained from telling the truth.’
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‘So, he knew him?’ Freya says the moment they’re out of earshot. ‘How did you establish that?’
‘He was the only friend that turned up at the funeral,’ Robin says. ‘But how? Copeland lived in London, then Southampton. Foley was in Exeter.’
‘Through one of his investigations?’ Freya suggests. They both get in the car and fasten their seat belts. ‘Or maybe they met on holiday.’ Then she smacks her hands over her mouth. ‘That’s it!’
Robin pauses, his hand on the gearstick, engine running. ‘What is?’
‘For days, I’ve been looking at the timeline, wondering why the odd shift from Devon to Southampton. It was because he was on holiday. Think about it. The Devon fires all take place in brief spurts. One at Christmas. A weekend in April. He was on holiday.’
Robin pauses. He feels stupid for not realising it sooner. ‘So, what? All the fires in Devon are centred around a holiday home?’
‘Maybe. Or a friend’s house. Someone he stays with.’
Robin feels a buzz. They have a strong connection between their victims, and now this. It’s definitely progress. And it’s all because of Freya.
‘Frey,’ he says. ‘What are you doing tomorrow?’ His stomach flips, a sudden wave of nervousness. Juvenile jitters of an excitement he doesn’t like to think about too much. ‘It’s… Jo called yesterday. Tom’s not well.’
‘Oh no, is he okay? Do you need to leave?’
‘No, no. He’ll be fine. I spoke to her this morning and he’s on the mend. But she doesn’t think she’ll be able to make Liam’s wedding tomorrow, and I was wondering – would you like to come instead?’
The question comes out all in a jumble. Robin takes a quick breath.
‘Me?’ Freya pauses. ‘Would Liam mind? Does Jo mind?’
‘Jo will be fine with it. And Liam would love to have you there.’ Robin notices her reticence. ‘I know it’s short notice. So if you’re busy…’
‘No. No, I’m not. And yes, assuming Jo can’t make it, I’d love to come. I’d love to see Liam get married. He deserves all the happiness he can get.’
‘He does,’ Robin agrees. ‘It kicks off at twelve. Can you get to the hotel if I send you the details? It’s just, I’m best man, so I have to be with Liam, otherwise I’d pick you up.’
She agrees, and as they drive back to Southampton, he can’t ignore the little rush of happiness, plastering a grin across his face.
Now, if only he could write the damn speech.
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Back at the nick, Robin begins to explain what they’d discovered that morning, but Freya can’t contain her excitement for long.
‘They knew each other,’ she says, interrupting him after a few moments. ‘Our two victims knew each other.’
‘But how?’ Mina asks.
‘That’s what we need to work out,’ Robin says. ‘They were both police – maybe they worked together. Maybe Foley was at Hendon at some point. Josh?’
Josh looks up from where he’s sat, cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by paper. ‘I know,’ he says, grumpily. ‘Boxes.’
‘Thank you. And Davis?’ Robin glances around. ‘Where’s Davis?’
‘Gone for a smoke.’
Robin scowls. ‘In that case, when he gets back he can help you. Mina – any luck on those photos?’
‘Dead end, boss. Everyone in shot is either a neighbour or a first responder.’
‘Pity. Pick up again on the messages. See what information he may have left us.’ Mina nods. ‘Freya, can you chase Jess on the evidence found at the car fire yesterday? And I’m…’ He trails off. ‘I’m going to make coffees.’
He catches the tail end of the look from Freya, but ignores her as everyone goes back to work. He leaves the incident room and heads to the kitchen. When he’s sure he’s alone, he taps a quick message to Sam Bowen, hurrying him along.
He replies almost instantly.
I’m on it. These things take time.
Then another:
Come and see me on Sunday.
Sunday. Two days away. So much could have changed by then. But Sunday it is.
He gathers mugs out of the sink and washes them up. He puts the kettle on. While he’s waiting, he calls Jo.
‘How’s the patient?’ he asks when she answers.
‘Having some early lunch,’ she replies. Robin imagines her slumped on her mother’s floral sofa, Tom in her arms, lulled into a stupor on his bottle, and he feels a pang of loss. ‘But still no luck for tomorrow,’ Jo continues. ‘You wouldn’t have thought Mum had brought up two children. She’s an absolute mess with him.’
‘That’s okay. I’ve asked Freya to come.’
‘Oh.’ There’s a long silence.
Robin frowns. ‘Was that wrong?’
‘No. Just…’ Another pause. ‘It’s fine. You’ll have fun with Freya.’
‘I don’t have to. I can tell her you’re coming. If you think Tom is better—’
‘No. No, it’s fine. How’s the case?’
Robin briefly explains where they’ve got to, the lines of enquiry they’re following.
‘So, no closer to making an arrest?’ she snaps.
Robin narrows his eyes but doesn’t react to her tone. ‘We’re getting there,’ he says cautiously. There’s another long pause. ‘Listen, Jo. If you want to come to the wedding—’
‘I don’t.’ Jo sighs. ‘Go and be with your team, Rob. Tom and I will see you when you can fit us in. Just let us know,’ she finishes snippily, and hangs up.
Robin slowly lowers the phone from his ear and stares at it. While he’s never been great at working out subtext, the meaning of that exchange was obvious. But how he’ll sort it, he’s not sure. She says she doesn’t want to go to the wedding, so what’s he supposed to do? Go alone, just to make her happy?
That morning, Robin had woken not feeling himself. The panic attack had shaken him, and he felt embarrassed that Freya had come to his aid in that way. But last night he’d felt nothing but relief at her being there. Her company, her hug, her touch – he’d needed nothing more.
That morning he chanced a look at the file over breakfast. With the bright sunshine trickling through the window, he’d looked at the photos of the charred car dispassionately; he hadn’t felt the same overwhelming fear as he had the night before.
And now? He spoons coffee into the clean mugs and adds the boiling water. As he stirs, he looks out to the incident room where Freya is chatting with Mina. He can’t deny it – ever since he asked her to go to the wedding, he’s felt excited. Optimistic. A sense of possibility, but of what?
Before he can analyse it further, Victoria comes flying into the office. She’s out of breath from running up three flights of stairs, excitedly clutching a handful of papers, pages fluttering.
‘I’ve got it,’ she squeaks, making more noise than Robin has ever heard her utter. ‘I’ve worked out the link.’
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Robin escorts Vic into the incident room, attracting the attention of the others. Freya ends her call and sits down next to him. Mina joins them; Josh gets up from his nest on the floor; Lee swivels in his chair. Vic turns red in the glare of the attention.
‘So… I…’ Vic stutters.
Robin hands her a glass of water. ‘Sit down,’ he says. ‘Take it from the beginning.’
Vic swallows. ‘I was doing as you asked – looking into the possible link between your two victims – and you were right, the two of them did work for the police force at the same time. But never in the same location.’ She takes a sip from the glass. ‘But I was sure work must have been the intersect – the little I could find in their personal lives was insignificant, none of their friends on Facebook correlated. Not that either of them had touched social media in years.’
The whole team is now sat around the table, motionless, waiting for Vic to get to the point. Robin drums his fingers on the desk.
‘So what was it?’ Freya asks, unable to contain her eagerness.
‘Foley worked for PSD. And one of his cases was investigating Copeland.’
Vic sits back, satisfied.
But Robin’s confused. ‘Investigating someone for misconduct doesn’t usually lead to friendship.’
‘Unless Copeland was the one that killed him, and he wanted to gloat at his funeral?’ Josh interjects.
‘No, no,’ Vic interrupts. She spreads the sheets of paper out in front of her. They’re covered in small, careful handwriting, and she selects the top one.
‘Copeland’s case was interesting. Eleven probationary coppers under his training put in a complaint. Systematic bullying. Denying them sleep by playing loud music all night. Making them do press-ups, over and over again, then berating them when they failed. Physical violence – slaps around the head, grabbing them by the ears or nose and leading them around.’ She taps her notes. ‘There’s a lot. But here’s where it gets interesting. Foley let him off.’
‘He did?’
‘When Foley spoke to the probies, he found their accounts differed. They were inconsistent. All of them stated different times, dates, locations. He couldn’t find any corroborating witnesses. In the end, Foley concluded they had made it up. Some sort of group conspiracy because they didn’t like Copeland. And they became friends.’
‘When was this?’ Robin asks.
‘November 2006.’
‘Nearly seventeen years ago. It’s a long time to hold a grudge.’
‘So, who were these guys?’ Freya asks. ‘The ones that made the complaint.’
Vic winces. ‘That’s the problem. I don’t know. It’s redacted in the file. I spoke to PSD and they said that’s standard policy. They often blank out the names of the complainants to avoid recrimination. Coppers aren’t keen on people who lodge grievances about one of their own.’
‘Did you explain why we need the information?’ Robin asks. ‘We’re talking murder here.’
‘Yes, but their response was that we don’t have any definitive evidence linking our arsonist to their investigation.’
‘Except both people involved are dead?’
Vic holds her hands up in defence, her cheeks turning pink.
‘Sorry, sorry.’ Robin sits back in his seat, frustrated. ‘I’ll speak to Baker. See what he can do. That’s excellent work, Vic. Thank you.’
‘So we know he’s a cop,’ Josh says.
‘Do we?’ Freya replies. ‘It was seventeen years ago. He could have left since. He could be doing anything now.’
Josh sighs. ‘So we’re no better off now than we were ten minutes ago.’
All eyes in the room shift to the boxes.
‘Why would Copeland have kept information relating to an investigation that could have ended his career?’ Josh replies.
‘He might have,’ Robin says. ‘But it shouldn’t be our only angle. Freya, if you could get hold of Hendon – see if they kept records of the training courses Copeland ran, specifically new joiners in 2006. Vic – if you could run a report of all new starters in that same year, then hopefully we’ll get something that tallies. And look at the third victim – Scott Parker. It’s different, but he was still a target. What links him to these two? There must be something. Lee? Help Josh with the boxes.’
They all go to move, but Freya calls them back.
‘One last thing – I was just speaking to Jess. The footwear mark found at the last crime scene? It was an Asics Sonoma running shoe. Size twelve.’
Robin gets up, picks up a marker and writes it on the whiteboard. Then he turns and faces the team.
‘See?’ he says. ‘We’re getting somewhere.’

Three hours later, Robin’s optimism has faded. His conversation with Baker was met with doubtful silence, the list of starters and leavers around 2006 seems endless, and the Copeland boxes are resulting solely in paper cuts for Davis and a stinking mood from Josh.
It’s nearly seven p.m., Robin has to accept defeat. His head is thumping, his eyes half-closed. His body craves junk food. He leans back in his seat and stretches, his hands above his head.
‘Right, that’s it. Fuck off home.’
Eyes turn. ‘We’re not getting any further this evening. We’re the only stupid ones here, and you guys deserve at least a fraction of your Friday night.’
Mina’s out of the door before he’s even finished talking, Josh not far behind. Freya puts her coat on, then hesitates next to him.
‘See you tomorrow?’ Robin asks, unable to suppress a grin.
‘See you tomorrow,’ she replies, but her enthusiasm is tempered.
‘Everything okay?’
She pauses, as if she’s going to tell him something, then shakes her head. ‘Everything’s fine. See you tomorrow,’ she repeats, and she’s gone.
Robin packs up his belongings, then pauses by the map of the arsons. He lightly presses his fingers against the small dots. Where is he going wrong?
He misses Tom. His son feels a world away from this incident room, from this life. He turns the lights off with a heavy heart. Still, it won’t be forever. They’ll catch him: he’ll make a mistake or one of the leads will come to fruition. Or the trail will go cold and he’ll be sent back to Exeter empty-handed, leaving the investigation to fester with Ratcliffe. He doesn’t like to think about that last one.
He closes the door, then pauses, his hand on the latch. The thought comes back to him: he might be a cop. And for the first time in his twenty-something-year career, he realises what it might be like to doubt the people around you.
His fingers touch the key. And without further thought, he turns it, locking the door tight behind him.
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‘What do you mean, you’re going to the wedding?’
Freya just wants a quiet night. Sit on the sofa, maybe a glass of wine. But Josh wanted to know what they were doing tomorrow, and she couldn’t lie, so…
‘Tom’s ill, Jo can’t go,’ Freya says warily. ‘And I know Liam and Lizzie—’
‘You haven’t seen them since Robin left. You’re hardly best friends.’
‘Josh. You’re overreacting. It’s not—’
‘Robin will be there. You’re his date.’
‘Of course Robin will be there. And I’m not his date,’ Freya spits. ‘I’m just going with him. Jo doesn’t mind, so I’m not sure why you’re objecting.’
‘I’m not objecting. What possible reason could there be for me to object?’
‘I don’t know, Josh. You tell me.’
He glares at her from the other side of the hallway. They hadn’t even made it past taking their shoes off before they’d got into the argument.
‘I thought we were going to spend the weekend together,’ Josh says. ‘We had plans.’
‘We can spend all of Sunday together.’
‘Gee, thanks,’ he says sarcastically. He flicks his shoes off into the pile by the front door, an act that angers Freya further.
‘Can you just—’ She gestures towards the cupboard where she’s neatly put hers.
‘No, I fucking can’t “just”. I will put my shoes where I fucking well like.’ Freya grits her teeth. ‘And thank you,’ he continues. ‘I’m so pleased you’re making time for me. Although, are you sure Robin won’t need you on Sunday as well?’
Josh is by the stairs, his hands balled into fists, his body tense with anger. Freya’s never seen him so furious. But she’s tired, so tired. Of the arguments. The doubt. The resentment. All of this.
‘What do you want, Josh?’ she says, exasperated.
He shakes his head slowly. ‘I don’t want you to work with Robin.’
‘How many times do I have to say this? We’re just colleagues. I’ve not spoken to him for the past year. We barely exchanged a text. There’s nothing going on.’
‘And before?’
‘No—’
‘Don’t lie to me!’
He shouts it so suddenly that Freya jumps.
‘Enough of this shit, Freya. I know! I saw you!’
Freya suddenly feels sick. ‘Saw me when?’
‘You and Robin. Out there.’ He points towards the front door. To the driveway. ‘The night he left.’
‘What do you mean?’
She’s playing for time, but she knows what he’s referring to. Robin driving over here at midnight. Their conversation: apologies, kind words, putting everything right before he left for Devon. But Josh had been asleep. Upstairs, in the bedroom. He couldn’t have…
‘I saw you,’ he repeats. ‘I saw you two. Kissing.’
A final hug. So tight, she hadn’t wanted to let Robin go. And then a soft kiss. Just one. But it had been enough. She doesn’t speak. What can she possibly say?
‘You’re not going to deny it?’ Josh says.
Freya shakes her head.
‘Was there something going on?’
Freya pauses. What’s the point of lying? Not now.
‘We thought there could be.’
Josh’s eyes widen, his mouth opens and he draws a long breath in. Then he turns away from her. He takes two steps up the stairs and looks back. She’s shocked to see him crying.
‘Do you love him?’ he asks.
‘I thought maybe I did—’
‘Do you now?’
‘I haven’t seen him for a year!’
‘Do you love me?’
‘Josh, I do. I do.’ Freya takes a step forward, her hands outstretched. ‘I always have. But Robin and I… I don’t know.’
Josh backs away from her. ‘Well, now is your time to find out. Although…’ And he laughs, a mocking cackle. ‘Now he’s with Jo and they have a baby. So I guess the timing never works for you two.’
‘Nothing’s going to happen with Robin. But Josh, you and I… We haven’t been right for some time.’
‘Not since I saw you kiss another man, no.’
So that’s it. For a whole year, Josh has been harbouring this knowledge. Pushing it down. Hiding his resentment and distrust of her.
‘Why didn’t you say something?’ Freya asks.
‘Because he was leaving. And I thought, why rock the boat? You seemed down for a bit, but we were getting married. You’d said yes, and we had a wedding to plan. I thought once you got into that, things would be better between us. That you’d be back to your old self. But you always found a reason to put it off, didn’t you? You couldn’t go dress shopping because Mina was working, or your mum was busy. But you never even asked them to go with you, did you?’
Freya miserably shakes her head.
‘Did you ever want to marry me?’
Freya’s crying now. ‘I thought I did. But everything was so confusing. So complicated.’
Josh nods slowly. ‘I’ll make it easy for you, shall I? It’s over, Freya. We’re not getting married – not now, not ever.’ He holds his hand out. ‘Give me the ring back.’
Freya sniffs and pulls at her finger. But it won’t shift.
‘Give me the ring back, Freya.’
‘I’m trying.’
She pulls again. It won’t budge.
‘Doesn’t matter. Just put it in the post. Or leave it on my desk. Maybe I’ll take a few weeks off. Give Butler a chance to get his case finished and piss off out of here. Then I might do the same. Head back to Newcastle.’
‘Josh, you don’t have to do that—’
‘Why would I stay?’ he says and turns away from her. As he climbs the stairs, she hears his final words. ‘I’ll move my stuff out as soon as I can.’
The door to the spare room closes; she walks through to the living room and slumps on the sofa. She feels a storm of self-hatred and guilt, knowing what she’d done. She’d cheated on her fiancé, right under the man’s nose.
But at the time, she hadn’t even given Josh a second thought. The relief when Robin had turned up in the middle of the night to say goodbye had been all-consuming. And when she’d looked up and he’d kissed her? It had just felt right.
She leans back on the sofa, then hears footsteps descend the stairs. She looks towards the door, expecting further confrontation, but Josh doesn’t appear. Instead, she hears the front door open and close, and Josh’s car drive off.
She starts to cry – sad, so fucking sad, that she’s wrecked everything so comprehensively between her and Josh – but also out of relief. Because somewhere, deep down, she’d known.
She would never have married him.
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The two men stand in front of the full-length mirror in the hotel room. Smart, hair combed, matching waistcoats and cravats.
Robin smiles at Liam in the mirror. ‘Are you ready?’
He’d got four, maybe five hours of shut-eye last night. Thoughts still full of the case, the failed leads, his sleep broken.
But on to more important things. Weddings, speeches. Freya. He had pushed the case out of his mind, picking up coffee on the way in, meeting Liam at the hotel.
It’s a glorious place. Red-brick, immaculate lawns. White-painted sash windows and ivy growing up the outside. All in the heart of the New Forest.
They’d passed the reception room – white-clothed tables, silver cutlery, blue and white flowers decorating the centre. Place settings announcing the names of the hundred-odd people to arrive. Next to him, Liam took an audible breath. Robin gave him a big smile.
‘Lizzie’s done an amazing job.’
‘She has. We need to get dressed.’ Liam gestured to the coffee. ‘Drink that first.’
Robin went to protest but let it go. Liam was right: chances were, he would get coffee down his pristine white shirt.
In the hotel room, the suits were laid out on the bed. They got changed in silence then stood in front of the mirror.
Now, Liam reaches across and adjusts Robin’s cravat. Robin sees that his hand is shaking.
‘You okay?’ Robin asks.
Liam has been uncharacteristically sombre all morning, and now he slumps on the edge of the bed.
‘Rob,’ he directs quietly to his clenched hands. ‘Do you think I’m doing the right thing?’
Robin slowly sits down next to his brother-in-law. ‘What do you mean?’ he asks. ‘Marrying Lizzie?’
Liam nods. He looks like he’s about to cry.
Robin thinks for a moment. ‘Do you love her? Do you want to spend the rest of your life with her?’
‘Yes.’
‘Then, yes. You are doing the right thing.’
Liam lowers his head into his hands.
‘What’s the problem?’
Liam’s seemed happy with Lizzie over these past few years. Robin did not see this coming.
Liam sniffs loudly. ‘What would Georgia say?’ he mumbles to the floor. Then he looks up to Robin, his eyes pleading. ‘Would she be upset? That I’m getting married again?’
‘Oh, Liam. No. Absolutely not.’
Matters of love have never been Robin’s strong point – but one person he did know was his sister.
‘Georgia would want you to be happy – one hundred per cent. Yes, maybe, if you were marrying someone horrible, someone you didn’t love, then she would have a few choice words on the matter.’ Liam smiles wanly. ‘But Georgia would have adored Lizzie. You know they would have got along.’
‘That’s true.’
‘She wouldn’t have wanted you to be alone for the rest of your life. She would want you to be happy.’
Liam nods slowly. His shoulders relax a touch. ‘And you?’
‘You loved Georgia. You loved those boys. More than anything. I know that. So yes, I think you should get married.’
‘No. I mean, she would have wanted you to be happy.’
Robin pauses. ‘I am.’ Liam gives him a look. ‘I am,’ Robin reiterates. ‘Okay, yes, some things haven’t worked out the way I might have liked, but I have a son I adore, a job I love. What more could I want?’
‘Freya.’
‘For crying out loud, Liam. We’ve been over this.’
‘But you invited her today?’
‘As friends. She knows that.’
Liam holds his hands up in defeat. ‘Okay, okay.’
‘Fine, then.’ Robin grins. ‘Are you ready?’
Liam pauses for a moment, takes one last look in the mirror, then nods, solemnly.
‘Let’s go.’

They step down the corridor towards the ceremonial room in the hotel. There’s still half an hour before the official start time, but people are already milling around, excited conversation in the air. Liam leaves Robin’s side and heads over to an older couple Robin recognises as Liam’s parents.
Robin takes a moment to enjoy the scene. The room is beautiful. Plain white walls, simple chairs decorated with sprays of summer flowers in blue and purple. The day is sunny and bright, and a cool breeze blows through the double doors at the side. They open out to a gravel drive, then a long, carefully manicured garden, brick walls bordering bright purple bunches of lavender whose smell is gently perfuming the air.
He turns back to the room. People are starting to take their seats and he scans the rows, but there’s no sign of Freya. Perhaps she’s decided not to come. Robin doesn’t know many people here, and he isn’t relishing the thought of a day of small talk. He was looking forward to having Freya here to ease the awkwardness – his awkwardness.
But it’s not just that. He’s eager to see her, spend some time with her, just the two of them, away from the office. Like the old days. To talk about what? To do what? his brain fires at him, but he pushes the questions away.
Liam’s speaking to the celebrant at the front of the room and Robin moves up to join them. Liam fidgets, glancing at his watch every few seconds and adjusting his tie.
Robin places a hand on his arm. ‘She’ll be here.’
‘She’s late. It’s not like Lizzie.’
‘The bride is supposed to be late.’ He knows what Liam’s thinking. Car accidents. Blood on concrete. ‘It’s not—’ he begins, but Liam cuts him off.
‘I know. Listen, Robin. Thank you. For being here. Being my best man. I couldn’t imagine anyone else I’d want by my side.’
‘Any time.’ Robin grins. He can’t help a glance back to the crowd of the latest arrivals.
Liam chuckles next to him. ‘I thought it was supposed to be me, anxiously waiting for the arrival of a beautiful woman.’
‘Piss off,’ Robin says, good-naturedly.
Liam laughs and turns to speak to a guest.
Robin surreptitiously checks his phone. Maybe she couldn’t make it after all. But there’s nothing from Freya, only a quick text from Josh.
Emily Rhodes had a message last night. From him. Freya says I should go and check on her. Okay?
Shit. Robin feels bad that he’s here when the case is moving forward. But life must go on; he can’t work 24/7.
Yes, please. Hold the fort until I get back.


He watches the dots rotate. Then Josh’s response.
Message understood. Sir.
It’s obviously sarcastic, especially that last ‘Sir’, but what can Robin do? He sighs and puts the phone in his pocket. And then all thoughts of Josh and the case disappear from his mind.
There she is. Freya. As Robin watches, she pauses, alone and self-conscious, her eyes scanning the crowd. Then she looks up to the front and meets Robin’s gaze.
Robin’s speechless. She’s wearing a sleeveless dress, navy blue, her hair loose, just touching her shoulders. She looks almost ethereal; different out of the context of the police station, but familiar, like someone he’s known his whole life. A flurry of butterflies dances in his stomach. She looks unsure for a second, then smiles, lifting her hand in a half-wave. He grins back, and she gestures to the door, sitting in a seat at the back.
Chatter fills the room, heads turn.
Robin grins at Liam. ‘See. The car’s here. She’s here.’
The relief is clear on Liam’s face as he watches a silver Bentley pull up on the gravel. Liam swallows and turns towards the front as the music starts to play.
Lizzie appears at the back of the room, flanked by her bridesmaids. She smiles nervously, her cheeks pink, and Robin looks at Liam. He’s beaming, a massive grin; Robin’s in no doubt about his love for her.
Lizzie looks incredible. The dress is perfect for her diminutive figure; she looks like a tiny ballerina as she walks up the aisle. Robin takes a step back and the ceremony begins.
It’s a beautiful service. One of the bridesmaids does a reading. Liam and Lizzie nervously recite their vows. Big smiles, a few tears. Robin offers the rings when he’s supposed to, everything goes without a hitch.
Robin watches, filled with joy for Liam. But all the way through, all Robin wants to do is turn around. He just wants to see Freya.
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As the ceremony begins, Freya appreciates the solitude. All attention is focused on the happy couple – Liam beaming, Lizzie looking up at him with love in her eyes – it gives Freya time to think.
Josh had arrived back briefly that morning but she’d barely got more than a grunt.
‘You’re still going then?’ he had said, seeing the dress laid out on the bed. ‘With him?’
Freya didn’t dignify his sniping with a reply, instead turning to the mirror to dry her hair. ‘I’ll be back tomorrow,’ she told him, picking up the hairdryer. ‘Liam’s got me a hotel room.’
‘I won’t be here.’
‘You don’t have to—’
‘I’m staying at Adam’s,’ he said, cutting her off. ‘Getting out of your house as soon as I can.’
‘Josh—’ she started, but he’d gone, the slam of the door to the spare room emphasising his displeasure.
She feels that sinking feeling now, and sighs. But what did she expect? A break-up is never pleasant, but it’s a hundred times worse when you have to work with your ex. Their exchange about Emily’s new message had been brief – curt, to say the least – but he had at least agreed to follow up. The office is going to be awful on Monday. The chatter, the whispers. Nothing a police station loves more than gossip.
But being at this wedding only reinforces how right the decision is. She could never have gone ahead with something like this: proclaiming your love in front of all your friends and family. All these people wishing you well when every cell in your body tells you it’s wrong.
But what’s right? The love Lizzie and Liam have – it’s obvious. They can’t take their eyes off each other. They smile, they say their vows and Liam looks like he’s going to cry, his voice cracking, bless him. Robin stands and passes them the rings, giving Liam a broad smile as he sits back down.
And bloody hell, he looks good. The thought intrudes into her head before she can stop it. Josh is right – there is more there than friendship, but fuck, now is not the time. Plus, he’s with Jo. He’s with Jo. And they have a baby. She needs to remember that. She’s not the sort of woman to go breaking up families, she knows that for sure.
Her hand goes up to the necklace she put on that morning. It’s a delicate silver bee, something she hasn’t worn in a while. But she saw it lying there, in her jewellery box, and it felt right. She’d put it on. Robin gave it to her for Christmas, a few years ago. It had been the start, in many ways. Of a creeping suspicion that her feelings towards her grumpy, depressed boss were maybe more than platonic.
She gets to her feet as the music starts up again and the happy couple make their way down the aisle. She claps and grins, genuinely delighted for Liam and Lizzie, while feeling an ache of loneliness inside. Why is everyone happy except for her? She forces the smile back on her face and follows the rest of the congregation out onto the lawn.
People gather in friendship groups; she doesn’t know anyone and stands awkwardly, searching for the champagne that must be on its way. And then Robin is by her side, grinning, holding out a glass.
She takes it gratefully. ‘Thank you.’ She smiles up at him. ‘You look nice.’
He pulls at the cravat uncomfortably. ‘Can’t wait to take this off. In this heat,’ he whinges. ‘But Liam will kill me if I do it before the bloody photographs. Is the hotel room okay? Liam said it was the best they could do at such short notice.’
‘It’s perfect. And you’ve done good so far, best man.’ Freya laughs. ‘How’s the speech coming along?’
He groans. ‘Oh God, the speech. Not well.’ He reaches into his jacket pocket and pulls out a crumpled piece of paper covered in his illegible scribble. ‘I have nothing. You need to help me.’
‘I’m not the best person…’ she begins, but catches his desperation. ‘Fine. Over dinner. How is Tom?’
‘Oh, yes. Good. It’s no more than a cold. He’ll be fine, to be honest, but Jo was worried about her mum. She’s not used to him. She’s only seen him a few times since he was born and never overnight.’
‘Sink or swim?’
‘That’s what I said.’ He laughs. ‘But Jo said no. I think it was just a convenient excuse, to be honest. She didn’t fancy spending the day making small talk with a hundred people she didn’t know.’
‘She said that?’
There’s a shout from the other side of the garden and Robin looks apologetic. ‘Photographs. Bloody hell.’ He touches her arm briefly. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll be back.’
She watches him go, striding across the lawn to where Liam is standing arm in arm with Lizzie in the sunshine. Robin’s positioned in the formal group and Freya looks on fondly. He’ll hate this, she thinks. Being told to smile on cue, all this pomp and formality when she knows Robin is at his most comfortable in jeans and sweatshirt, pint of beer in his hand. Just goes to show what he’ll do for the people he loves.
She can still feel the touch of his hand on her arm. A reminder of all those months ago. The kiss outside her house. Something they’ve dutifully ignored since he’s been back.
No, she tells herself sternly. A waiter passes and she swaps her empty glass for a new one and takes a long swig. He’s put it behind him.
She should, too.

The wedding breakfast is served at two p.m. Just in the nick of time for Freya, feeling woozy from the champagne. The main is chicken, the pudding lemon tart; there is reassurance in the familiar. Robin returns and pulls the cravat from his neck with a flourish, opening a few buttons on his shirt.
‘That’s better,’ he sighs with relief as he collapses next to her at the table.
The wine flows. Introductions are made. Lizzie and Liam have placed them with old school friends – a group made up of paramedics and doctors, a match made in heaven as the anecdotes and black humour start to flow. Freya notices Robin relaxing, laughing as he sips his wine, his arm thrown casually around the back of her chair.
‘So you two met at work?’ a woman asks, a pointy-nosed brunette with an array of feathers and plumes in her hair. She reminds Freya of a hummingbird; she glances at the name card but can’t read the cursive script. ‘Yes. No!’ she adds with a glance at Robin, who’s talking to the woman on his right. ‘Not like that. We’re partners. Were partners. Oh, I don’t know.’
She’s struggling to make sense, her head blurry. Bird Lady looks confused.
‘We used to be partners. We worked together. As police detectives.’
‘Oh, sorry. I just thought…’ She reaches across with the wine and gestures to Freya’s glass. Freya’s surprised to see it empty – again – and nods. ‘You look so good together,’ she says as she pours.
Freya flushes, then shakes her head. ‘No, no. Not like that. He’s with…’ She notices Robin’s attention shift to her. ‘Not like that,’ she repeats.
The conversation moves on, and Robin leans over, pulling the notes for the speech out of his pocket. ‘Please,’ he whispers. ‘You have to help me. Now.’
Freya takes the sheet from him and tries to decipher his handwriting. She tilts the piece of paper one way then the next, then gives up and screws it into a ball.
‘Hey!’ Robin snatches it from her and smooths it against the tablecloth. ‘That’s all I have.’
‘You don’t need it. Keep it short. Don’t bother with humour, it’s not your thing.’
He looks offended for a moment, then shrugs in acceptance.
‘Say something heartfelt. Talk about Liam, and how much he means to you. As long as you’re sincere, nobody will care what you say. Plus, everyone’s wasted now, so they won’t remember.’
‘Well, that’s a relief,’ Robin replies, but he still looks nervous. ‘Aren’t I supposed to say something crass about the groom? Tell some anecdotes about Liam’s drunken foibles?’
‘Do you have any?’
‘No. Liam’s the most sensible person I know. What about deep and meaningful musings about love?’
She sighs and looks across to Liam and Lizzie. They’re laughing, their heads close together, and she feels another pang of loss. ‘If you can,’ she says. And when she looks back, Robin’s gaze is on her. Those strange green-brown eyes, the slight tilt down of his head. That small smile – the one she’s missed so much.
‘Is this the sort of wedding you’d like?’ he asks. The comment seems casual, and he takes a swig of beer. But his eyes stay locked on hers.
He doesn’t know about her and Josh. How could he? But she can’t bear to tell him, knowing she won’t be able to hold her delicate emotions at bay. She’s struggling to keep steady against the excitement of the day, the onslaught of conversation and colour almost overwhelming. Bursting into tears is not what she wants to do at someone else’s wedding.
‘I thought so,’ she says dismissively. ‘Probably not now. What about you?’
He laughs. ‘Fuck no. Not like this.’ He looks out into the room. ‘Something small. A few friends. Not that I have more than that,’ he adds, mocking himself. ‘And then dinner at a pub. Followed by a long, boring holiday on a hot island somewhere. I can’t think of the last time I sat on a beach. Read a few books.’
‘That sounds perfect,’ she says, but Robin doesn’t seem to hear, lost in thought, smiling softly to himself. Thinking about Jo, no doubt. How long have they been together now? Just over eighteen months, plus they have Tom. Maybe he’s planning to propose. And with a shock, she thinks, maybe he already has? He’s not the type of man to go shouting from the rooftops about it.
But before they can talk further, a chink sounds out – a knife rapped against a glass. The room goes silent for the speeches.
Freya feels Robin growing more jittery as they progress. First, a dull monotone from Lizzie’s father, read at speed, his eyes searing into the page in front of him. Then Liam. He gets to his feet.
He begins with the thank yous. A list of people Freya hasn’t heard of, against a background of catcalls and applause. The bridesmaids are clapped; Lizzie passes out presents. The customary cheer as Liam proudly declares ‘from me and my wife’. Grins all around. Then Liam stills. He takes a deep breath.
‘As many of you know, I have been married before. To a wonderful woman, who made me very happy.’ Liam blinks a few times, then clears his throat. ‘When Georgia died, I accepted that I had been a lucky man. To have been loved in that way once, was exceptional.’ He looks at Robin; Robin nods slowly, his mouth awkward as he chews on his lip. Liam shifts his gaze to Lizzie. ‘To have it twice, is nothing short of a miracle. Thank you, Lizzie, for taking this old man and making him happy again.’
His voice cracks as he finishes; Lizzie stands and gives him a big hug. There’s not a dry eye in the house, and everyone claps as Liam looks Robin’s way.
‘And now, I know I’m going to regret this,’ Liam continues, to a smattering of laughter, ‘but… the best man.’
Freya feels butterflies, anxious on his behalf. She watches as Robin quickly wipes a napkin across his eyes then takes a long, deep inhale. He stands up, all eyes on him. His middle finger taps a rhythm on his thigh. Freya can barely breathe.
And he begins.
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Thanks for that, Liam, Robin thinks, as all the eyes in the room turn his way. He swallows hard, forcing down the tears that threatened the moment Liam started to talk about Georgia.
He clears his throat.
‘For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Robin Butler, and I am the younger brother of Liam’s first wife, Georgia.’ He pauses, gathering his thoughts. A trickle of sweat runs down his spine. ‘I first met Liam nearly fifteen years ago. I thought he was boring, and uptight, and I didn’t like the way he looked at me over the top of his glasses, much the same way he is doing now.’ He glances across to Liam as a ripple of laughter circulates around the room. ‘But I couldn’t have been more wrong.’
He pauses, and glances down to Freya. He meets her eyes, those bright blue eyes, and he gets the same boost he always does when she’s with him. She believes in him. That he’s not the screwed-up, confused mess he often feels inside.
‘But Liam is wrong about one thing – he’s not lucky.’ Robin senses the disquiet. A worry that the best man’s speech is going horribly awry. He smiles, trying to reassure the room. ‘Luck has nothing to do with it. Liam is, simply, one of the best people in this world. He is forgiving. He is trusting. And most of all, he loves with every part of his being. It’s as natural to Liam as breathing. That’s what I saw when he proposed to my sister. And that’s what I feel every day – being friends with him. But friends doesn’t cut it. He’s my brother.’
He stops. He chances a look around the room – at these strangers staring – but doesn’t dare meet Liam’s gaze, fearing that the lump in his throat will turn into tears. He knows what he wants to say now.
‘Liam deserves all the love in this world,’ Robin continues. ‘It’s a slippery creature – love. Just when you think you have a hold on it, it falls from your grasp. I’m sure we’ve all experienced it. I know I have. My sister loved me, and Liam, and their boys with every beat of her heart. She knew that feeling – when the person we’re with is so right for us and we love them with every part of our soul. Sometimes it doesn’t end well, and that’s okay. We take that grief with us every day, and sometimes – just sometimes – we work out how to cope enough to move on with our lives. But sometimes it does work out – and I am so glad it has today for Liam and Lizzie. Lizzie – it’s been a pleasure getting to know you, and I’ll be forever grateful that I’m a hanger-on to the rest of your lives together. And Liam…’ He’s aware he’s rambling now and needs to pull things to a close. ‘Liam – I love you, mate. And if this is what luck looks like, then may you have all the luck in the world.’ He reaches down and picks up his glass. ‘To the bride and groom,’ he toasts.
Liam beams, the toast is repeated, and Robin hastily sits down.
‘Thank fuck that’s over,’ he says, as the conversation in the room starts up again. He takes a long pull from his pint, then looks at Freya. ‘Was that okay?’
She nods. She has tears in her eyes.
‘Are you…’ he begins.
She nods again, reaching across and squeezing his hand, tight. Then she gets up and runs from the room.
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She shouldn’t have come. A wedding is not the place to be when you’ve just split up with your fiancé. Especially not in the company of a man you used to have feelings for. Used to? her brain retaliates, as she opens the door to her hotel room and pushes inside. Used to?
She slumps down on the bed; her head spins. Watching Robin make his speech has conjured up a raft of emotions. Happiness for Liam and Lizzie, but also anger – that this scene today isn’t something she’s going to get. No longer can she dream about a white wedding. Her friends watching, smiling. A handsome groom by her side as they start their lives together. Because who is that man now? Not Josh. Not Robin.
Next to her, her phone chirps. A message from Robin.
Are you okay? Where have you gone?
She picks it up and replies.
Champagne went to my head. Just need a few minutes. I’ll be back down soon.


The three dots rotate, then a beep.
Okay x
She stares at that lone kiss. Then she picks up her phone and dials. It rings and rings, and as Freya thinks it’s going to cut to voicemail, Mina answers.
‘How’s it going?’ she asks.
‘Awful. I shouldn’t have come.’ Freya starts crying again. Mina makes sympathetic noises at the other end of the phone.
‘What if I’ve made a mistake, Mina?’ Freya howls. ‘What if Josh was my one chance? What if I never meet anyone again?’
‘That’s bullshit. You will meet someone else. You’re amazing. Smart. Not to mention hot.’ Freya laughs despite herself. ‘And you know things weren’t right with Josh. You said so yourself.’
‘I know.’
‘But going to a wedding the day after you split from your fiancé? It was never going to be easy. And going with Robin, of all people,’ Mina adds, slowly. ‘Well…’
‘But that’s over now.’
‘Is it?’
‘He’s with Jo.’
‘But…’ A pause, then Mina sighs. ‘I know. I just always thought… You two seem so right for each other. He just needs a nudge.’
‘Not from me, Mina. They have Tom.’ Freya lies back on the bed and takes a deep breath. ‘I’ll lie here for a bit. I’ll be fine.’
‘You will be fine,’ Mina reiterates sternly. ‘And maybe curb the booze.’
Freya laughs. ‘I am pretty pissed.’
She says goodbye, her mood marginally improved. And then she notices a notification on the MeetM8 app. She clicks on it, curious.
It’s a message. And it’s from him. Grant Anderson.
So much has happened since she set up the fake profile, she’d completely forgotten about it. She feels a jolt. She reads the message. It’s short.
Hi. We’ve matched! How are you?
She stares at it. The worry surges. This could be a good thing. She could talk to Grant Anderson. Make a connection. Find out something about him – the real him – so they can track him down and arrest him.
She should tell Robin. They could do it together.
But lines of enquiry like this aren’t protocol. It’s essentially a honeytrap, and Freya knows this situation needs lawyers and the CPS to advise, authorisation from on high. And then what? If it goes nowhere, both she and Robin will have compromised their reputations.
She’s using an anonymous profile. He doesn’t know who she is. A few messages. A few questions. And if she gets a response, she’ll tell Robin and Baker. What harm can it do?
She picks up her phone.
I’m good, she replies before she can talk herself out of it. How are you?
Then she closes the app down and puts her phone decisively to the side. There. It’s out of her hands now.
She lies back down on the bed, feeling the champagne swirl. Grant Anderson probably won’t even reply, she tells herself as she closes her eyes. The room rocks, the world feels very far away.
Maybe a nap wouldn’t be a bad idea, she thinks, and she slowly drifts off to sleep.
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Robin Butler is the last person Josh wants to be taking orders from, especially on a Saturday, but he needs a distraction. Work is as good as any.
He couldn’t resist adding that last ‘Sir’. Pure sarcasm. It’s Butler’s fault. For inviting her to the sodding wedding in the first place.
‘Well, he can have her,’ he mumbles to himself as he throws clothes into a bag, trying to summon some anger or hatred when all he wants to do is curl into a ball and cry.
He loves Freya. Always has. But this last year has been torture.
He thinks back to that spring night, over a year ago now. Something had woken him. Normally, he would sleep through a hurricane, but his mind must have sensed something was amiss, an uneasy feeling confirmed when he woke and Freya wasn’t next to him in bed.
He’d lain there for a moment, listening. He could just make out two voices – one male, one female – whispering in the street outside. But these weren’t drunkards rolling home from the pub after hours. The female voice was Freya’s.
Josh got out of bed in just his boxers and surreptitiously peered between the curtains. Instinct told him to be sneaky. That to get to the bottom of what was going on he had to be quiet. Below him he could see Butler’s black Volvo. And next to the front door, the man himself – and Freya.
What the hell is he doing here? Josh thought. He’d assumed he’d left for Devon already, judging from the empty desk and the sour look on his fiancée’s face. He strained to listen but he couldn’t make anything out. Quiet murmurs, gentle tones.
And then Freya stepped towards Butler and enveloped him in a tight hug. Okay, Josh told himself. They’re saying goodbye. But it was too close, too long. And then, just as he thought Freya was pulling away, they kissed.
At first, it was shock. He jumped away from the window, his heart thumping. Then, after a beat, denial surfaced and he peered out again. No. They were definitely kissing, Butler’s face against Freya’s, his hand in her hair.
He froze. All thoughts went blank. He backed away from the window, shivering in the cool night air. He heard the noise of a car starting and driving away, the click of the front door being carefully closed.
The noise jolted Josh into action and he jumped back under the covers, turning away from Freya as he heard her come back into the room. She sniffed and got into bed next to him.
Josh didn’t move. Couldn’t. Muscles petrified with shock. His mind whirred. What did this mean? Butler was leaving. Right? Was there something going on?
For the next few hours, Josh lay perfectly still, coming to no decisions. A thousand times he thought about confronting her; a thousand times he stayed quiet. When sunlight trickled into the room, he gave up on sleep and went down to put the kettle on. And he made up his mind. He would ask her for the truth. Together they would deal with the fallout.
But when Freya emerged, the look on her face told him all he needed to know. Whatever it was, it was over. She reached for him at breakfast and held his hand tight in hers.
‘My mum called,’ Freya had said. ‘She wants us to go round for lunch. To celebrate the engagement.’
Josh nodded, then got up to tidy away the breakfast things, a lump in his throat. He didn’t say a word. Because he knew that if he broke this silence, if he asked her for the truth, it would all be over. He loved Freya. And the only way to keep her would be to pretend nothing had happened.

Going to see Emily Rhodes later is good, solely to divert Josh away from the grim task of packing up his belongings. His mate Adam arrives at lunchtime with false cheer and his large, family-sized hatchback. Josh heaves a few boxes into the boot.
‘She’ll come round, mate,’ Adam says with a manly clap on the back. ‘You’ll see.’
Josh shakes his head. ‘No. This is it,’ he replies. ‘But I won’t be on your sofa for long. Don’t worry.’
He plods back upstairs and gets changed into something more suitable for work, slinging his clothes into a rucksack.
Adam is baffled by Freya and Josh’s break-up. Josh could have said, ‘She cheated on me,’ and that was probably the truth, but it was far more complicated than that. Freya had feelings for her strange, grumpy boss – that was evident – so had Josh just been a backup? Someone half-decent that would do in the meantime?
The knowledge of what he’d seen was burned into his skull. Even with Butler gone, he hung over them, like some part of Freya had left with him. Josh had bitten back the bitter feelings of jealousy when her promotion had been confirmed, taken her out for dinner, got her drunk on champagne, but she just hadn’t seemed happy. All evening he caught her glancing at her phone. He wanted to shout at her, scream: ‘Just call him!’ but like always in their relationship, he’d kept quiet.
And now she is at a wedding, of all places. With him. They’ll be drinking together, romance in the air. Who knows what they’ll do. It makes him feel sick.
He leaves Adam to rehome his belongings, then heads in his own car to the address Freya has given him. Their exchange that morning had been sharp, her instructions brief.
‘Be nice,’ Freya had said. ‘She’s expecting you.’
And so, here he is. Heading down the M27, Ringwood-bound, before turning off at junction 1, towards Landford.
Josh knows the basics. A friend with a big house – a massive renovation project. But as he turns off the road, down smaller and smaller lanes, Josh starts to realise just how isolated this place is. She’s in the middle of nowhere. What if Emily’s stalker has followed her? In the dead of night, there’s nobody around to help.
‘Is that it?’ Josh mutters to himself, as a large sign comes into view.
Ellingbourne House. He checks his notepad. That’s the one.
He lets out a low whistle as he drives through the gates and pulls up in front of the massive brick building.
It’s three floors, double-fronted, covered in green ivy, with a dark red-tiled roof. But even from here, Josh can tell it’s in dire need of some love. The gravel driveway is patchy and covered with weeds; some of the windows are boarded up, others look dusty and grey.
Josh parks next to a blue Mazda MX-5 and a dark green Audi A1. Emily’s and her housemate’s, Josh assumes. She’d told Freya they’d both be here. He climbs out of the car, looking up at the house with astonishment, as the front door opens. A petite blonde waits for him in the doorway.
He shows his warrant card. ‘Emily?’ he asks.
‘No. I’m Lucy,’ she says with a big grin. ‘I own this joint. It’s quite something, isn’t it?’
She shows him inside, Josh’s mouth gaping at the scale of the house. ‘How did you afford this place?’ he asks, his astonishment overshadowing the need to be polite.
But Lucy just laughs. ‘I didn’t. I inherited it from my uncle. Crazy old man, lived here until he had to go into a home. And gave it to me in his will to spite the rest of the family.’
Josh looks up the huge wooden staircase in the middle of the hallway. Light shines down from the upper windows, highlighting the dust in the air, small motes spiralling in the gust from the open door. The floorboards are creaky and old, but even Josh can tell the doors are original, the balustrade on the upper hallway carved and ornate. He imagines iron fireplaces, tiled hearths. Maybe even a family here, once.
It must have been beautiful. It still is, in its way.
‘Are you keeping it?’ Josh asks.
‘If I can afford the inheritance tax,’ Lucy says. She pushes the door open to the kitchen. ‘Luckily, I work in banking, so it might be a possibility. It’s five bedrooms, two bathrooms and a huge attic that you could convert into another room. Can you imagine the potential? If I do it up?’
Josh can. He entertains a thought for a moment, amusing himself with the idea of buying somewhere like this. Spending time making it magnificent again. The kitchen is rustic: wooden cupboards surrounded by an array of knick-knacks and souvenirs, collected over what must have been decades. The aged fridge is covered in magnets of all shapes and sizes; shelves of Toby Jugs, beer glasses, pewter tankards, all coated in dust; dried flowers in vases in every corner.
But his attention is pulled back into the here and now by Emily, waiting at the kitchen table, ashen-faced.
‘I thought Freya was coming,’ Emily says.
‘No, you have me today.’ Josh utilises his most charming smile as he sits down on the chair opposite. It wobbles. ‘I won’t take up much of your time…’ he begins.
‘Take as much as you need,’ the housemate says.
‘Lucy?’ Emily retorts sharply. ‘Tea?’
Lucy nods and offers him a drink, still managing to be flirty. He asks for coffee; she fills the old kettle and puts it on the gas stove. She takes three mugs off the draining board.
Josh turns back to Emily. She’s wearing denim dungarees, a blue-and-white T-shirt underneath. Despite the warm day outside, the house is freezing; she has Ugg boots on her feet and a woollen cardigan over her shoulders. She’s thin, but there’s colour in her cheeks.
‘How are you?’ Josh asks across the old wooden table. It’s clear, bar a new laptop, looking out of place among the ancient belongings.
‘I’m good. I mean, better. I sleep well out here.’ The kettle goes off with a shrill whistle, making them all jump. Lucy gets up and makes the coffees. ‘You wouldn’t have thought it, out in the middle of nowhere, but the quiet is reassuring.’ She smiles. ‘I’d hear him coming,’ she adds.
‘Is it just the two of you?’ Josh asks.
‘It is now.’
‘I come back at the weekends,’ Lucy adds, putting their coffees down and joining them at the table. ‘Head home to London on Sunday nights.’
‘Good. You need company,’ Josh says.
‘I know, right?’ Lucy replies. ‘Rattling around in this big old house. I use one bedroom, Emily uses another – and this kitchen and the living room. The rest is empty. Just carpets and bare windows. I would give you the grand tour but a lot of it’s dangerous – riddled with woodworm. I think the old man sold a lot of his belongings before he went into the home. Started running out of money. Sad, really.’
‘Very,’ Josh replies.
Emily clears her throat pointedly and pushes her phone towards Josh. The newest message is on the screen.
I’m coming for you, bitch.
‘Have you replied?’ Josh asks.
‘No. And I haven’t blocked him either. Freya said to not do anything without speaking to her first.’
‘And she was right. This came through this morning?’ Emily nods. ‘Have you seen anyone outside?’
‘No. Nothing. Lucy went out for a run first thing. I told her not to but…’
‘Did you see anyone on your run?’ Josh asks. ‘You shouldn’t have put yourself at risk like that.’
‘No, no one,’ Lucy replies. ‘I’m a big girl. I can look after myself.’
Another cheeky grin. Josh is warming to her.
‘What can we do, Detective?’ Emily says, her voice trembling. ‘You’re going to stop him, right?’
‘We’re certainly trying,’ Josh replies, then a germ of an idea starts to form. He hands the phone back. ‘I’m going to be honest with you.’ He places his hands flat on the wooden table, splaying his fingers out. ‘We’ve not made much progress. We know some things about him, but as for who he is, we’re still in the dark.’
‘But you have a plan, right?’
Josh can see the desperation in Emily’s eyes. An idea blooms. Should he…? It would be risky, but… but what if it worked? Freya and Robin are off doing their own thing. He’s so sick of looking through boxes. He wanted to do this job so he could catch murderers, and this way, he can.
‘Would you mind,’ Josh begins, tentatively, ‘replying to his message?’
Emily stares at him, confused. The housemate sits forward in her chair.
‘I don’t think—’
‘We’ve noticed a connection between your replies to him, and him starting fires.’ Josh explains in detail. ‘We have a pretty good idea of the locations he selects,’ he concludes, ‘so by doing this—’
‘You could catch him?’
‘That would be my plan, yes.’
Emily retreats into silence, throwing a few looks Lucy’s way. There are tears welling in her eyes, the panic simmering. Lucy nods reassuringly at her.
‘Honey, I’ll be here,’ Lucy says. ‘And if they could arrest him, this would all be over. Right?’ she directs to Josh.
‘Right.’
‘What if he finds me first?’
‘He won’t,’ Josh says, forcing a confidence into his voice that he doesn’t quite feel. ‘Drive out somewhere – miles from here. Then send the message. That’s all we need you to do. Then you can leave the rest to us.’
‘I’ll have to, anyway. There’s no reception here. But… but…’ Emily’s eyes are pleading. ‘Is this the only way? I’m scared. Before, when he was just – just,’ she repeats with a choked laugh, ‘a stalker. That was bad enough. But he sets fires? He’s killed people? Is he going to come after me?’
‘We have no evidence he’ll come here. And if he does, call 999. Plus, here,’ he adds. ‘Here’s my number. My personal number.’ He takes her phone and enters it. ‘Please?’
Emily pauses, then nods slowly. ‘Okay, I’ll do it. But only because Lucy’s here.’
‘Thank you. Send him a message – as abusive and nasty as you like. Then turn your phone off and ignore it. Call me any time if you’re worried. And keep sending the screenshots through that link. I’ll be checking them. I’ll be back in contact soon. And don’t worry.’ He grins. ‘We’ll get him.’
Josh breathes a sigh of relief, but his respite is tempered. What is he doing? This could get both him and Emily into trouble, and hers could be life-threatening. But if this stalker does what they think he’ll do, and Josh catches him? Then Josh will be the hero. Sod Butler, sod Freya. He’ll be the impressive one.
He gets to his feet; Lucy springs to hers.
‘I’ll show you out,’ she says, following him to the front door. She opens it and then, as he offers his hand, she holds on just that little bit too long. ‘We feel better now we know you’re on the case, DC Smith.’
Now she’s that little bit closer, he can smell her perfume. Feminine, sexy – just like her. He returns her smile. ‘Josh,’ he says.
‘Josh,’ she confirms, almost purring. ‘We have your number.’
‘Yes. Keep in touch.’
He leaves the house, but as he walks across the driveway, he turns back. Lucy’s still watching him; she gives a little smile and a wave.
There’s no doubt she’s been flirting with him. He’s not going to act on it, but knowing he could gives his ego a little boost. He’s still got it, he tells himself as he heads back to his car.
Maybe being single isn’t going to be so bad, after all.
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Freya wakes to the sound of chattering in the corridor. She opens her eyes with a jolt. The sky is still light, but it’s subdued; it’s definitely evening. She checks the clock: 7:15 p.m. Shit. She’s been asleep for three hours.
She feels groggy, her head fuzzy, and goes into the bathroom for some water. She drinks one cup, then another, looking warily in the mirror. Her hair, once carefully styled, is now messy on one side. Her eyes are half-closed and she forces them to open wide, staring at herself, then rolling her neck side to side with a sigh. She could go back to sleep, stay in bed, hope the world feels better in the morning. But something pulls her.
Or someone.
She has another glass of water, sticks on fresh deodorant and a spray of perfume. She smooths her hair into a ponytail and checks her make-up. Not too bad, considering. She heads back down to the wedding.
People are milling around in reception, chatting, drinks in hand. New guests are arriving for the evening, fresh-faced and keen. Freya can’t see Robin, but before she can look properly, there is a shout from the main room. She follows the crowd through.
The dinner tables have been cleared back, revealing a large wooden dance floor, with a DJ set up behind. He shouts down the microphone, persuading people closer, instigating applause as Liam and Lizzie enter the room.
‘Time for the first dance,’ he booms and the pair of them move to the middle of the dance floor.
Liam looks embarrassed; Lizzie gazes up adoringly as she encourages him forward and wraps her arms around his neck. Freya stays at the edge of the room, watching as the music starts to play.
Liam’s dancing isn’t up to much, but the emotion is clear. The two sway in each other’s arms, barely doing more than shifting from side to the side to Paul McCartney’s ‘Maybe I’m Amazed’. She feels her own emotions start to swell, the tears threatening, and to distract herself she takes in the crowd. Liam’s parents are there, arms around each other. Bird Lady still has her plumage; Liam’s university mates have lost interest in the dance and are downing shots at the bar.
And then she sees Robin.
He’s sitting at the side of the room, still in the same shirt and jacket, waistcoat and cravat discarded. He’s leaning forward, his arms resting on his knees, with a beer in his hand. His hair is dishevelled, and as he watches Liam and Lizzie dance, he sits up and takes a sip of his pint. He has a small smile on his face and looks so content in himself that Freya can’t help but marvel at how things have changed.
When she first met him, nearly three years ago, he was a shell of a man. Barely speaking, hardly sleeping and making so many questionable decisions at work that he would have lost his job had she not come along. And she’d hardly been better. Her boyfriend had died – murdered – and she wasn’t coping. They needed each other. Their newly formed partnership pulled them out of the mire and into a friendship that buoyed them both. But now?
As if feeling her watching, he looks up and meets her eye. He grins, then tilts his head to the side, questioning. She can’t help but return his smile, then points towards the bar. Robin gets up, following her there.
‘Where have you been?’ he asks once they’re next to each other.
‘Needed a nap. Getting old,’ she jokes. ‘What did I miss?’
‘Not much. The usual shite. People getting drunk.’
‘Are you one of them?’
He grins. ‘Not yet.’ The barman comes over. ‘Pint of Doom Bar, mate.’ He looks to Freya.
‘Glass of white. House is fine. Thanks.’
They take their drinks; Robin pays. They walk across to an empty table. She slumps down and takes a gulp of the wine. It’s not the best, but it’ll do to anaesthetise the thoughts in her head. She feels Robin watching her, his forehead creased with concern.
‘What’s going on, Frey?’ he asks.
She smiles sadly and shakes her head. ‘I’m fine. Not fine. But… Let’s talk next week. You’ll find out soon enough, and I don’t want to ruin the day.’
He frowns, puzzled, but leaves it at that. She wants to tell him, but she’s afraid that if she does, it will be loaded with intention. She doesn’t want him to think she and Josh have broken up because of him, or for him, or… Or anything. She just wants to have a simple evening in his company.
While they’ve been talking, the music has changed to something upbeat and other bodies fill the dance floor. It’s a recognisable bassline, a song which Freya can’t resist tapping her foot to.
She hears Robin’s name being called and the two of them turn. Liam is heading their way.
‘Enough of this,’ he’s shouting. ‘You can’t be a grumpy bastard all night.’ Robin laughs. ‘Get up. It’s my wedding and I insist you dance.’
At first Robin refuses, but Liam grabs his hand and physically drags him to the dance floor. Freya laughs but shakes her head – she’s slightly sobered up since the meal, and dancing is not on the agenda. Yet. Instead, she takes a seat and enjoys the sight of Liam’s completely out-of-time, but unmistakably enthusiastic, jumping.
But Robin. This is a revelation. The man can actually dance. With a theatrical flourish, he takes his jacket off, hurls it towards a chair, then twirls Lizzie, laughing with Liam as he does so. She’s amazed. Who is this guy? This man she thought she knew, who continues to surprise her in the nicest ways.
And then he’s standing in front of her, out of breath and smiling. He holds out his hand.
She takes the last gulp of her wine and allows herself to be pulled to her feet, his hand in hers, only pausing so she can flick her heels off under the table. And laughing, she allows the music to take over. The lyrics she still remembers, the chorus that leaves them breathless and laughing, arms in the air in time with the music. House of Pain makes way to another classic – ‘Firestarter’ by The Prodigy. From another world. A different world, when Freya was carefree and she leaped around to this stuff, no matter how much alcohol was flowing in her veins. She knows she must look ridiculous: a woman fast approaching forty pretending to be eighteen again, but she honestly doesn’t care. Being here, with Robin, with Liam and Lizzie. This is fun – she’d forgotten what that was like.
And it’s the happiest she’s felt in a long time.


OceanofPDF.com


44
Josh knows he’s taking a risk. But, sod it, if they’re going to leave him in charge, he’s going to make some decisions.
He drives back to the patch where all the arsons have taken place. It’s not small – a diameter of just under two miles; Josh knows a huge amount of luck is going to be required. Luck – and instinct based on what he knows about the case.
He consults the map and cruises around a few locations that might be suitable. He settles on one – a line of garages not overlooked, but with an observation point a hundred metres away that would be perfect for any voyeur. He slumps back in his seat and waits.
It’s a lovely end to the day, but the sun beats through Josh’s windscreen, heating the car to an unpleasant temperature. Even with the windows down, it’s hot. He could do with a drink, maybe a cool can of Coke, but he doesn’t dare leave his post.
His mind drifts to Freya. To her at this wedding. He knows she’ll look good – he’s seen her in that navy dress before and she looks stunning in it. He imagines her – drinking a glass of champagne, surrounded by the other guests. Laughing, joking. Getting pissed. Spending the night in a hotel room. The thought burns in the pit of his stomach.
She says there’s nothing going on with Robin, but even if that’s the truth, what other men might be there? What might she do in this state of mind? Vulnerable, newly single. He wants to drive there now and drag her home – apologise, beg – but deep down he knows they’ve reached the end of the line. He still loves her, but he can’t get over what he saw that night outside their house. And if that’s how she behaved two weeks into their engagement, what hope do they have now?
He stares out of the windscreen, scouring the street. He was sure this would work. So sure. But there’s nothing. He’s getting hungry now. Damn it, he should have planned this better.
He picks up his phone.
‘You did what?’ Mina exclaims once he’s explained.
‘I told her to message him. Provoke the guy a bit.’ Josh pauses. Mina’s silence says it all. He’d have preferred to have Davis as company for this stakeout, but the man’s not answering his phone and he can’t do it alone. ‘Remember what happened last time Emily Rhodes replied – within twelve hours he’d burned a car to ash.’
‘So, we’re deliberately taunting this man and hoping he sets fire to something?’
Josh realises anew how risky this is. ‘Yes,’ he says hesitantly. ‘But can you come and help? I need something to eat.’
‘Bloody hell, Josh. It’s the weekend. My kids are already driving me mad. I don’t need you being a dick too.’
‘All the more reason to come down here.’ There’s a long pause and he knows he’s won. ‘And bring snacks,’ he adds.
An hour later, nothing has happened, except Josh is desperate for caffeine and, after his sleepless night, is debating a nap. Mina arrives just in the nick of time and throws herself into the passenger seat in a grump.
‘Don’t see why you need to pull me into your crappy plans,’ she says, handing Josh a Tesco carrier bag containing sandwiches and crisps, and everything they could possibly need for a stakeout. ‘You and Davis could have had a lovely time, farting and burping to your heart’s content.’
‘He’s not answering. And Freya’s at that wedding with Butler,’ he spits, with more than a hint of bitterness.
‘Ah,’ Mina says carefully. ‘How do you feel about that?’
‘Nothing to do with me,’ he snaps. ‘We broke up. As I’m sure you know. I bet the whole nick does by now. Fuck.’ Although he knows it’s inevitable, Josh isn’t looking forward to the humiliation. When you propose in front of the entire Major Crimes team, you have to accept some fallout when it all goes wrong.
‘And how are you?’
‘I’m… How do you think I am?’ He pushes the heels of his hands into his eyes. As much as he likes Mina, he doesn’t want to give Freya’s best mate the satisfaction of seeing him cry. ‘I just want something to go right,’ he says, peering out of the windscreen at the row of garages. ‘If we could tempt this guy out here, then maybe I could catch him and I wouldn’t…’
He doesn’t complete the sentence. Wouldn’t feel like so much of a failure, he was going to say, but his throat has closed up again.
Mina nods. Her face is sympathetic. ‘I get it,’ she says. She reaches into the bag and pulls out a tube of Pringles. ‘Salt and vinegar, or sour cream and onion?’

Three hours later, nothing has changed. Josh is starting to doubt his plan. Mina has completed three levels of Candy Crush and eaten the last Malteser; Josh has drunk two cans of full-fat Coke that has left him wired on sugar and caffeine. But the other side effect is starting to make itself known.
‘Stay here,’ he directs to Mina. ‘I’m going to find a loo.’
Josh glances around and, seeing no movement, gets out of the car and walks in the most hopeful direction. There’s a nice estate across the road. New builds, still with the sparkly clean street sign and freshly laid turf. He stretches his legs, a pleasant relief after hours in the car, and strolls past the town houses, the blocks of flats and on to a few bigger detached houses. He realises that the whole residential area is built around a small collection of businesses and Josh heads towards them, his pace increasing. There must be a toilet somewhere. A hidden tree, at the very least.
There’s a Co-op and a fish and chip shop that Josh considers for a late dinner. A hairdresser and a barber. And – he sees with some relief – a pub on the far side.
The pub is open, but quiet. The barman is more than happy to let Josh use the loo and, once he’s done that, he heads back to the car, his spirits lifted. The guy will come, he knows he will, and he and Mina can catch the bastard. Josh will get the credit for solving the case, which will smooth the way for a promotion. Butler will leave, back to Devon with his kid and little family, and even though things are over with Freya, maybe he could pull together a nice life here. For the first time he’s glad he and Freya never got around to buying a place together. He has money squirrelled away from his flat sale in Newcastle, so he could easily buy somewhere small.
As he strolls back, he scopes out the area. The summer evening has turned into a pitch-black night, and away from the estate, the roads are dark. This is a better target. An area of waste ground, clearly marked out for house building but where the work hasn’t yet begun. A few dwellings remain. Lonely, the windows boarded over, circled by crumbling walls and a chain-link fence. Not much else around, bar a few diggers, their heads bowed in sleep. Perfect.
He heads back to Mina at a jog. It’s still quiet. He leans down to the open window.
‘There’s a row of derelict houses on the far side of this estate,’ he says to her. ‘You stay here. I’m going to head over and watch.’
‘Alone?’ Mina asks. ‘We haven’t even got radios.’
‘We have mobiles. And you’re shouting distance.’ He grins. ‘Just keep an ear out.’
She frowns, clearly disagreeing, but he heads back anyway.
The abandoned houses look eerie in the darkness. Graffiti streaks the walls; rubbish litters the front gardens. He stands a good distance away, watching, his arms wrapped around himself in the rapidly cooling night.
His gaze shifts to the closest building, and the back door. It’s ajar. Was it like that before?
He edges forward, watching as a wisp of smoke escapes through the gap. He covers the rest of the distance with a few running strides, then pushes the door open. He shrinks back at the brightness, an arm in front of his face. The fire in the kitchen is just starting to take hold, and through it he can see the flames licking to the ceiling from a makeshift bonfire of wood set up in the room beyond.
And if the fire is just starting to catch, then—
He turns, his gaze darting around the scene. At the same time, he takes his mobile out and phones Mina.
‘Call 999,’ he shouts, the phone held to his ear as he continues to search the area. ‘The house is alight.’
Through the darkness, he detects something near the end of the row. A sudden movement. He sprints towards it, straining his eyes to get a better look. The figure turns and disappears between the houses.
‘Stop! Police!’ Josh shouts as he runs. As if this guy would. As if it would be that easy.
Josh can only just make out a flash of skin. He’s big, dressed all in black, a hood pulled up over his head.
Josh is running at full tilt. He stumbles, the ground is uneven. He rights himself but he’s lost him. He continues to search; hears a thud. Footsteps on gravel. A path, leading out. Josh follows it, but before he can get far, he sees the man hesitate. There’s a wall at the far end, bordered by a tall metal fence. He’s trapped.
Josh feels the flare of triumph. ‘Stop, police,’ he tries again, gasping to get his breath, as the man takes a detour off to the right. To the backs of the houses.
The ground here is grassy and soft. Easier to run on but easier to hide, the man’s footsteps now silent. Josh pauses, listening over his own rapid breathing. He can’t have gone far.
In the distance he can hear Mina shouting down her phone. She’s left the car, followed his calls. He can just make out her words: ‘Send dogs. Send backup. Suspect unlawfully at large.’
Not for long, Josh thinks. You won’t be out here for long. ‘Where have you gone?’ he mutters.
And then he hears it. Heavy breathing. Footsteps coming closer. Josh turns, but not soon enough. The man is next to him. A tall, dark figure. But before Josh can defend himself, there’s a blinding pain in his nose. His eyes blur, he tastes iron in his mouth. Then grit, as he hits the ground.
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Robin’s glad when the music changes to something hideous and modern – his excuse to sit down. His pint is waiting for him, a line of temptingly cool condensation trickling down the side. He picks it up and takes a long pull.
He watches Freya on the dance floor, laughing and jumping around with Lizzie and her bridesmaids. Something’s going on with her, that’s for sure, although she seems happier now. She’ll tell him when she’s ready. He can ask Mina on Monday, if Freya doesn’t say anything before then.
He checks his phone. No update from Josh, and nothing from Jo since the last message about Tom at his bedtime. Doing okay, apparently. Temperature normal, sleeping soundly. Robin knew he would be, but it’s nice to hear all the same.
Robin takes another swig from his pint. Tomorrow’s going to be a bastard, he can feel the hangover already. And it will be straight back to the nick. He’s not a carefree twenty-year-old anymore. He’s a middle-aged man, in charge of an active police investigation.
‘Here.’ Freya appears in front of him and thrusts a glass in his direction. ‘Water,’ she says.
He takes it gratefully as she slumps on the chair next to him. And as she does so, her necklace catches the light. It’s the one he gave her – the little bee. The present he worried was completely inappropriate between an officer and his subordinate. But she’s wearing it today.
She wobbles and nearly falls off her chair. Robin hands her the water back.
‘I think you need this more than me.’
She takes a few long gulps, almost downing it, then burps loudly. He laughs.
‘Thank you for inviting me today,’ Freya says. ‘I needed to let my hair down.’
Robin goes to ask what’s going on, but Freya’s attention is lost to Liam as he dances up to their table, wiggling his hips in a way that Robin’s never seen before and never wishes to again.
‘Come on,’ Liam teases. ‘The night is young.’
‘And I am old,’ Robin replies.
Liam accepts defeat and sits down next to them.
‘Who knew you could dance?’ Freya says to Robin.
He snorts. ‘Hardly.’
‘You should have seen him when I first met him,’ Liam says, leaning forward to shout over the music. ‘The slightest hint of a dance floor and he’d be out there, waving his arms around—’
‘Oh, come on,’ Robin interrupts.
‘You did! Remember that night out – you, me and Georgia? We went to that rock club in Portswood.’
‘Dungeon,’ Robin says.
‘That’s the one. Disgusting place. Red rag-rolled walls. Beer all over the floor. And you danced for hours. With all the indie kids and their piercings. You, a copper and everything. Hurling yourself about.’
‘Picking up women?’ Freya asks Liam with a cheeky grin.
Liam laughs. ‘Rarely. Even when they hit on him, he was completely oblivious. He only had eyes for the next pint and a kebab on the way home.’
‘I am here, you know,’ Robin says.
‘Do you deny it?’
‘I just wanted the simple life.’
‘Some things haven’t changed.’ Liam gives Robin a gentle knock on his arm as a new tune starts up. ‘Come on,’ Liam says, pulling Robin to his feet with a grunt. ‘They’re playing our song.’
He’s not wrong. ‘Born Slippy’, the anthem for any teenager in the late Nineties. They form a ragtag circle – him, Liam, Freya, Lizzie, and whoever else will chant along, throwing themselves around when the drumbeat kicks in. Robin laughs, joyful. Freya next to him, her cheeks flushed, hair everywhere. It’s ridiculous, but he hasn’t had this good a time in ages.
And then the music changes. The slowdown, the end of the night. He pauses, glancing to Liam and Lizzie. Dancing together, just the two of them. Lizzie is distinctly drunk, but both look happy, arms entwined around each other’s waists.
He feels out of place, and goes to step away from the dance floor. But then a hand takes his, and he turns.
Freya’s next to him. Without thinking, he places his arm around her, resting his hand gently against the curve of her back. They’re close together now, her head in the crook of his shoulder, her arm around his waist, and they move, barely shuffling to the music.
Being this close to her again – it’s intoxicating. His face is against her hair, the warmth of her hand against his shirt; every sense is heightened. He never wants to let her go. He pulls her closer and she rests her head on his chest, close to his neck. He notices the tendrils of hair, curling at the nape of her neck. The shine of the delicate silver chain against her skin; the way her hand fits perfectly in his. They stay that way, as other dancers move around them. Pulled together. He can feel her breathing, smell her perfume, the material of her dress silky against his fingers.
He’s confused by his emotions. Torn by a mixture of affection, worry and straight-out lust; Freya is holding him close, locked in this strange embrace. He wants to know what she’s thinking, but he doesn’t dare ask.
And then it’s over. The song ends, the music comes to a close. Lights switch on.
Freya pulls away from him, then looks to the floor. He takes a step back, embarrassed. Had he misread the situation? Or had she felt how he had, just as conflicted?
The room starts to clear. The evening is over. People are heading off for the night – to bed, in a hotel room, or to waiting taxis. He searches for Liam and Lizzie but there’s no sign of them.
Freya looks at him, eyes heavy-lidded. ‘Are you staying here?’ He nods. She stumbles; she seems drunker than he thought.
‘I’ll walk back with you.’
‘I had shoes…’
He reaches down and plucks them from under the table. He picks up his own jacket and waistcoat. She nods approvingly, then drapes her arm around his waist, leaning into his chest, the awkward moment gone. He puts his arm around her and they walk slowly out of the room.
Away from the bustle of the wedding, the corridors are empty. They amble towards the lifts, Robin worried at how he must look in the glare of the bright hotel lighting.
But she’s still beautiful, he thinks. Maybe more so now, as she pulls away and looks at herself in the mirror of the lift. She laughs at her reflection.
‘The absolute state of me…’ She catches Robin’s eye in the mirror. ‘No wonder…’ she begins, but lets the sentence trail off. ‘What floor?’
‘Three.’
‘Me too.’ Two more people enter the lift and stand in front of them. They select the second floor and Freya pushes the button for three.
She takes a step back and the two of them stand side by side. He misses the warmth of her body close to his. He likes her here. With him. They could… He swallows, hard. What’s to stop what might happen next? An anonymous hotel room. Both of them drunk, high on life. High on love. Nobody would ever know. It’s not like they haven’t kissed before. Done… stuff.
Her hand is close to his. Barely a few centimetres. He moves his fingers. He could just reach across. Take her hand. And she would know – everything he’s thinking.
The lift stops. Second floor. The other couple get out. They are alone now.
He feels his body tense with anticipation. One touch. That could be all it takes. And if she pulled away, that would tell him. But if she wound her fingers through his. If she turned. If she kissed him. If.
But the moment is gone. Third floor. The doors open and they step out; the lift closes behind them with a ping.
He pulls his keycard out of his pocket.
‘Three-oh-three,’ he says, pointing down the corridor.
She nods. ‘I’m three-oh-six. A few doors down.’
They walk towards their rooms. Slowly. But slightly apart, as if neither is sure what to do. As if neither wants to make the first move.
They come to his door first. ‘Do you…’ he starts, but his voice comes out as a croak. He clears his throat. ‘Do you want to come in for a drink?’
Freya looks at the door, then back to him. He notices the bee necklace again. He wonders why she’s wearing it. Today, of all days. Maybe she was trying to tell him something?
‘I think I’ve had enough to drink,’ she says.
Or maybe she just thought it looked pretty with the dress. He laughs awkwardly. ‘You’re right. Something else then. There might be a biscuit or two. Or…’
‘Or…’ She stares intently at the closed door for a moment, as if she could see through it, into their future. ‘I don’t think…’ she begins slowly.
‘No, no, you’re right.’ He backtracks quickly. What was he thinking?
‘It’s not… It’s just…’ She smiles, sadly. ‘Good night, Robin.’
‘Night, Freya.’
He puts his keycard in the door. It beeps, opens, but Freya hasn’t moved. She steps forward and gives him a hug, but it’s closer than that. It’s intention. Desire. Their legs are touching, her body folded into his, her face touching his shoulder, close to his neck. Where she fits the best. After a moment, she looks up at him. Their faces are close – too close – he should kiss her. He wants to.
But she pulls away. Takes one step backwards, and fumbles in her bag for her key. The silence hangs in the air. He wishes he could tell what she’s thinking. Has anything changed from thirteen months ago, standing outside her front door? For him the feelings have come roaring back, something he can no longer deny.
‘Thank you for inviting me to the wedding,’ she says at last.
He smiles. And with finality she turns away from him and walks the few steps down the corridor.
He pushes his own door open, but pauses, waiting for her to go inside. Chivalry? Or hope that she’ll change her mind and come running back. He hears the beep of her key, then the door opening and closing.
He sighs, at last going into his own room and shutting the door behind him. For a moment he stands next to it. Listening. Waiting. For what?
It’s been nearly three years now. Three years of harbouring feelings for a woman out of bounds for a number of impossible reasons. He turns and looks at his closed door. Should he tell her? Should he lay it all out on the line, once and for all, as he should have done before he left? Frustrated, he rakes his hands through his hair and scrunches his face up. That was the time, he thinks. Back then.
Not now.
He slumps on the bed, flicking his shoes off with a thud. He closes his eyes. No. If she still had feelings for him, she would have told him. She would have called at some point over the last year. Maybe… he thinks as he awkwardly pulls his shirt over his head and leaves his clothes in an untidy heap on the floor – maybe he imagined it all. The product of a hopeful mind. He climbs into bed, pulls the duvet over his head.
Maybe it’s time to move on. To let Freya go.
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Freya expected the hangover, but she wakes in the morning with an additional feeling. One she hasn’t felt for a while. Expectation. Excitement. But also regret. Not because of what she had done, but at what she hadn’t.
She’d felt the strange atmosphere in the lift. The charge in the air. If she hadn’t hesitated, what might have happened? Her and Robin, alone, in that enclosed space?
Would he be in bed next to her now?
Her face feels hot at the thought of it. She considers that final hug, her fingers tracing a line across his white cotton shirt, knowing it wouldn’t take much to tug it loose from his trousers, to touch the warm skin on his back. She’d felt his arms pulling her closer, imagining him doing… something else. But it wasn’t just that. Although that was the only thing on her mind, right now. Lust was one thing, but their friendship had always felt different. She rolls over in bed and stares up at the ceiling. Remembering them dancing together, their bodies swaying in time with the music, laughing. The connection they’d always had.
The smell of his shampoo. Of him. She’d forgotten. What it was like to be close to Robin, to have his body against hers. She hadn’t wanted that last song to end; she’d wanted to stay there, with him, forever.
So, why hadn’t she made a move?
Because of Jo. And Tom. Robin isn’t the sort of man to cheat on his girlfriend while his son is sick.
And yet.
Standing in the corridor, outside their hotel rooms, she’d felt something from him, too. What if she’d taken him up on his offer to have a drink? Would they have…?
She rolls over, faceplants the pillow and lets out a silent scream. She’ll never know now, will she? No, she tells herself sternly. Get a grip. She needs to sort her life out. Have a conversation with Josh – agree what they’re going to do next to dissolve their lives together. Focus on this case, and get this man found.
And then what? Robin goes back to Devon.
The thought of that almost makes her want to cry. Him being in Southampton has been like old times again. She’s woken up excited to go to work. She’s been buried in the case, enthused for the first time in a year. But it could never last.
She needs a fresh start. Maybe she’ll leave Hampshire Police, request a transfer herself. Perhaps move to a different country. What’s stopping her? They have police forces elsewhere. Australia? Why not? She’s single, free. She could do with a bit more sunshine. And a few tanned surf gods would definitely go a long way to help her get over Robin.
But as she thinks this, there’s a knock on her door. She gets up and opens it, feeling self-conscious in her bed shorts and vest.
Robin’s standing there. He looks tired, hung-over, but she feels that ridiculous heart flip again. But his manner isn’t the same as it was last night. The closeness, that intimacy, has gone.
He’s dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt, his hair wet, obviously freshly showered. He holds out a Costa takeaway cup of coffee.
‘Josh hasn’t called you?’ he asks as she takes it.
‘No. I… We… No.’
Robin looks puzzled, but doesn’t ask further questions.
‘Drink that,’ he says. ‘We’re needed. There’s been a development on the case.’
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Robin takes a perverse satisfaction in the state of Josh’s normally perfect face – he looks awful. His nose is swollen, and big rings of black bruise circle both eyes. A sore graze drags along the length of his chin. It must be painful, although sat in Baker’s office, both of them facing their furious DCI, Robin’s sympathy wanes.
‘I don’t have to tell you what an almighty fuck-up this is,’ Baker begins. The call had woken Robin at seven a.m. The details from Mina had been brief: another arson, caught in the early stages. The offender, fleeing the scene.
The teams on Response and Patrol have been scouring the streets for their suspect all night but with no strong description to go on, they’ve had to call off the search. The dogs were out of luck, unable to find a scent. He’s gone. Disappeared into the wind, as he has every time before.
‘I don’t even know where to start,’ Baker continues. ‘That you, Smith, would carry out an operation of this sort. Without any authorisation from your senior officer. And you, Butler, have so little control over your team that you had no idea this was going on.’
Robin considers mounting a defence, but stays silent, not wanting to stir Baker’s wrath any further.
Josh isn’t so sensible. ‘But I was right. He was there. And—’
‘And look at you!’ Baker explodes. His shout booms around the tiny office; Robin winces. ‘You spent the night in the hospital. You’re lucky it wasn’t anything worse. And now we have an arsonist on the loose. One who’s aware we’re on to him. Who knows what he’ll do next?’
Josh sinks low in his seat. ‘I’m sorry, guv,’ he almost whispers.
‘Get out of my sight,’ Baker says, gruffly. ‘I’ll decide what to do with you later.’ They both stand up. ‘Not you,’ he snaps to Robin, who sits back down with a dejected slump. Josh swiftly makes his exit, the door closing behind him.
‘Jesus Christ, Butler. What a shitshow.’ Baker sags back in his chair. ‘What possessed Smith to do something like that?’
‘I’ve got no idea, guv. I’m sorry. I knew he was going to interview the victim but I’m clueless as to what put that in his head. I’ll speak to him.’
‘Don’t bother,’ Baker snaps. ‘I’ll reassign him to Ratcliffe. I knew the two of you didn’t get along, but I didn’t think it would come to this.’ He pauses. Robin can tell he’s not finished. ‘And I spoke to Holton this morning.’
Shit. So not only has Josh buggered his reputation here, but his Devon boss is aware.
‘She wants you back at Exeter.’
‘But guv, the case—’
‘Your case is shot to pieces. That arsonist has gone to ground and you have no way of finding him. Unless there’s anything else I don’t know about?’
Robin senses Baker’s not in the mood to find out about Sam Bowen and their little off-the-books psych profile. ‘No, guv,’ he says miserably. ‘But give me a few more days. Please? There might be something from this new arson. Josh caught him unawares. He might not have been so careful.’
Baker steeples his fingers on the desk. ‘Fine. Two more days. And then you’re gone and Ratcliffe can take over. That was always the plan. You were never meant to stay.’
‘I know. And thank you, guv.’
Robin slinks out of the office, his tail between his legs. He couldn’t feel more wretched. The case is in pieces, his career almost certainly shattered. Two days. And then he has to leave Freya.
He uses the walk downstairs to regroup. Two days. He could at least redeem himself with Baker and Holton if he managed to catch this guy.
But Freya? He has no idea what to do about Freya.
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Freya’s hangover is not improving. She would like to be tucked up on the sofa with junk food and a large glass of water, maybe even a pizza. She doesn’t want to be sat in this stiflingly hot office, hearing bad news, followed by even worse news as Robin updates them on last night and the subsequent conversations with Baker.
How could Josh have been such a prick? To go out there alone – and now look at him. Freya can see him through the window of the incident room, gathering up his stuff to head home. He’ll be lucky if he doesn’t get suspended.
Mina also looks sheepish, having already been taken to one side by Robin and given an earbashing for not phoning him the moment she knew what was going on. Davis has been called in. A new urgency hangs over the case.
Two days before Robin goes back to Devon. Two days. The thought makes her want to cry. But now is not the time.
Robin takes a deep breath, then taps a pen on the table.
‘Let’s draw a line under what happened yesterday. A big thick black line,’ he says with feeling. Freya wonders how bad his own bollocking has been. ‘We have a new crime scene. Let’s hope something comes out of that. Is Emily Rhodes safe?’ he directs to Freya.
She nods. ‘I spoke to her first thing. She called me from the road – the closest place she could find reception. She’s still at her friend’s house. And hasn’t had any reply from Grant Anderson. Do you want me to go and see her?’
‘No, you’re more useful to us here.’ He gives her a quick smile; she returns it, although he seems quiet after the fun they had yesterday.
Mina starts talking, giving an overview of where they are with the investigation. Basically, it’s a big fat nothing. With Josh gone, the boxes from Vincent Copeland are untended. MeetM8 are a no-go. Forensics from the crime scenes are non-existent. She listens, one eye on Robin.
How is he feeling about his imminent departure? He’s probably glad to get home, to be with his baby again. Maybe plan a wedding of his own.
‘Frey?’ Mina pulls Freya back to the here and now. ‘Is that okay? Coming to the crime scene with me?’
‘Absolutely.’
‘And please follow up with Intel on Scott Parker,’ Robin says. ‘Hopefully Victoria’s found something that connects him to all of this.’
Robin’s phone beeps and he looks at it quickly, then puts it face down on the table.
‘Davis is on his way in,’ he continues. ‘Get him working on the CCTV. I need to pop out for a while.’
The meeting comes to an end and they all return to their desks. And just in the nick of time – Josh is about to walk out the door. Freya hurries over to him, catching him on the arm.
‘Josh,’ she says. ‘Are you okay?’ Up close his face looks worse, his black eyes swelling, a raw graze down his chin where he must have fallen.
‘Why do you care?’ he replies.
‘Of course I care. Where are you going?’
‘To Adam’s,’ he snaps. ‘Where I live now.’
‘You should have called me. I could have—’
‘Could have what? Added to my misery? Told me again how you don’t love me?’
‘I never said that.’
‘You might as well have. And how was the wedding, anyway? Did you have fun?’ Josh says, emphasising the last word cruelly.
Freya’s sentiment changes from sympathy to anger. She resists the urge to poke at his painful-looking nose. ‘Yes, thank you,’ she snaps. ‘Liam and Lizzie had a lovely day.’
‘And did you? Did Butler?’ Josh hisses, glancing towards the incident room where Robin is still staring at his phone. ‘So tell me,’ he says, his face close to hers. ‘Did you fuck him?’
Freya goes red. ‘Josh—’
‘Did you? Just tell me.’
‘Not that it’s any of your business. But no. We’re just friends.’ Freya stresses the last couple of words, but she can feel her face flushing, knowing how many times that thought had crossed her mind. She must look guilty as hell.
‘So you say,’ Josh snaps. He pulls away from her and stomps off down the corridor. She lets him go. There’s nothing she can do to make him feel better.
She feels eyes on her and turns – Davis has arrived. He pauses next to Freya, watching Josh leave.
‘Smith’s taken the blame for this shitshow then,’ he remarks.
‘Josh deserves it,’ she snaps back. Davis smells of stale beer; a night lost. ‘And where were you yesterday, when your team needed you?’
Davis gives a disgruntled huff. ‘Having a nice weekend, thank you very much. Like you.’
Freya chooses to ignore his pointed comment. ‘Butler’s waiting for you,’ she says, indicating to where Robin is watching from the incident room. She pays no heed to Robin’s inquisitive stare and goes to her desk, putting her head down. She can’t face his questions now.
But it seems Robin has other things on his mind; she notices him out of the corner of her eye as he speaks to Davis, then grabs his bag and leaves.
He mentioned he was popping out. She can make a damn good guess – he looked shifty as hell when he read that text. But she has her own guilt to contend with: she’s had a message that morning. From Grant.
She knows she should tell someone, Robin probably, but she also knows that he would stop her. It’s not, strictly speaking, legal. It’s definitely not protocol. But it could provide a decent chance of working out who this guy is.
Redeem the team’s reputation; put this man behind bars.
She glances around: Davis and Mina are busy in the incident room, heads down. She reads his message.
I’m well, thank you, it says. Tell me about yourself. Are you local?
Freya replies:
I live in Southampton. What do you want to know? ☺


His answer comes back straight away, surprising her.
What do you do? I’m assuming you’re single.
Yes, single! ☺


(Cool it with the smiley faces, Freya tells herself sternly.)
And I’m a project manager.


She waits a moment.
What about you?


There’s a long pause. Freya almost holds her breath.
Yes, I’m single. Looking for love.
He’s not giving much away. It’s a delicate line. Ask too many questions and she might put him off. But she feels a zip of excitement. She could make some progress here.
That’s good to hear! What are you doing today?


Just at home. What about you?
Same. Who’s your ideal woman then? Spill!


You?
He’s not holding back. This man doesn’t know how to play it cool.
Freya replies, ☺ and then jumps as she feels someone come up behind her.
It’s Mina. Jacket on, car keys in hand.
A crime scene awaits.
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The fire is out; the midday sun breaks over a dismal scene. One fire engine remains and a few firefighters mill around, tackling any final hotspots. Paul Holdsworth is back, talking to the watch manager on the far side.
Freya surveys the view, swigging from her coffee cup. Next to her Mina is on the phone, calling her family as they continue another Sunday without her.
The fire investigation officer finishes his conversation and comes to join Freya.
‘You’re clear to take a look,’ he says with a smile. ‘Although there’s not much to see. Fire was started in the living room, in much the same way as the others. Clear charred margins from some sort of ignitable liquid. Nobody inside.’
‘That’s something.’
Paul nods grimly. ‘But your officer definitely disturbed him.’ Paul gestures towards the house and they walk slowly towards it.
Even though the fire brigade was called early on, the house is a horrific sight. Freya peers in through the destroyed front door – the living room is a blackened mess; whatever wasn’t burned by the fire is covered in soot and water.
‘The house was empty, which helped slow the burn rate,’ Paul says. ‘So this room and the kitchen were the only ones affected. Still. The smoke’s going to have encroached on the whole place. Good job it was scheduled for demolition anyway.’ He points to the front door. ‘Entry point for the fire teams was here, but your suspect went in through the back.’
They go outside and skirt around the house to the kitchen door. Freya can clearly see the shattered lock.
‘An easy job,’ Freya remarks. Paul nods.
‘A quick kick and it would have opened. He continued through here, into the living room, where he set up the main fire.’
They track through carefully, carpet squelching under Freya’s feet. She can see the scorch marks of the liquid accelerant, leading from the main fire in the living room, through the kitchen to the back door.
‘I’ll get SOCO to come in,’ Freya says. ‘See what they can find in this mess. He might have left a print this time. If he thought the whole place would burn, maybe he wasn’t so careful.’
‘Maybe. I’ll send you my report when I’m done.’
Freya watches as the man leaves, ducking as he goes through the door frame. She continues to survey the house, feeling a swell of frustration and annoyance. They were so close. He was here, and they could have had him.
‘I’m sorry we let you down.’
Mina stands in the doorway, a miserable look on her face.
Freya gives her a smile. ‘It’s not your fault. Blame that charming sod Josh.’
‘But we should have had backup.’
‘That’s true. But you got closer than any of us.’ Mina nods, her head tilted towards the ground. Freya narrows her eyes, thinking. ‘Where did he go? After he went for Josh?’
Mina points down the row of houses. ‘That way, I assume. I was too busy worrying about Josh, lying on the ground. All that blood.’
Freya looks across the rubble at the backs of the houses, to the metal fence and wall on the far side. It’s about six feet – if not taller.
But before she can investigate further, her phone rings.
It’s Victoria.
‘Greg’s playing Dungeons and Dragons, so I’ve made a start on digging into Scott Parker.’
‘You didn’t want to get involved?’ Freya says with a smile.
Her question is answered with a scathing silence. Then: ‘I’ve sent you all I’ve found. And you’re going to like it. Parker’s not the man we thought he was.’
‘How come?’ Freya replies.
‘Parker’s been a photographer since 2005. But he only moved to Hampshire two years ago. Before that he lived in Poole and made quite a name for himself with Dorset Police. Sexual assault accusations, possession of lewd photography – but they couldn’t get anything to stick, so that’s why we didn’t find anything on the PNC. They’re still trying, though. I’ve left a message for the officer in charge. Hopefully she’ll call back and we can find out more.’
Freya waves to Mina, indicating they have to go. ‘You’re a genius. Thank you.’
Mina joins her and Freya explains what Vic has discovered.
‘But he was in Boston when the stalker was outside Emily’s parents’ house,’ Mina says, shattering Freya’s enthusiasm. ‘We know it’s not him.’
‘Maybe he’s got a mate. Maybe…’ Freya frowns, tiredness catching up with her. ‘Oh, I don’t know. But we should follow up on his whereabouts for the other key dates. It might be something, right?’
The look on Mina’s face tells her she thinks otherwise, but the two of them get in the car anyway.
‘Go on then,’ Freya says as she fastens her seat belt and starts the engine. ‘Ask about the wedding.’
Mina’s eyes light up. ‘You know I’ve been desperate to all morning.’
‘I know.’ Freya laughs. ‘I didn’t realise you had such restraint in you.’
‘Did you and Robin—?’
‘No,’ Freya says. She looks over at Mina, and can’t resist giving her a little grin. ‘But I thought about it.’
Mina claps her hands happily, instantly cheered. ‘You know you want to.’
‘That’s not the issue.’
‘So what is?’
‘The other stuff. Always has been. Josh. Jo. The baby.’
‘You’re not with Josh anymore. And the rest…’ Freya knows what Mina’s thinking – the same as she does. It would mean splitting up a family.
‘Exactly,’ Freya says with a sigh. She groans. ‘But Mina. It was so nice. So easy – being with him at that wedding. For a moment I could imagine we were actually together.’
‘Does he feel the same way?’
‘I don’t know. If he does, he didn’t say. But he gave this amazing speech. About love, and how precious it is.’ A thought occurs to Freya. ‘What if he was talking about Jo? What if I’m imagining this whole thing?’
‘You’re not. I see it too.’ Mina pauses, digging a packet of Maltesers out of her pocket and offering it to Freya, who takes one gratefully. ‘So what are you going to do?’
‘Nothing.’ Freya shrugs miserably. She puts the car into gear and starts driving. ‘He’s with Jo. He’ll sort this case and go back to Devon.’
‘So why not be honest?’
Freya frowns.
‘Tell him how you feel. If the last year is anything to go by, you’re not going to hear from him. What have you got to lose?’
‘My dignity?’ Freya replies. She takes a swig of Coke from the open bottle in the middle console, then burps. Mina laughs.
‘From what I see,’ Mina says, ‘you haven’t got a lot of that anyway. Throw caution to the wind. See what he says.’
‘Oh fuck, no,’ Freya replies, and sighs loudly. ‘Did you have this problem when you got together with Tony?’
Mina chuckles. ‘Tony? Other women?’ She laughs again. ‘Hell, no. But our problems were cultural. Me, being a young Indian woman from a good family. And him – a poor white boy from Portsmouth. My father was not pleased. Especially when he found out Tony was an electrician. And an apprentice electrician at that time, too. My father said the relationship wasn’t up for debate. No way. End of story.’
Freya looks over at her friend. She’d known that Mina’s family hadn’t approved when she married Tony, but she didn’t realise it had been that stark. ‘What did you do?’ she asks.
‘My father would only have been happy if I married someone of his choosing. And I knew that wouldn’t happen, so it was then or never. We got married. My sister was the only one at the wedding, and even she came in secret.’ Mina sighs. ‘But my parents came round. Grandkids will do that, I think. The thought of never seeing me was bad enough, but the idea of never meeting their grandchildren… I think they like Tony now. Not that they’d ever admit it.’
Freya feels foolish. ‘You must think I’m a right wanker,’ she says. ‘Moaning about my situation.’
‘Not at all.’ Mina reaches over and gives her arm a squeeze. ‘With me and Tony it was simple. We knew we loved each other. And we knew we wanted to spend the rest of our lives together. We were a team. It just took a little longer for my parents to realise that. They see how he is with me and the kids. How hard he works to provide for us. Even when I’m out doing shit like this.’ She pats Freya’s hand reassuringly. ‘You’ll work it out. The path to true love never did run smooth.’
Freya snorts. ‘Oh good God, now you’re quoting Shakespeare. Things must be bad.’ She pulls into the car park at the nick, feeling brighter following their chat. Although it could also be the Coke working its wonders.
‘Come on,’ she continues as she turns the engine off. ‘I want to know more about Scott Parker’s shady past. Let’s see what else we can find.’


OceanofPDF.com


50
Robin feels a certain amount of trepidation as he drives towards the row of terraced houses. He knocks. After a long wait, the door opens. Sam smiles.
He’s dressed in Sunday casual – jeans, T-shirt, trainers. Small black rucksack in his hand. He takes a step outside the house and pulls the bag over his shoulders. ‘We’re leaving.’
Robin hears the sound of noisy children, the drone of the television and multiple electronic devices. He tries to look through the open door into the house.
‘I’m not hiding anything, if that’s what you’re thinking,’ Sam says. ‘And I am allowed out. I’m not under house arrest, I just have a curfew. It’s Sara. She doesn’t want to see you.’
‘You could have come to the nick.’
‘And I’d rather not be in a police station, if you don’t mind.’ Sam leads the way as they start walking towards town. ‘You look like shit. What have you been doing?’
‘Thanks.’ Robin’s momentarily thrown by the personal remark, then decides to face Sam’s bluntness with honesty. ‘Wedding,’ he replies. ‘I was the best man. Plus, the case isn’t letting up.’
He feels Sam’s eyes on him for a moment. ‘Strange. I didn’t think of you as someone with friends. More of a loner.’
Robin takes the comment on the chin – ‘Pretty much true,’ he replies – but he hasn’t got the energy to explain the complicated background of his friendship with Liam. Instead, he says, ‘I guess some of us are alone by choice. Others because no one can stand to be around us. Which are you?’
‘Touché, Detective,’ Sam laughs. ‘A mixture of both. It’s a miracle Sara’s still around.’
‘I’m glad you and Sara are together.’
Sam pauses, giving Robin a quick look, as if to check for sincerity. ‘I am, too,’ he replies at last. ‘She stuck by me. Through all of that. I do everything I can for her now.’ Sam glances across, his expression shifting to amusement. ‘What about that pretty detective? Your partner? West. Was that her name?’
Robin had been waiting for this line of questioning; Bowen’s curiosity had always been on high alert when it came to Freya.
‘Freya West, yes. She’s still around.’
‘And was I right? Did something happen between the two of you?’
Robin doesn’t know why – maybe it’s Sam’s therapy background, the constant probing questions – but he finds himself wanting to open up. ‘It did. Briefly, yes.’
‘Briefly?’
‘I showed up at her house in the middle of the night. We kissed. We nearly got together.’
‘But you didn’t? What happened?’
‘She was with someone else. Still is. And circumstances were…’ Robin frowns. ‘Less than ideal.’
‘Aren’t they always?’ Sam replies. They continue their march, their footsteps falling in sync. ‘Take Sara and I. Everything that happened to her. The mistakes I made at that time. And look at us now. She’s the only part of my life that’s working. Love is the only thing that matters, DI Butler.’
‘I never realised you were such a romantic, Dr Bowen.’
‘Sam, please. And yes, I am. You’re saying you’re not? How long have you been working with Detective West? Must be years?’
‘Slightly less than three.’
‘And you still have feelings. Don’t deny it, I can tell.’ He pauses outside a coffee shop and opens the door for Robin. ‘You coming to see me the other day wasn’t coincidence. You won’t admit it, but you wanted to talk about her.’
‘I wanted help on a case,’ Robin replies, pausing in the doorway. ‘Free help.’
‘That’s merely the excuse. You knew I’d ask about West, and you wanted to tell someone what had happened. To remind yourself that it was real. And it was. But what’s the actual question on your mind?’
‘Question? I don’t have a question.’
‘Of course you do.’ Sam smiles. ‘You want to know what to do next.’
‘There is no “next”.’
Sam goes through the door. ‘There always is, Butler. Always.’
Robin follows him to a small table at the back of the coffee shop. Sam sits down and takes the rucksack off.
‘Americano,’ he says to Robin as he digs around in the bag. ‘Black.’
Robin fetches the coffees; the cafe is quiet, so it doesn’t take long. He orders a croissant for himself and carries it all back.
While he’s been gone, Sam has taken a folder out of his bag. It’s open; a sheaf of notes covered in a small tidy scrawl lies on the table. Sam clears space for the coffees.
‘Right, what do you want to know? It’s fascinating stuff.’
‘Give me something that will help me catch him. What’s going on in this guy’s head?’
‘Well…’ Sam takes a deep breath. ‘Read around the psychology of arson for any amount of time and you’ll find yourself buried in theories and equations. Multi-trajectory theory, functional analysis theory. G plus E plus D, blah, blah, blah.’ He waves his hand dismissively. ‘The main one I take stock in is that fire setting is the direct result of social learning.’
‘The act of arson is rewarding and encourages them to do it again,’ Robin says.
‘Right. Add in the drama of the crime scene, and you have yourself a habit. And social recognition is in itself a reinforcement, which is why you’ll often find firefighters putting out the fires that they themselves have set. Now, certain individuals are going to be more susceptible to this – for example, children that grow up in abusive environments or those with mental health problems. I’m guessing your offender will have this in their past. They were probably known to social services.’
Robin sits forward, hoping for more of this insight, but Sam moves on.
‘Looking at your series of arsons, and the fact that it’s likely he knows the victims, makes me think you’re looking for a revenge arsonist. Motives are frequently multidimensional – that is, they have more than one influencing factor,’ Sam clarifies. ‘But the MO stacks up. He commonly uses liquid accelerant, to make sure the fire takes hold. His behaviour suggests prior planning. He’s targeting residential properties, looking for specific or personal harm.’
‘But he wasn’t at the beginning.’
‘Then I’m guessing he started out wanting the thrill. Sporadic targets, unrelated?’
‘Sounds about right.’
‘And he progressed from there. Probably after an emotionally triggering event.’
‘What about the sexual element?’
‘I’m not so sure about that. Pyromania is a diagnosable mental health disorder, but that diagnosis can only be made when the fire setting is preceded by tension or arousal. They specifically gain pleasure when witnessing a fire or participating in the aftermath, and experience gratification or relief when the fire is set. But we’re talking small – only 3.3 per cent of convicted arsonists meet the criteria. True pyromania can only be diagnosed if that’s someone’s only reason for setting the fire and it can’t be attributed to any other mental disorder. It sounds like you have one hell of a mess in your guy.’
‘What’s your theory?’
‘Maybe he started out for the kicks. It grew from there. I would hypothesise that rejection is his emotional trigger. In childhood, that probably came from his parents. Now, it’s from the woman he’s stalking. But it’s clear to me that he’s getting a huge amount of personal satisfaction from the fire setting. It’s a soothing mechanism. Some people have comfort blankets. Others chew their hair. This guy has fires.’
‘So, how can this help me catch him?’
Sam pauses, smirking. ‘You want a psychological profile,’ he says. ‘You’ve been watching too much Netflix. You know it’s not an exact science, right?’
‘Give me something. Anything.’
‘Fine.’ Sam sips at his coffee excruciatingly slowly. ‘Arsonists are predominantly young males. White, poorly educated and unmarried. Just the age, in itself, conflicts with a lot of what you’ve already found out about your offender from his profile on the dating app, so please assume a modicum of scepticism.’
‘Noted.’
Sam continues: ‘They’re more likely to currently have a personality disorder or have been treated for one – probably something antisocial or obsessive-compulsive. Maybe even a psychotic disorder in his past. If he hasn’t been diagnosed, he’ll definitely have a diminished ability to self-regulate and control his emotions. Not helped by the fact that your man probably drinks excessively or uses drugs, to the point of abuse. He’ll have low self-esteem, high anger. Probably depression. He might even have a gambling problem. He has a history of relationship difficulties – fire setters are able to initiate relationships but find it hard to hold onto them. As I mentioned, it’s likely he has sexual or physical abuse in his past, certainly some sort of familial dysfunction. Add in the stalking dimension and you have a real hotchpotch.’
‘What can you tell me about the stalking?’
‘There are usually three categories: delusional, lovestruck or malicious. Or some variation around those themes, depending on which psychologist you’re talking to. Given your guy hasn’t met his victim—’
‘Not up close.’
‘Then, from the nature of the messages you sent me, I’m thinking malicious. Although I don’t think that was his intention at the beginning. He seemed genuine when he started out. With the exception of the fake profile, of course. That part is odd. But his messages were warm, friendly. Until he was rejected. He didn’t like that – as I said, it was a real trigger for him. He wants to punish her, put her in her place. Destroy her psychologically. He has power over her, he’s enjoying controlling her from a distance. But the fact he hasn’t actually approached her is odd. He’s transferring his violent tendencies to someone else. To his arson victims.’
‘Indefinitely?’ Robin asks.
Sam smiles apologetically. ‘My guess is no. At some point he won’t be able to control the anger towards her. And that’s when she’ll really be in danger.’
Robin’s been making notes and Sam stops talking, looking at the notebook.
‘But this is all off the record, right? I’ve got no wish to get caught up in police stuff again.’
‘I’ll keep your name well out of it. I’ll even take the credit, if it comes down to that.’ Robin grins. ‘But seriously, Sam. Thank you. You didn’t have to do this, and you’ve been a great help.’
Sam nods slowly. ‘It was my pleasure. I felt like myself again, digging around, burying myself in work. It makes a difference.’ He pauses. ‘Maybe I will go back to do that PhD,’ he says, almost to himself.
They gather the papers together; Sam pushes them back into the file and holds it out to Robin, who takes it gratefully.
‘Before we go,’ Sam says. ‘About your PTSD.’
Robin eyes him warily. It’s not a label he’s appreciating. ‘What about it?’
‘I don’t know what happened to trigger it – whether it was one large event in your past or an accumulation of many small ones – but you need to speak to someone before it gets worse. Men, especially single men, are more prone to symptoms escalating, particularly if you experience more traumatic events through your line of work. Major depression, shock, flashbacks, emotional numbness. Feelings of helplessness and lack of control. Does that sound familiar?’
‘Some.’
Sam nods. ‘Call that doctor. Please.’
Robin doesn’t reply, just follows Sam out of the door of the cafe.
‘I’m meeting Sara and the kids for lunch. I’m off this way.’ But he makes no attempt to leave, pausing on the pavement. ‘Just answer me one question, DI Butler.’
Robin frowns. He knows he’s not going to like it. ‘Go on,’ he says anyway.
‘What would your perfect life look like?’
‘A little less work. More time with my son.’
‘And who’s keeping you company at night?’ Sam laughs. ‘Don’t answer that. I know already, as do you. What I don’t understand is what’s stopping you from making that happen. Because there’s very little that matters, Robin, when it comes down to it. I learned that after you arrested me. Everything I thought I needed – the car, the fancy flat, the impressive career – didn’t matter once I had nothing. All I thought about in that prison cell, night after night, was Sara. All I wanted was to be with her again, and to make her happy. Nothing else mattered.’ He pauses. ‘I don’t wish that epiphany on you. I hope that you work it out for yourself in a less destructive way.’ He extends his hand. ‘I wish you all the best.’
Robin shakes it. ‘You too, Sam.’
Robin watches him stroll away, his head high, then turns and walks back to his car.
Sam is right – he knows the answer. But as time moves on, that perfect future life he imagined feels ever further away.
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Freya’s surge of optimism fades fast once she gets up to the office: Victoria has been speaking to Border Control.
‘Scott Parker was definitely out of the country from Friday night until you spoke to him Tuesday morning. There’s no way he was at the Vincent Copeland murder or outside Emily’s house.’ She holds out a Post-it with a reluctant wince. ‘But phone DI Pearce in Dorset. She’s waiting for your call.’
Freya discards her bag and jacket and sits at her desk. She calls the number on the Post-it; the detective answers immediately.
‘He’s a nasty bastard,’ Pearce says once Freya explains what’s going on. ‘But arson and stalking? It doesn’t seem his style.’
‘What is his style?’ Freya asks.
‘Arrogant and in your face. He uses his photography business to seduce young women. We’ve had complaints of sexual assault, one of rape, but the victims withdraw their accusations as soon as we arrest him. And without a co-operative witness, the CPS don’t want to charge.’
‘He gets to them?’
‘Somehow, yes. So if you have something that could lock this guy up, we’d be forever grateful.’
Freya frowns. ‘Unfortunately, not.’ She tries her second theory as Mina sits down next to her, interested. ‘Did he always work alone?’ Freya asks. ‘Did you suspect him of having a friend or an accomplice?’
‘Never, no. Keep an eye on him,’ DI Pearce concludes as they come to the end of their call. ‘He’ll show his true colours soon enough.’
Freya agrees and slumps back in her chair. Game over. A shitbag, but nowhere to go from here. They pull him in for questioning and a lawyer will laugh in their faces.
Mina sits forward, expectantly. Freya fills her in on the conversation.
‘So, what?’ Mina says. ‘It’s just coincidence that our stalker decides to use his face on MeetM8? Has Vic found any other links?’
‘Still looking.’
‘Back to the CCTV and the boxes then,’ Mina finishes with a grin.
Freya’s phone vibrates in her pocket and she pauses. A bolt of nerves dances to her fingertips. ‘You go ahead,’ she says to Mina. ‘I just need to make a call.’
Mina gives her a look but heads into the incident room to the waiting boxes. Once Freya is sure she’s gone, she pulls her phone out. Sure enough, it’s him.
You went quiet. What did I do?
Freya stares at it for a moment. She can see how this guy puts women off so quickly. He’s intense and pushy, and they’ve only been chatting for a day. But maybe that’s the sort of vibe he’ll respond to.
She types a quick message.
I’m sorry. But I’ve been hurt in the past. If we’re going to have a chance in this crazy world of love, I need to know everything about you. You have to promise to be truthful.


She presses send. Then waits. There’s no response. Was that too much? Has she blown it? Then the beep.
I promise
he replies.
She sends a love heart in response, then pushes the phone into her pocket. She must be insane. But it’s working.
She looks up as Robin arrives back. He sees her and gestures to the incident room, where Lee and Mina are waiting.
‘Mina’s been telling us about Scott Parker,’ he says once she joins them.
‘There must be a connection,’ Freya says, exasperated. ‘We just need to keep looking. None of this makes sense.’
Robin nods slowly. ‘Well…’ he says. ‘Maybe I’ve got something that can help.’
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Robin knows his conversations with Sam Bowen aren’t normal police procedure. But nothing about this case has been normal.
He gestures to Freya to take a seat, and she joins Lee and Mina in front of the whiteboard.
Robin clears his throat. ‘I should be honest with you.’ He glances to Freya; she raises her eyebrows. ‘Because we’re a team, and to have any chance of catching this bastard, I need you all fully on board.’ He pauses. ‘I asked someone to do me a favour. Someone you might not approve of. Do you remember Sam Bowen?’
Mina takes a sharp intake of breath, then glances at Freya. ‘Did you know about this?’
‘Freya’s not involved,’ Robin interjects quickly. ‘And I need you to keep this to yourselves, because Sam was helping us unofficially. I hoped he could give us an idea of the sort of person we’re looking for.’
‘And has he?’ Freya challenges.
Robin pauses. Psychological insights aren’t always reliable. At their worst, they can send an investigation off in completely the wrong direction. But Robin has faith.
‘I think his analysis could help,’ he says.
He turns to the board and starts to write in block capitals. He explains the possible mental health issues, alcohol and substance abuse, problems holding onto relationships, low self-esteem, anger. White male.
When he’s finished, the room is quiet.
‘And we should trust him?’ Freya says.
‘I think so.’
‘Even though he went to prison for nine months. Because of you.’ Freya’s tone is abrupt.
‘And got out early, because of me,’ Robin replies. ‘And no, we shouldn’t base our entire investigation on the say-so of one out-of-work psychologist. But it makes sense, wouldn’t you agree? Nothing Sam said jars with my experience of being a copper. Unless someone thinks otherwise?’ He looks around the room. Heads nod, even Freya’s. ‘So let’s bear all this in mind when we’re looking for this guy. Given the connection with his victims: maybe someone from our world. Who knows forensics. Who, despite acting on impulse numerous times, has managed to keep any trace of himself away from us and the woman he’s been stalking.’
‘And who lives in this area,’ Mina adds with a gesture to the geoprofile.
‘Let’s assume so.’
‘We’re making a lot of assumptions,’ Freya counters. ‘We’re assuming the geoprofile is right. We’re assuming Sam Bowen isn’t taking the piss and telling us whatever bollocks comes into his head. We’re assuming the information Grant Anderson put on his profile is truthful. And we’re still assuming that our stalker and our arsonist are the same guy. Because we don’t have any real proof about that.’
‘We don’t have any real proof of anything, Freya,’ Robin says.
Freya goes silent, her face red, her lips clamped together. The mood change is strange; Robin wishes he could tell what she’s thinking.
‘Look,’ he says, facing his dejected team. ‘We’re not out of options. Yes, the information we have on our guy is unproven, but it’s something. Our offender is linked to his victims, somehow – Scott Parker included. We’ve all had cases like this before. Let’s double down on good old-fashioned policing. We’re waiting on the report from Holdsworth about last night’s arson. We have CCTV to check from the scene, possible ANPR. And let’s not forget the boxes of crap from Copeland at the back of the room.’
Robin notices nobody turns to look at them, as if doing so will somehow be construed as volunteering.
‘But no more off-the-books surveillance. Let’s stick to what’s above board and approved.’
‘Including ex-con psychologists,’ Freya retorts.
‘Point taken,’ he says with an apologetic grin. She returns his smile – that’s something, at least. ‘Myself included. Strictly dull procedure from now on.’
He leans back against the desk, speech over, and takes in his team. Davis is staring at his hands, picking at his nails. Mina’s slumped in her chair, her hair lank. Freya keeps glancing at her phone, clutched tightly in her hand. They all look tired, disheartened, and Robin doesn’t blame them.
What can they possibly find in two days?
‘Look,’ Robin tries again. ‘All we need is one thing. One piece of evidence, one eyewitness, one shot on film. And we’ll have him. Please. Keep going.’
They all nod and shuffle back to their computers.
‘Frey? Wait a sec.’
She pauses. She looks guilty and he can’t help looking for her phone. It’s still in her hand, but now pressed against her stomach, screen covered.
‘Is that Josh?’ he asks.
‘Huh? Oh. No.’ She glances at it again, then forces a smile. ‘So you’re leaving?’
‘Not yet.’ He glances around at the team; they’re all now busy at work. ‘But Freya, can we talk? Maybe later tonight?’
‘Sure. What about?’
His own phone starts ringing; he ignores it.
‘Just…’ Robin pauses. He doesn’t want to go into it now. ‘Work stuff,’ he concludes, opting for banality rather than the truth.
Freya nods. ‘Grab some late dinner?’
Robin agrees. They leave it at that and she heads back to her desk. Now he’s said it, the jitters have started again in his stomach, growing more frantic by the second. It’s time to talk. Put all the cards on the table.
He retreats to his own laptop, logs on then checks his phone – a missed call from Jo and a voicemail. He listens – she’s confirming she’s on her way back from Reading and will meet him at the nick with Tom before they depart for Devon this evening.
Leaving you here, she finishes, pointedly. He knows what she’s saying. You can’t stay forever.
But part of him – a big part of him – wishes he could.
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Freya trudges back to her desk, feeling disconsolate. The fun and laughter from last night is a distant memory; all he wants to talk about is the case.
Mina greets her with a raised eyebrow. ‘What did Robin want?’
‘Nothing,’ Freya mutters. She glances at Mina’s computer. ‘Is that the CCTV from last night?’
‘Yes, but I’m not hopeful.’
‘Send me a few of the files. I’ll help.’
They turn back to their screens in silence. Freya gloomily stares at the black-and-white images of the surrounding streets. Peaceful and undisturbed. Not even a lone fox.
She’s furious with herself. For thinking there was something going on between her and Robin; for imagining for one second that the moment they experienced last night was real.
She’s made a mess of everything. She imagines Josh moving out, and dreads going home and seeing the spaces he will have left. Reminders of her failure. She hasn’t told her parents yet – what will they say? They’ll be supportive, but confused and worried. They love Josh. They’ll find it hard to understand how she’s thrown it all away.
She knows it was the right decision but it weighs heavy on her mind. She feels lonely and empty. Who does she have? Not Josh. Not Robin. She sighs, and slumps further down in her chair. She needs this case closed. Robin gone.
To move on.
She picks up her phone, glances around, then clicks on the MeetM8 app. She stares at the last message from Grant Anderson. What does she have to lose? she thinks as she types. A message she might regret but that will pull her to a final conclusion.
Do you want to meet?
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Josh’s nose is not feeling good. Despite his annoyance at being sent home by Baker, he has quickly come to accept that lying down with his eyes closed is not a terrible state of affairs.
He drives home slowly. Home, though, is not his anymore – it’s Freya’s. He knows she won’t be back any time soon, and he can’t bear to be at Adam’s, with the noise and the children and Adam’s wife looking at him constantly as if to say how long are you going to be on our sofa? So here he is for now.
He settles in front of the TV with a makeshift ice pack made up of a tea towel and ice cubes, dabbing it cautiously against his swollen eyes. He hadn’t realised what happened last night at first. Just the blurred vision, the explosion of pain. Blood trickling down his throat from his busted nose, making him gag as he lay on the cold ground.
He heard Mina’s panic, and opened his eyes to see claret everywhere, drying on his face, crusted on his chin, soaking into the tissues Mina had pulled out of her bag. He hadn’t passed out for long. But neither had he been able to identify the guy; assuming it was a punch, he’s been cleaned up. Fussed over by so many people that there’d been no point in going over him for forensics.
Mina wanted him to call Freya, have her meet them at the hospital, but he refused.
‘And you’re not going to either,’ he added when he saw Mina’s disapproving look. ‘I don’t want her coming out of some misplaced sense of duty. She’s made her feelings clear.’
Josh had wanted to call Freya. He really had. Sitting on those hard seats in the Emergency Department, feeling the thud of the headache, the tightness of the skin around his eyes as the bruises took hold – he’d wanted her there with him. But stubbornness had prevailed. Let her feel guilty when she found out. Let her worry.
He spends a few hours watching something awful on Netflix, dozing off every now and again, then manages to force a sandwich into his still-churning stomach. He has a shower, wincing when the shampoo comes into contact with the open graze on his chin.
He dresses in the few clothes he has left at the house, then stands in front of his open wardrobe. He needs to pack the last of his belongings, but his fragile ego can’t face it right now. He’ll grab the most important stuff, then get out of Freya’s way while he finds somewhere to rent.
He picks up a rucksack they bought together, claiming it as his, and throws his remaining clothes in before making his way into the living room. A few books he’s been reading, his football boots, his favourite mug from the kitchen. It’s getting late, and he wants to be out of here before Freya returns, whenever that is. He glances around for anything else important.
He pauses. His iPad is on the side, left where Freya has plugged it in to charge. He’d essentially given it to her, as he never used it, but now he reconsiders and picks it up. The screen flashes into life, showing an array of logos. She’ll be annoyed when she discovers it gone, he thinks with a bitter smile, looking at the Kindle app with the book halfway through, the music all saved to its memory – but the smirk vanishes in an instant when he spots the other app.
It’s pink and white – he recognises it immediately. MeetM8. She must be looking at it for work? He hesitates, then presses on the logo, opening it. It’s a false profile – the photo stolen, the name made up – and he’s relieved that she’s not dating already, but he’s also confused as he looks at the envelope icon. It must have synchronised from her mobile. It’s showing one new message. From whom?
He clicks on it. His confusion turns to disbelief as he reads the thread, a creeping dread taking over his body. He drops the iPad and snatches up his phone. He calls Freya. No response. He tries again, whispering, ‘Come on, come on,’ but it cuts to voicemail. Again – still nothing. Then Butler. But nobody’s answering, everybody’s ignoring him.
The dread turns to full-on horror. He debates phoning 999, but what if it’s a false alarm? She can’t be that stupid. And the last thing he needs after his bollocking that morning is another black mark from Baker.
He grabs his keys and runs out to his car, all thoughts of his battered face forgotten.
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Hours pass in a blur. Freya can barely concentrate on the CCTV, caught up as she is in the clandestine conversation continuing on her phone. Every so often her gaze shifts to Robin, working on his laptop in the incident room.
She should tell him. Let him know about the messages with Grant Anderson. The fact he’s replied. And they’ve agreed to meet. They’ve even settled on a time, place still to be determined.
But what would be the point in letting Robin know? This is exactly the sort of thing he forbade. Another stakeout is out of the question; Baker would never sanction a random operation like this one. She’ll go. She’ll see who shows up. It’s going to be hard, as she doesn’t know what he looks like, but equally, she’s used a fake profile. She’ll watch from a distance. Take some photos, and then call for backup if there’s anything of note. She can always stall him by sending a message saying she’s running late. And send in the boys in blue with their handcuffs.
It’s a good plan. And it won’t waste precious time if it comes to nothing. She puts her phone in her bag as casually as possible, then turns to Mina.
‘I’m just popping out for an hour or so. Tell Robin I’ll be back.’ And she leaves, before Mina, now staring at her open-mouthed, can ask her any more.
She hurries, every moment expecting someone to call, to ask her where she’s going. But before she makes her exit, she spots someone she recognises in reception. A woman with long brown hair, leaning into a buggy.
‘Jo?’ she says.
The woman smiles as Freya heads across towards her.
‘I hoped I’d see you. How are you?’ Jo peers closely at her. ‘You look… tired.’
Freya laughs. ‘No rest for the wicked. Robin’s been working us too hard.’ She peers down into the buggy where Tom is fast asleep. ‘He’s adorable.’
Jo grins proudly. ‘Isn’t he? He has Rob’s eyelashes. Wasted on a boy. How was the wedding? I was sorry to miss it. Did you have fun?’ And Jo gives Freya a look she can’t fathom.
‘Yes, it was a good day,’ Freya says. She feels awkward, given her recent thoughts about Robin. ‘But I know Robin would have preferred you to be there.’
Jo’s forehead furrows. She looks at Freya curiously. ‘Freya… Has Robin not told you?’
‘Told me? Told me what?’
Jo pauses, her mouth open in surprise. ‘Robin and I broke up,’ she says slowly. Freya’s mind drops into free fall. ‘He didn’t tell you, did he? God! That bloody man.’
‘What… When?’ Freya stutters.
‘Months ago. February time. Yes, because it was just after Valentine’s.’ She chuckles to herself. ‘Probably the worst Valentine’s Day in history.’
Freya’s brain windmills. They’re not together? But why didn’t he mention it? Why didn’t he fucking tell her? ‘Jo… I’m so sorry,’ she manages.
‘Don’t be. It’s fine.’ Jo looks down into the buggy at her sleeping son. ‘No, really, it is. I called it quits. It was easy to see Robin’s heart wasn’t in it.’ She looks up again, into Freya’s eyes. ‘It’s hard to be in a relationship with a man who’s in love with someone else.’
Freya frowns. ‘What? No. I’m sure… Robin…’
Jo laughs. ‘I’m not stupid, even if both of you are oblivious. After we left for Devon, Robin was miserable. He wasn’t acting like a normal father-to-be. At first, I told myself it was because he was worried about the baby. Settling into the new job. Prepping for the promotion. But then I realised.’
Freya’s listening in silence, still stunned.
‘Some evenings I’d glance over at him and he’d be staring at his phone. Not scrolling. Not typing. Just staring. And then one time he went to see to Tom and left it open. I’m not proud. I looked. And he was staring at Find My iPhone. At your little blue dot. He missed you, Freya. He missed you desperately.’
‘He never… Why didn’t he call me?’
‘Because he was trying to do the right thing. He loves Tom. So much! And he wanted it to work between the two of us, but I could see it just wasn’t.’ She pauses and tilts her head sympathetically. ‘And then he said he was going to take you to the wedding. It hurt, but I knew it was time – for the two of you. But nothing happened?’
Freya feels like she wants to cry. If only he’d said. ‘No,’ she confesses. ‘I didn’t know.’
Jo shakes her head, wearily. ‘Is he up there now?’
‘Yes, with the team. I need to…’ Freya points towards the door.
‘Of course, yes. This case must come first. But…’ Jo pauses. ‘Do you mind me asking – how do you feel about Robin?’
‘I…’
‘Sorry, I shouldn’t ask,’ Jo interrupts. ‘You and Josh. You’re engaged.’ Jo shakes her head, then holds her hands up in defeat. ‘Please. Just promise me. If you feel anything for Robin, tell him. I just want to see him happy. Now go!’ Jo points towards the main exit. ‘Do whatever you have planned.’ She leans forward and gives Freya a kiss on the cheek. ‘Please,’ she says quietly into Freya’s ear, then heads off, pushing the buggy towards the lifts.
Freya takes two steps out of the door. And then, when she’s sure she’s out of sight, she stops and closes her eyes for a second.
Robin and Jo have split up. She’s no longer with Josh. The feeling of possibility, the excitement, is suddenly overwhelming. She barely dares to think it, but…
This could be it.
Later. Robin is working. They’ll talk later, as they agreed.
Because now, she has a man to meet.
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Robin sits in front of his laptop. His mind should be on the case, but instead it’s whirring with everything Jo told him.
She’d started by cuffing him gently across his forehead.
‘You didn’t tell her?’ she hissed quietly, glancing around in case the team were listening.
Robin bustled her to the side of the room. ‘It didn’t come up.’
‘It should have. You bloody fool. You’re presented with a perfect opportunity and you screw it up. Alcohol. Love. Music. What else did you need to make your move?’
‘She didn’t make her move.’
Jo rolled her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Fuck’s sake. You two.’
Now Jo is using one of the empty meeting rooms for a much-needed pit stop to eat, and Robin takes the baby off for a quick cuddle and a nappy change. It gives him space to think. Jo’s right. He should have said something. He will, he resolves. Tonight.
He carries a dozy Tom back to Jo and checks his phone at his desk. Still nothing from Freya. He finds it odd that she’s being so quiet, especially after Jo spilling the beans. And where’s she gone, anyway? Maybe she’s with Josh. He was attacked last night, after all. It would be the natural place to be – giving sympathy to her fiancé.
But then, in the silence of the office, Robin hears a thud of feet, someone running through the echoing corridors. Towards him. He looks up; Baker’s head turns, away from the conversation he’s having with Davis; Mina pauses mid-sentence to Jo. A loud bang – the double doors at the far side of the room are breached at speed; a crash as they hit the wall behind.
Josh storms into the room, heading straight for Robin.
‘Where is she?’ Josh shouts. ‘Where’s she gone?’
Robin leans back in his chair, as Josh stops in front of his desk, hands on hips.
‘Who?’ Robin asks.
‘Freya! Freya, obviously. She’s not answering her phone. Where is she?’
‘I don’t know. She left.’
‘And you let her go alone?’ He’s shouting now, his voice rising to an almost hysterical pitch.
‘She told Mina she needed to head off for a while. She didn’t say where she was going. I assumed she was with you.’ A shudder of worry turns Robin’s skin to goosebumps. ‘What’s going on?’
Josh points an accusatory finger at Robin. ‘This is you. This is your fault.’
Robin feels the first burn of anger. He stands up, facing Josh head-on. It’s always been the same – the hatred for no apparent reason. ‘It’s not my fault you don’t know where she is,’ he retaliates. ‘She’s your fiancée.’
The pain takes Robin by surprise. A punch out of nowhere: Josh reaching out, his fist connecting with Robin’s cheekbone. Stunned, Robin takes a step back, his hand covering his face, while others leap forward. Baker gets there first, standing in between Robin and Josh. Josh takes another step, but seeing the look on his DCI’s face, he backs off, clutching his hand.
‘She’s not my…’ Josh gasps, half crying, half furious. ‘You know full well. We split up.’
‘You… what?’ Robin’s head feels foggy; he takes his hand away, his face throbs. ‘I didn’t know. I swear. When?’
‘Friday night. Before she went with you to that wedding.’
Robin’s hand goes back to his cheekbone; he winces at a fresh explosion of pain.
‘She didn’t say.’
‘Will you please start making sense, DC Smith,’ Baker insists. Josh sags and Baker lowers his defensive stance.
‘She’s gone,’ Josh says and collapses into a chair. Robin stands over him, still clutching his aching face. ‘It’s your fault. Ever since you came back, things have changed. She’s been swept up in this case, in your case,’ he says, getting more animated as he shouts. ‘And now she’s gone to meet him.’
‘Meet who?’ Robin asks slowly.
‘Him!’ Josh jabs towards the whiteboard. ‘Grant Anderson. She’s been talking to him – on that app. I was at the house, packing up my things, and I found this.’
Josh pulls a black iPad out of his bag. He clicks it open and sets it on the desk between them.
‘Everything she does on her phone is synced with this iPad. And she’s been on that app. MeetM8.’
Robin recognises the pink-and-cream home page as it loads.
‘That dating site,’ Josh says. ‘I first thought it was odd – that she would have joined so soon after we split up – but then I looked at the profile. It’s not her.’
Josh clicks again and a page fills the screen. A fake name, a fake photo.
‘Why would Freya be doing this?’ Josh says to Robin, accusingly. ‘Is it something you asked her to do?’
‘No,’ Robin says, his voice no more than a whisper. The bad feeling has grown. The adrenaline from the punch is fading, but his hands are now shaking for a different reason. Dread. Fear.
Josh clicks to the messages page and Robin takes over, scrolling through the multiple men that have contacted her. She hasn’t replied to any. Except one. It’s the profile of the man they’ve been looking for. He’d contacted Freya, and they’d talked. A lot.
She’d created a profile designed to seduce, a retaliatory catfish to draw him out.
‘Fuck,’ Robin mutters, his voice hoarse. ‘She’s found him.’
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‘Did you know?’ Baker asks.
‘No!’ Robin replies. ‘Of course not. I would never—’
‘It doesn’t matter whether you told her to do it or not – this is your fault,’ Josh repeats. Robin turns quickly, blood hot in his veins. ‘She’s doing this to impress you,’ Josh continues. ‘Ever since you’ve been back, she’s been determined to prove herself. That she’s worthy of being a sergeant—’
‘She knows I think she’s a great detective.’
Josh’s lip curls. ‘Or worthy of something else.’
Robin knows what Josh means – his jealousy coming to the fore. ‘Don’t be so ridiculous. She doesn’t think of me that way. Besides, you’re one to talk. I’ve heard the rumours. Cheating on her—’
‘I’ve done no such thing!’ Josh is indignant, his hands on his hips. ‘And that’s rich. Coming from you.’
‘What are you talking about?’
‘You and Freya.’ Josh gives him a pointed look, and in a nanosecond Robin realises. He knows. He glances to Jo; she’s watching them both intently.
‘Fuck off, Josh.’
‘Enough, the two of you,’ Baker snaps. ‘Whatever rivalry you have going on, you can settle it later. In the car park, if you want, I don’t give a shit. What I do care about is finding West. Do her messages give us any indication of where she was meeting him?’
Josh turns back to the iPad and scrolls down. The two of them read the messages. They’re flirty, but not too obvious. Keen, but not over the top. Perfect for luring this nutter in. Despite his churning stomach, Robin recognises what an excellent job she has done.
‘She talks about a time,’ Josh replies. He points to the screen. ‘Seven o’clock. But that was an hour ago. There’s no mention of a place.’
‘The app hasn’t updated,’ Baker says. He points to the icon at the top of the screen. Sync failed.
‘So she could have agreed a place later, and we wouldn’t know,’ Josh says, desperately.
Robin jumps in sudden realisation and grabs his phone. He selects the Find My iPhone app; it loads excruciatingly slowly.
Josh is watching over his shoulder, growing increasingly more agitated by the second.
‘You track her?’ he snaps.
‘We used to,’ Robin replies. ‘It was helpful.’
He clicks on the People tab. A little blue dot appears on the screen.
‘And it’s useful now,’ Baker interrupts. ‘Here. She’s in Bedford Place.’
Both Josh and Robin jump to their feet. ‘You’re not coming,’ Robin says to Josh.
‘Fuck you. I am.’
‘You’re both going,’ Baker says. ‘That’s if you can avoid punching each other in the next fifteen minutes. If not, neither of you are.’ They both nod, seemingly accepting that their own personal vendetta isn’t what’s important right now. ‘Good. Mina – call for a patrol car. Go with them. Have it meet you all out front. I’ll contact Control – get out an all-units alert.’
The three of them run through the nick, out of the front entrance and to the waiting car. They take off even before Robin has a chance to put his seat belt on, blues and twos blaring as they head over the junction and up Hill Lane.
It’s a short trip to Bedford Place, especially when you’re in a police car going at full tilt. Cars move out of their way; Robin cranes forward in his seat, one eye on the blue dot as they move closer and closer. He can see now she’s in a bar – the Green Rooms – and he relays this information to the driver.
Another patrol car is pulling up as they do. They leap out the moment the car stops, all running inside the bar in seconds.
It’s a quiet evening. Sunday is not the usual night for drinking, although a few punters remain across a few tables. Their arrival gets some attention, the drinkers looking over with interest at the sudden police presence.
Robin frantically scans the room for Freya, any glimpse of blonde hair, any echo of her laugh. The uniformed PCs wait by the door, blocking the exit. Josh dashes off to the toilets, then returns a few moments later, a stricken expression on his face, shaking his head.
She’s not here.
‘Everyone!’ Robin shouts, and heads turn. He pulls his warrant card out of his pocket and holds it above his head. ‘Hampshire Police. Detective Inspector Butler. Can I have your attention please?’
The room stills. Josh gestures to the bar and the music is switched off.
‘We are looking for a blonde woman. Five foot eight, slim, mid-thirties.’ Next to him, Josh has his phone out and is looking for a photo of Freya. Finding one, he holds it up. ‘She looks like this. Has anyone seen her?’
Shoulders shrug. Robin looks to the barman. ‘You? Have you seen her?’
Josh holds the photo out. The barman looks apologetic. ‘I don’t think so. But I’ve only been on since eight.’
‘Call her phone again,’ Robin directs to Josh.
They wait as he does so. And then they hear it – the tinny music of Freya’s ringtone. Faces look around, trying to locate it, then the barman ducks under the counter.
‘Here.’
‘Why have you got it?’
‘Someone must have handed it in. That’s the lost property box.’
‘Do you have CCTV?’ The barman nods.
The punters sense the drama is over and go back to hushed conversations. The barman gestures to someone else to take his place, and the three of them move into the back office.
‘We’re looking for seven onwards,’ Robin says. The man sits down and loads up the footage; Robin cranes over his shoulder. Please, the voice in his head is saying. Please let us at least get an ID.
‘There. That’s her,’ Josh says, pointing at the screen. Freya walks in and Robin’s heart sinks. This confirms it. Up until now a part of him had hoped this was just a misunderstanding. That she would have come to her senses and gone home. Had a glass of wine on the sofa. But here she is. Meeting a potentially very dangerous man.
They watch as she takes a seat at the bar. She looks around, then her eyes lock on the camera.
‘She knew she was being filmed,’ Josh comments.
‘Perhaps she was just planning on watching. Making a note of who came in.’ That would have been the sensible thing to do, Robin thinks. The guy didn’t know what she looked like, her photo was fake. It would have been a good way of narrowing down some suspects.
But there’s nothing. Freya looks bored, her attention flicking from the door to her phone and back again. She waits an hour, and then turns and walks out of the bar.
The door closes behind her. Robin glances up at the clock, then meets Josh’s wide-eyed stare.
Half an hour ago, Freya walked out of this bar and disappeared.
She’s gone. And they have no idea how to find her.
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It’s hard to stay steady. To keep his thoughts rational and focused, his body calm.
Robin paces the bar like a caged dog, walking in ever-decreasing circles, his hands raking through his hair. He’s aware of the strange looks he’s getting from those around him, from his team waiting for their orders. He forces his breathing to slow; he stops for a moment, staring at the floor.
At last, his thoughts clear. His detective instincts kick in.
‘You,’ he directs to the PC at the door. ‘Don’t let anyone out until they’ve given their details. Interview everyone here,’ he says to the other uniforms. ‘I want to know when they arrived, who they are, whether they saw Freya. Mina – start looking for CCTV outside. Josh, you’re with me. Let’s go over that footage again.’
‘I should be—’
‘You know Freya better than anyone. I need you to watch, assess. What’s going through her mind as she’s sat there?’
Josh nods solemnly and the two of them head back into the office behind the bar. Another man has joined them. He introduces himself as the owner and says he’s been downloading the rest of the footage from the cameras.
‘I was here earlier. We’ve managed to find your officer from a few other viewpoints. Here, arriving, just after seven. She goes to the bar, orders a drink from me, then goes to this table here, at the back.’
It’s surreal watching Freya on screen. Robin can see her eyes darting around the room, taking in every face. She smiles at the owner, makes brief conversation.
‘What did she say?’ Robin asks him.
‘It wasn’t much. She ordered a sparkling water. She joked about it not being a big night.’
‘And then what?’
‘And then nothing. I assumed she was waiting for someone.’
‘But nobody showed?’
‘Not as far as I noticed. At one point she got up to go to the toilet—’
‘Show me?’ Robin snaps.
The owner switches to the camera above the door to the toilets. She goes in. A few minutes later, she comes out again.
‘Then she waited a bit longer,’ he says. ‘See?’
They watch. The timestamp clicks around. She constantly refreshes her phone, looking for new messages, Robin assumes. They speed up the video. The punters change, blurred figures move around her, until the time ticks around to eight.
They notice her standing up, so restart the film in normal time. Freya finishes her drink, then walks towards the exit.
‘Do you have cameras outside?’ Robin asks.
‘One. But it only covers the ground just outside the main door. Punters get twitchy if we film too much of the street. Here.’
The bar owner takes over and switches the views. He scrolls to the connecting timestamp and now they see Freya leaving. But he’s right – it’s not much. A viewpoint from above, capturing the few metres around the doorway. Freya pauses and looks out into the street.
Then her demeanour changes.
Robin frowns. ‘Go back.’
The video is rewound and Robin cranes towards the screen. Her expression isn’t one he expected. It’s almost…
He moves out of the way, so Josh can see. ‘What does that say to you?’ he asks.
Josh leans down. He squints. ‘She saw someone. Someone…’
They both watch as Freya smiles. She lifts a hand in a greeting, then quickly walks two paces out of view. And the expression on her face is clear.
Robin completes the sentence for Josh: ‘It was someone she knew.’
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They don’t get any more evidence from the bar. The other punters were too busy enjoying their own Sunday evening to pay any attention to Freya. Robin and Josh scan the footage but there’s no trace of whoever Freya saw. She’d walked away and disappeared into the night.
Mina has little luck with additional CCTV. The bar is in a quiet corner of the street. There is one camera on the entrance to the car park but it’s pointing the wrong way. No cashpoints. No shops. Nothing.
But they find Freya’s car.
The little pastel-blue Fiat 500 is sitting in the car park, less than one hundred metres away from the bar. She parked as close as she could get; Robin can see the parking ticket through the windscreen – she’d paid for an hour. She hadn’t intended to stay for long.
They leave Mina to supervise the arrival of Jess and her team of SOCOs. To look for fingerprints on the car. Blood. Anything.
Robin can’t bear to think what might be happening out there.
He and Josh head back to the nick. Silent, Robin sits in the front of the patrol car. He can feel Josh’s eyes burrowing into the back of his neck. Blaming him. And why shouldn’t he? All personal feelings aside, Robin was the SIO on this case – why hadn’t Freya told him what she was doing?
Because he would have stopped her, that’s why.
Jo is waiting for them when they arrive back, Tom asleep in his buggy.
She raises an eyebrow, her expression hopeful.
Robin wordlessly shakes his head.
‘I’ll stay. I’ll help.’
‘But Tom—’
‘Mum’s already on her way to pick him up. She’ll have to manage. You need all hands on deck.’ She gives him a quick hug. ‘We’ll find her.’
They have to is all he can think. Please. Robin nods silently, not trusting his voice to stay level.
Baker takes over, and for that, Robin is glad. He can’t think straight; his brain is starting to panic. The DCI directs the team onto CCTV, ANPR, traffic cameras. He co-ordinates the response from the uniforms, still looking for potential witnesses in the area and surrounding bars.
Robin picks up Freya’s phone, now in an evidence bag. Josh gives him the unlock code. Maybe there’s something new in her messages to the guy that will help them identify him. Something they hadn’t noticed before. He sits at his desk. At some point someone brings him a coffee, but he forgets it as he reads the chain of communication. It is clear Freya was trying to get something out of the man, but he was smart. Vague. Sharing nothing that could pin him down.
Jo comes to join him, placing a fresh coffee next to the cold one.
‘Tom’s gone with Mum,’ she says.
He blinks at her. ‘I didn’t say goodbye.’
‘He was asleep. And I figured you were busy.’ She gestures to the phone. ‘Anything?’
‘No. It’s odd. He seems like a normal bloke. A bit keen, maybe, but nothing too strange. A guy wanting love, that’s it. So why hide behind a fake profile?’ Robin leans back in his chair and pushes his fingers into his eyes. He groans in frustration. ‘Why can’t I find him? Why can’t I think straight?’
Jo gives him a sympathetic look. ‘There’s a reason coppers don’t work on personal cases. And this is as personal as it gets.’ She pauses. ‘Come with me. We need food.’
He allows her to pull him to his feet and guide him out of the incident room. They head towards the vending machines, and stand staring at the rows of sugar and junk Robin knows he’s going to be existing on for a while.
‘What did I do wrong?’ he asks softly.
‘Nothing,’ Jo says. ‘You weren’t to know Freya was talking to him.’
‘But I should have. I should have known,’ he repeats. ‘Freya’s not stupid. She knew this was outside of protocol, but for some reason she felt she had something to prove. That’s down to me.’
Jo pauses. ‘What happened at the wedding?’ she asks.
‘Nothing. Absolutely nothing. We chatted. We had a good night.’
‘And?’
Robin gives her a look. ‘I’m not discussing this with you, Jo.’
Jo sighs. ‘We’ve been through this. I know how you feel about Freya. It was obvious. It’s why we’re not together, mainly. But for some reason, you’ve never told her.’ Jo puts money in the machine and stabs at the buttons. A KitKat falls out the bottom and she hands it to Robin.
‘Listen, Rob. I say this with love, because you know how much you mean to me, but you are an impossible man.’
‘Thank you,’ he replies with sarcasm.
‘I’m not being mean. I’m telling you the truth. You are an incredible person. You are kind, and a wonderful father. And you always want to do the right thing for everyone. But you need to be more honest about your feelings.’
‘I’ve never lied to you.’
‘No, you haven’t. But you’re missing my point. It’s not what you say that’s the problem – it’s what you don’t say.’ She pauses, and he knows she’s waiting for a reaction. He stays quiet.
‘You never told me how close you and Freya were. I had to work it out for myself. Although, I didn’t realise something had happened between you.’
Robin feels horrible. He never intended Jo to find out in that way – Josh blurting it out in front of the whole team.
‘It never went further than that,’ he says. ‘I promise.’
‘Even so. It was something. And you’ve never said how miserable you are in Devon.’
‘I’m not miserable! I love being with you and Tom.’
‘I know. But you are. You miss your old team. You miss Southampton. And you miss Freya.’
Robin stares at her.
‘And you’ve never told Freya how you feel about her. Have you?’
Robin thinks back. To when they first met – when circumstances forged the bond between them. To the case with Finn, when his best friend was accused of murder, and he first realised how much he liked Freya. To getting attacked, the Christmas before last. Being in hospital, and enjoying her company, day after day. Knowing how comfortable he felt around her, even when he was at his worst.
And then, last year, when she confronted him about his feelings and he thought they might finally get together.
Even then, he hadn’t told her the truth. That he loved her. And he wanted to be with her.
‘No,’ he confesses.
‘You should.’
‘But what if…’ he says, his voice breaking as he articulates the worst. ‘What if I’m too late?’
Jo turns in the corridor to face him. ‘You won’t be.’ She smiles and takes half of the KitKat. ‘I know you won’t be.’
They walk back to the desks slowly, eating the fingers of chocolate wafer. Baker looks up when they arrive.
‘Paul Holdsworth, the FIO, called. He heard about Freya. He says he might have something that can help and to meet him at the last crime scene.’
Robin feels stricken. He doesn’t want to move from the hub of the investigation; being at the other end of the phone feels too far away.
‘I’ll go,’ Jo says.
‘You will?’ He hesitates. ‘You can’t go by yourself. This man’s dangerous and he’s still out there. And you’re on maternity leave – you don’t even work for Hampshire Police.’
She huffs with annoyance. ‘Now is not the time for bureaucracy. Or chivalry. I’m an experienced DCI, just give me the details. I’ll call as soon as I know what the FIO has.’ She places a gentle hand on his arm. ‘We’ll find her,’ she adds quietly.
Robin watches her leave, eating the last bit of KitKat and sipping his lukewarm coffee. Just moving away from the bustle of the incident room has helped. He turns and stares at the geoprofile on the wall – the little dots of the past arsons. The habits ingrained in this man’s psyche that make him repeat the same patterns.
Then something occurs to him. Jo’s words, echoing in his head.
It’s what you don’t say that’s the problem.
And he knows what he has to do.
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Freya wakes, confused. She blinks. It’s dark. The ground hard, the room cold. She’s alone. She’s lying on her side; she realises now that the surface is wood – floorboards, the smell of damp, of dust. She can just make out a window, bare, and the faintest trace of moonlight outside. The night is clear, the stars bright. She watches them for a moment, her heart pounding, willing her eyes to focus.
She lifts her head and tries to sit up; her head thumps painfully and she goes to lift her hand to her forehead, but realises she can’t. She pulls, hard. She feels the cut of something on her wrist; she hears the grate of metal against metal.
She winces, and awkwardly manoeuvres herself to a sitting position. There’s something cold and solid behind her, and she rests her hand against it. A radiator. An old, sturdy one. She turns, realising her right hand is cuffed to the bottom pipe – one end of the pipe goes into the radiator, the other into the wooden floorboards. She tugs, to no avail.
‘Shit, shit, shit,’ she mutters, as she assesses her surroundings.
The room is a bedroom. She can’t see any trees or buildings outside the window, so assumes she’s not on the ground floor. There’s a wooden wardrobe, a few suitcases and a pile of clothes. The bed is on the other side of the room, the duvet and pillow rumpled.
She pulls again. She shouts – her voice is croaky at first, rising to a near shriek. Help. Help. But her pleas come back echoey and unanswered.
All this time her unease has been steadily growing. The confusion, slowly overtaken by fear. Someone put her here. Someone… who? She searches her foggy brain for the solution but it’s like wading through mud. The fingers of her free hand search her skull for a bump or bang, but there’s nothing. Drugs, she concludes. She must have been drugged. But she can’t think. Who? When? Why?
She tries to remember. What’s the last thing in her mind? A wedding. Dancing with Robin. The case. Josh – attacked. Then… nothing. Just squirrels, dancing in her head. A black hole where her memories should be.
She listens. She hears nothing. No sound of people nearby. Not even a road. Just trees and wind, outside. She feels alone and abandoned, but the alternative is unthinkable. That whoever put her here, the one person who knows exactly where she is – they might come back.
They might… She might… Images flash. Past case files, true crime. The women she’s seen dead by the roadside, their skin grey and broken, their hair matted. The panic takes hold, her entire body shaking.
And for the first time since she woke up, she starts to cry.
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Jo stands outside the shell of the burned building. In the darkness it seems eerie – alone in the middle of the waste ground, walls barely standing. A home for ghosts, the lives once lived. There is no noise, just the crack of glass splintering underfoot, the creak of the bricks and tiles, settling into new places before their inevitable demolition.
She tries to imagine Josh here last night. The arsonist, just metres away, seconds from an arrest. She pulls Josh’s hastily scribbled statement out of her pocket and reads his account, seeing the scene through his eyes.
She orientates herself, then starts walking down the path to the back of the house, retracing the steps the offender would have taken.
As creepy as it is here, she’s glad she got away from the office. This last week has been strange – coming back to Southampton with Robin, knowing he’d be working with Freya again and having to contend with the feelings that had inevitably surfaced. Theirs – and hers.
The new revelation that Robin was cheating – that’s nothing, not really. She believes him – that physically it was only one kiss. But emotionally, that’s a different story.
Although she knows their relationship is over, it’s going to be hard. She’s always liked Robin. His quiet manner, the care he takes over those he loves. In the eighteen months they’ve been together, they’ve been through a lot – the pregnancy, the birth, those first blurry sleepless weeks with a newborn – and he was always calm and wonderful with Tom. She couldn’t have asked for a better father for her son. She thinks she would have fallen in love with Robin – had it not been for the constant lurking suspicion that he was already in love with someone else.
She tried to hate Freya. To conjure up some fierceness against her supposed competition. But it took too much energy. Freya was with Robin first, in a way. A bedrock of emotion put into place before Jo had even come along.
She wants Robin happy – and Freya is the only solution to that. Besides, she enjoys her company. It’s hard to be grumpy towards someone you actually like.
But now Freya has disappeared. This is not the ending Jo was after.
She makes her way down the side of the house, looking at the broken back door. She takes a cautious step inside. There are no signs saying it’s dangerous, but it must be – she can see the wet, blackened walls, the gaping holes in the ceiling. The rafters and masonry on the floor.
And then the little light coming in from outside dims; someone stands in the doorway. She turns, adrenaline racing.
‘You must be Jo.’ The figure takes a step towards her, hand outstretched. ‘I’m Paul. The FIO?’
‘Oh. Oh!’ Jo’s hand flutters to her chest. ‘God, you gave me a fright.’
‘Sorry.’ She can just see him in the moonlight now. A smiling face, warm eyes. ‘Didn’t mean to scare you. We shouldn’t have met here. But I wanted to show it to you in detail.’
‘No, no, that’s fine.’ Jo laughs nervously at her own foolishness. Freya’s abduction is making her jumpy. She shakes his hand at last. ‘Jo Craig.’
He nods. ‘I know you don’t have much time, so I’ll get straight to the point.’ He takes a torch out of his pocket and switches it on; he shines it around the room they’re standing in. Jo can tell now it was once a living room, although there is little of it remaining.
‘Fire started here, and we caught it fast. Lucky for us, DC Smith gave the alarm early, or there might not have been much to find. Because the arsonist was disturbed, there were a few remnants that didn’t fully burn. Most significantly, this.’
Holdsworth shines the torch through an evidence bag.
‘It’s a lighter?’ Jo asks.
He nods. ‘From the debris found previously, it’s always been our theory, but this confirms it. We found it a little distance from the main burn site, so I’m guessing he used it to light the petrol trail, then tossed it, assuming it would go up with everything else.’
Jo peers at it. ‘What’s the chance you’ll get a fingerprint from that?’
He pulls a face. ‘Not optimistic, but I’m going to drive it down to the lab now. Drop it off personally. Jess Derby – she’s your CSM? – she said she’ll be waiting. I just wanted to come back tonight, given the latest news, and check there wasn’t anything else.’ He frowns. ‘I’m sorry to hear about Freya.’
His tone is sad, and it annoys Jo. ‘We’ll find her. She’s not dead.’
But the final word echoes in her head. Yet.

Jo leaves Holdsworth in the house, methodically raking his torch across the debris on the floor, and moves back into the fresh air of the summer evening. She can breathe out here; the air in the burned house felt suffocating, the soot almost clogging her lungs, although the fire is long gone.
She fetches a torch from her car, then goes around the back of the house. She’s sure the SOCOs would have gone over it already but there’s no harm in checking. She knows the arsonist left this way – after punching Josh in the face, his exit around the front was blocked by Mina – but it won’t have been easy.
There are more houses down the row, ending at a wall and a chain-link fence. She tries the gate – locked – then looks up at the wall. It’s tall. Well over her height. It would have taken some effort to get over it. Effort he wasn’t expecting to expend.
He would have needed to jump. His shoes would have hit the wall; he would have had to scrabble to get over. Jo scans the brickwork, and sure enough there’s a black scuff of rubber. The man must have reached up, grabbed at the top.
She looks around and spots an old wooden crate. It’s broken, but looks sturdy. It may work. She stands on it, carefully pulling herself up so she can see the top of the wall with her torch.
And there it is. It’s small, almost imperceptible, but could just be what they need.
As their suspect hauled himself over the wall, he hurt himself. There, at the top, is a thin line of red. And below it, a few drops.
It’s blood.
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They have nothing. Nothing. Josh scrolls through the latest CCTV images but it’s useless. There is no sign of Freya, no suggestion of where she might have gone – or with whom. But nobody can disappear without a trace – what are they missing?
He glances across to Robin. He’s been in the incident room for hours now, staring at that whiteboard. All the messages from the man to Emily Rhodes and Freya are printed out and stuck up. He has a black pen in his hand, and every now and again writes something down. But they’ve been through those messages a hundred times already. What’s he hoping to see?
Josh turns his attention back to his own work. He’ll find Freya. He’ll prove to her how much more worthy he is than bloody Butler. But an unpleasant thought lurks at the back of his mind. What if she’s dead already? This man has killed before. He’ll kill again.
And how much longer does she have? It’s gone eleven; she’s been out there for over three hours now. She might be injured, wounded. Bleeding out somewhere, dying. Josh grits his teeth with determination. No. This sort of destructive thinking won’t get them anywhere. Focus. How can they find this guy?
Their main sources of information have been exhausted. CCTV, witnesses, ANPR, house to house, public appeals – they’ve all come up blank. Even their most spurious lines of enquiry are useless – they’re no closer to persuading PSD to release the names of the complainants, although the boxes of Copeland’s belongings still sit, untended, at the back of the incident room.
Butler’s continued scribbling draws his attention. And an idea forms. MeetM8. The company wouldn’t cough up the data then; surely they would now?
But it’s late. The offices won’t be open. Everyone in bed. But that woman had a distinctive name – what are the chances they know where she lives?
He looks her up in the investigation tab on the Record Management System, then opens the PNC and types it in. Ashley Pavesi. There’s one result – a speeding fine – and she lives half an hour from here.
He writes the address down, and heads across to Butler. Josh would have rather looked for permission from Baker, but their DCI is out, explaining to those on high how this investigation has gone so horribly wrong. Butler’s his senior officer. And he must be willing to try. Anything.
Inside the incident room, Robin’s completely focused on his whiteboard, a few random words – TWICKERS, GUCCI – written up.
‘Do you have anything?’ Josh asks, but only gets a grunt in return. ‘Listen, boss?’
A mark of respect. Rare from Josh, and it works – it gets Robin’s attention. He turns away from the board for the first time and, fucking hell, he looks like shit. Eyes sunken, hair a mess – as if he hasn’t slept for a week.
‘Boss. I want to go and see Ashley Pavesi. The CEO of MeetM8.’ Josh holds out the Post-it with the address.
‘Where did you get that from?’
‘The PNC. Please, Robin? The stakes are higher now. I can talk to her personally. Make her see sense.’
‘At nearly midnight? She’ll call the police on you. And have you seen your face lately?’ But he stops. Josh can tell he’s considering it. ‘Go on then. But take Mina – you can’t turn up at a woman’s house in the dead of night by yourself.’ He gestures Mina over. ‘Go easy. I don’t want you getting in trouble.’
‘I will. I promise.’ And Josh sets off at a run, Mina trailing, confused, in his wake.

Josh drives, turning strategies over in his head, Mina silent next to him. He’s used to difficult offenders, tricky interviews, trying to get people to talk. But this isn’t a police interrogation. He has no leverage here.
They still don’t have any proof this is their man. But somehow he has to persuade her to give them the data. By turning up at her home address. In the middle of the night.
Her house is in a posh village on the outskirts of Alresford. There are few street lights, and the night is quiet as they cruise down the smooth tarmacked road. He turns into a side street with large houses, long driveways, carefully tended gardens. Security could be a problem, but as they pull up outside Ashley Pavesi’s house, they’re in luck. Her gates are open, the driveway welcoming. Josh doesn’t want to alert her too soon and parks up on the road outside. He walks slowly to the front door, Mina following.
All the windows are dark, everyone asleep. He takes a deep breath, pulls his shoulders back and presses the bell.
The chime is loud in the peace of the night. After a few seconds a light comes on in the room above them. Then a long pause. It’s a Ring doorbell and he imagines the occupants looking at the screen, taking in his black eyes, his bruised face. Josh pulls Mina into the range of the camera and holds his warrant card up.
‘Mrs Pavesi? DC Josh Smith. DC Mina Desai. Hampshire Police. May we come in?’
A longer pause, and just as Josh is debating ringing the bell again, he hears the scrape of locks and the door opens. A woman stands there, scowling. Her hair is tangled, her eyes barely open. She’s slight, wearing a pink silk robe. She self-consciously fastens it tighter around her middle.
‘What do you want? At this time of night. Has someone died?’ Her voice rises with fear. ‘Are you here to notify me someone’s dead?’
‘No, nothing like that. Everything’s fine. Sorry to startle you. Do you mind if we come in?’ They both hold their ID up again and she takes them, comparing his photo to the man standing in front of her.
‘What happened to your face?’ she asks.
‘Injured in the line of duty, ma’am. Nothing to worry about.’
‘Don’t you start ma’aming me,’ she grumbles. ‘I’m not that old.’ She looks out into the street. ‘Come on then. I don’t want the neighbours to gossip.’
Josh and Mina follow her through into a large cream living room and sit together on the edge of a sofa, when instructed. He hears someone come down the stairs, catches the glimpse of a man in pyjamas going into the kitchen. A whispered exchange follows before Ashley Pavesi returns.
‘My husband,’ Mrs Pavesi explains as she sits opposite them. ‘You’ve woken us both up.’ She blinks at Josh for a moment, a realisation dawning. ‘Is this about that man again? A new tactic? Should I add intimidation to the list when I write my complaint?’
‘Please don’t.’ Josh decides that honesty is the best policy. ‘I’m here to beg.’
‘Beg? That’s how the police work now?’
He feels a glance from Mina but she doesn’t interject. ‘Yes. I mean, no,’ he stutters. ‘The woman that came to see you before. DS Freya West?’
‘The blonde?’
‘Yes. She’s gone missing. And we think this guy has taken her. We need the MeetM8 data to find him. Please. Before something awful happens.’
Mrs Pavesi’s eyebrows lower. ‘Missing? From where?’
‘She went to meet the suspect at a bar. And she disappeared. We’re worried. Really worried. Please.’
‘I’ve told you—’
‘She means a lot to me. She’s my fiancée. Ex-fiancée.’ Josh is aware he’s not making much sense but he carries on regardless. ‘I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to her. We had an argument. That can’t be the last thing she hears from me.’ He pauses. He feels like he’s going to cry and swallows, hard. ‘Please.’
‘And you think you can find him from the data?’ she asks softly.
‘Yes. We can keep it quiet. Nobody needs to know that MeetM8 told us. Or we can say we forced you. We threatened you—’
‘You’ve already done that,’ she says, but her manner has changed. She seems gentler, more understanding. ‘Fine. I’ll hand it over. But only so I can go back to bed. And it’s going to take a while. I don’t have access here – I’ll have to call my tech department. Assuming I can get hold of them at this time of night.’
‘Yes. Thank you.’ Josh gets an overwhelming feeling of relief. ‘Oh, God. Thank you. Where do they live? We can send a patrol.’
‘Oh, good grief, no. Terrify the shit out of them. I’ll call. Give me your email address. And send me the ID of this guy. I’ll get you everything we have on him.’
Josh passes his contact details and takes her card. ‘Please. As soon as you can.’
‘I will. I promise.’ She shows him out. ‘I hope you find her,’ she says, her voice serious as she closes the door.
They walk back to the car and get in. Mina turns to him.
‘Thank fuck,’ she says, her voice no more than a whisper.
Josh nods. He picks up his phone to call Butler, and realises his hands are shaking. He looks at them for a moment, feeling the worry and the upset and the relief flood his system.
He will find her. They have to. Because the alternative is too horrific to bear.
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Robin’s been staring at these words so long, some of them don’t even look like English anymore. He’s doubting himself. This isn’t police work – this is spurious guessing. At best.
His phone rings and he answers it, his heart jumping. It’s Josh.
‘She’s going to hand them over,’ Josh says without introduction. His voice is thick and heavy. ‘She’s going to send us the data.’
He confirms the details and Robin hangs up. Suddenly, he feels wobbly. He hasn’t eaten anything substantial in hours. This might be the lead they need. If only they’d had it sooner.
Davis comes over to join him at the whiteboard, taking a break from the endless boxes. Robin fills him in on Josh’s news. ‘Anything back from Response and Patrol?’
‘No one in the surrounding pubs remembers seeing Freya.’
‘Could she be—’
‘No,’ Davis says, interrupting him. ‘Mina checked with Control and the serious collisions unit before she left – there haven’t been any car accidents with sudden deaths this evening, and no unidentified females have been brought into the Emergency Department.’
‘She’s still out there,’ Robin says quietly, looking back to the whiteboard.
Davis turns and studies what he’s been doing.
‘You’re pulling out distinctive words,’ he says.
Robin nods. ‘Anything that could be dialect, or personal to him or where he’s come from. There’s not much, but this is a real thing.’
‘Idiolect,’ Davis says, surprising Robin with his knowledge. ‘They used it to help find the Unabomber in the Nineties.’
Robin remembers the girls in the Costa with Liam, a few days ago. Everything about their exchange instantly marked them out as teenagers. Even written down, their language would be utterly distinct from his own.
‘If it’s good enough for the FBI…’ he says.
Davis nods, lost in thought.
Robin takes a deep breath. He needs to articulate what’s been going through his mind for the past few hours, and Davis is as good as anyone. ‘I started looking through the messages from Grant Anderson to Emily, and something struck me. We were looking for giveaways about his life – about him – when I realised that the language he uses, the words, are giveaways in themselves.’
He turns and points to the first few. ‘Here, and here. He refers to himself as a “Bagpuss”. He talks about his favourite music being from when he was growing up, and gives Oasis and Pearl Jam as examples. He never abbreviates, always types words out properly, and very rarely uses emojis. That would indicate he’s a man of a certain age – probably the same as me – in his mid-forties.’
‘We knew that already,’ Davis comments. ‘From his profile.’
‘But this backs it up,’ Baker interjects, stepping into the room. His face is grave, but curious. ‘Go on.’
‘Everything he says marks him out as an individual with a specific background that influences the way he talks,’ Robin continues. ‘He’s educated – his punctuation is correct. He even uses a bloody semicolon at one point. Who does that in a message?’ Robin doesn’t wait for a response and ploughs on. He points to two other words on the board. WAITROSE. RUGBY. ‘He’s middle class.’
‘You can’t assume he’s middle class because he shops at Waitrose,’ Baker challenges. ‘It might just be his local supermarket.’
‘Even so, you need to be earning a decent wage to do your weekly shop there. And he watches rugby. Not football. He calls Twickenham “Twickers”. Come on. He’s posh. He talks about going sailing when he was a kid. Who went sailing?’
‘How does this help us find him?’ Davis asks. ‘It’s not as if we can put out an appeal for a forty-something-year-old man who shops at Waitrose and likes boats.’
‘No, but.’ Robin points to the final column of words, some almost indecipherable. ‘I pulled out some others. He talks about a superstition around a full moon. He tells Emily off for hoping work will be quiet. He always uses the twenty-four-hour clock. What does that tell you?’
Robin doesn’t wait for an answer.
‘And here, here!’ He points to the board, his finger smudging the words. ‘He says, and I quote: “Couple of Gucci jobs.” He’s talking about work. His work! Who do you know uses words like that?’
The room is silent. They all recognise those terms – they’ve used them, too.
‘He could be a first responder,’ Davis counters. ‘All the emergency services use those expressions.’
‘Listen to this here.’ Robin scrabbles around on the table. Bits of paper fly everywhere, before he finds the one he needs. ‘He asks Emily, “Is she your oppo at work?” She asks what he means and he says “mate”. He describes Boris Johnson as “Charlie Uniform November Tango”.’
Then Robin realises something else. ‘That’s how he knew Emily’s personal mobile number. She didn’t give it to him – she didn’t need to. I bet you anything she’s on the PNC.’
Davis races to his computer. They wait as he types.
‘Here you go. Emily Alice Rhodes. Reported as a witness to an RTA two years ago. All her details are here – her mobile phone number, her address.’
‘Her parents’ address?’ Robin asks, although he can’t see why it would be listed.
In line with his expectation, Davis shakes his head. ‘Nope.’ He narrows his eyes. ‘So how did he get that? And he got her new number when she changed it.’
Robin can’t think of an answer to that one. ‘Can you see who’s accessed her record?’ he asks instead.
‘Not from here,’ Davis says. ‘Maybe one of the systems guys could?’
‘Get on it. Let’s hope.’
Robin looks to Baker; his boss is still glaring at the words, the messages on the board.
‘Boss? Am I right?’
But Baker stays silent. Nobody wants to say it. Nobody in the room wants to articulate what they’re all thinking.
‘We suspected it from the connection between the two victims, but…’ Davis starts.
‘He’s police,’ Robin says, thumping his fist against the whiteboard. ‘He’s a fucking cop.’
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The team carries on. Energy is low; Robin is acutely aware that everyone, including him, needs sleep. But how can they stop?
Josh has returned; Jo, too – with her news that they have blood, and possibly a print. But analysis like that can take days, sometimes even weeks.
‘Jess took the sample?’ Robin asks Jo.
‘I watched her do it.’
‘And you told her—’
‘She understood what was at stake, yes.’ Jo gently rubs Robin’s arm, but it doesn’t feel reassuring. It almost makes him want to scream, as it’s not Jo he wants beside him. ‘She promised she would get on it straight away.’
Robin nods. He scans the room. Josh is waiting for the MeetM8 data, his laptop open next to him. In the meantime, he’s gone back to the Copeland boxes and has emptied the last one across the conference room table. Robin casts his eye over it. It seems to be mementos – a mixture of old reports, ticket stubs, beer mats and photographs. Josh is methodically working his way through them, but how he’s working out what’s relevant and what’s not, Robin has no idea. Still, he’s reassured by the thud thud as Josh drops discarded items back into the box.
As for his own line of enquiry, Robin can’t gather any further intel from the messages. The more he looks, the more he’s convinced this guy is a cop, but that’s it. He’s no closer to finding out his identity.
A ping from Josh’s laptop disturbs them – all eyes turn as Josh shifts his attention to the incoming email. Robin races to his side. Josh opens the Excel spreadsheet from MeetM8 – but it’s a mess. Rows and rows of names and numbers and email addresses and… just stuff.
‘Get on to Victoria,’ Robin barks. ‘She can make sense of this quicker than we can.’
Josh nods and picks up the phone. He’s pale, almost shaking with anger, and Robin can understand why. All they needed to do was send the information for one username, but instead they’ve drowned them in data. Out of spite, Robin can only assume.
But nothing can be done about it now. They have to focus.
Victoria arrives within a quarter of an hour, Greg in tow. The two of them talk about algorithms and macros, and are set up in seconds on two laptops, faces lit only by the pale glow of their screens as they tap away.
Ever since the revelation, Robin’s been trying to ignore the feeling of disgust. Of rage. Of stupidity. That someone he could have worked alongside has been doing this. And they have Freya. It feels so at odds with the ethos of being a copper, he could have barely believed it if it hadn’t been for the words in front of his own eyes.
‘We’ve got it!’
Robin shifts to Victoria’s side, as Greg writes something on a Post-it note. He passes it to Robin; he stares at the eleven digits on the piece of paper.
‘A phone number,’ Victoria says.
The whole team crowds around. This could be it.
‘He used fake information to pull the profile together,’ Victoria explains. ‘An email that tells us nothing. The home address is made-up words, completely false. But this isn’t one of the burner phones he used for messaging Emily. This is his original number.’
‘I can track him,’ Greg says. ‘Ping it, find out where he is.’
‘Do it,’ Baker says.
‘But the authorisation…’
‘I’ll get it later. You know it’ll be approved.’
Robin holds his breath as Greg painstakingly enters the number into his laptop and waits. Then he sits back, dejected.
‘It’s off.’
‘Shit. Shit!’
But before he can say anything else, Robin spots a figure in the doorway. It’s Jess. She’s holding a piece of paper, her face white.
All eyes shift to her. She walks in – then hands it to Baker. Robin’s desperate to see.
‘Was he…’ she begins. ‘Could this be contamination? Was he at the scene?’
Baker’s mouth has fallen open. He slowly shakes his head. ‘You’ve checked this?’
‘Checked what?’ Robin shouts with impatience.
Jess nods. ‘Twice. And it matches against the partial fingerprint found on the lighter. It’s him.’
‘Who?’
Baker holds out the report; Robin snatches it, scanning the information, desperately looking for the name.
At the same time, they hear a shout from the back of the room. Josh comes flying forward, a photograph in his hand. He slaps it down hard onto the table.
‘Class of 2006,’ he says, triumphantly. And with a shaking finger he points to one of the officers in the row.
Robin looks to the photograph, then back to the report. And everything makes sense.
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Freya’s wrist is sore and bleeding; she’s hungry, her mouth parched. She has no idea how long she’s been here, only that she’s still alone. Every now and again, she listens. But she can’t hear anything in the house or outside. Just the wind in the trees, the emptiness of wherever she’s being held.
She shifts position, trying to get blood back to where it’s needed. She’s tried calling for help, to no avail. She pulls again at the cuff around her wrist. It’s on too tight, the radiator too solid.
Scenes from films flash in her head. Heroes picking locks with a hairclip, dislocating their thumbs to get away. But she knows this type of handcuffs: they’re—
And then she gasps. In her panic, the thought hadn’t occurred to her before. These are police-issue cuffs. The realisation is a double-edged sword.
They have standard keys. But hers is miles away, with her own pair of cuffs. And the person that put her here? He’s a cop.
But who? Who?? She saw him, she must have. Had she known who he was, trusted him? Apart from the ache from this uncomfortable position and her thumping head, she doesn’t seem to have any other injuries. And she would have, if she’d defended herself when she was taken.
She blinks in the darkness. Her memories are slowly coming back. She remembers being in the bar. Waiting. Chatting to the barman. He was flirting; she had liked the attention.
But why did she leave? Did someone come in? Who?
A noise jerks her to the here and now. A door opening and closing. Footsteps. Closer. Slow, solid thuds. Up the stairs.
A man.
She panics and tugs hard again on the handcuffs, to no avail. He’s near, outside the room. He stops. She can hear his breathing, then the sound of the door handle moving. Absolute terror races through her body and she pulls once more, straining to get herself as far away from the door as she can. Not that it will be any use. She’s stuck.
The door opens. She lets out a terrified sob. In the darkness she can only make out his shape. A big guy, taking up most of the doorway.
He flicks the light on; it dazzles her. She screws her eyes shut. But she has to see, needs to see. She blinks frantically. He’s standing in front of her now and slowly she looks up to his face. Sudden relief. He’s here – to rescue her. She’s going to get out.
She rattles the cuff. ‘Come on. Please. Get this off me.’
But slowly, the fear returns. He’s not moving. Just staring down, his face grave. He’s not here to save her. He’s her kidnapper.
But it can’t be. He’s worked alongside her for years. Everyone respects him. Her superior officer, her colleague.
Detective Inspector Matthew Ratcliffe.
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‘Mouse,’ Freya begins, her voice coming out little more than a whisper. ‘Please. Let me out of here.’
I must be wrong, she prays. Please let me be wrong. Please let him be here to save me.
But her worst fears are confirmed as he sits down, cross-legged in front of her on the bare floorboards. He still hasn’t looked at her; he’s moving slowly, carefully, deep in thought. He hands her a bottle of water.
‘You’ll want this,’ he says.
She takes it, awkwardly removes the cap, and drinks half of it in a few big gulps. But she makes herself hold back. Who knows how long she’s going to be here? She puts the lid back on and surreptitiously moves it behind her.
He hasn’t noticed – he’s just staring at his hands, fingers laced in his lap.
‘I’m sorry,’ he says, after a long pause. He looks like he’s going to cry.
‘What are you sorry for?’
‘For… this.’ For the first time, he looks up. ‘I didn’t want this. Why did you have to message me? Why did you lie like that? I thought you were…’
‘I’m sorry.’ Freya mirrors his manner. Contrite. Sympathy might work. Somehow get him onside. ‘I didn’t know it was you.’
‘And now you’re here.’
‘I don’t have to be,’ Freya says, trying to keep the desperation out of her voice. ‘Just let me go. We can walk away from this and never say a thing. It can be our little secret.’
‘No.’ He shakes his head a few times. ‘I know you. You wouldn’t keep quiet. I need to…’ He stops talking and puts his head in his hands.
‘You don’t need to do anything. Just let me go,’ she says, her voice rising. ‘Please, Matt. Please! Just let me go!’
At her tone, he pushes away from her. Out of her reach. ‘No,’ he says, his voice harder. ‘This is your fault. You shouldn’t have pretended to be someone else. To like me.’
‘But you were pretending too! Your profile was fake.’
‘Only because I knew people would find me on that site. You lot – at work. I would have told her – Emily. I would have been honest. If she’d just given me a chance. But no. She mocked me. She blanked me.’
‘But you haven’t done anything to her. Or me. Not really. Let me go and I’ll speak to Emily. There’s still a chance—’
‘Do you think I’m stupid?’ he shouts. His voice echoes around the small room; Freya recoils. ‘Do you think I’m that desperate? This is why I didn’t want anyone knowing. You’d all laugh at me. You’d print out my profile and put it around the nick. All of you bastards.’
‘We would never…’
But he’s not listening to her. He’s stopped, looking towards the door. Freya pauses. She can hear the quiet voice of a woman singing; the jangle of keys being put down; the front door closing.
‘Who is that?’ Freya says. ‘Is it—?’ but before she can do anything else, Mouse is next to her, his hand over her mouth. Smothering her. Hard fingers push into her face, bruising her cheeks. She tries to shout but no more than a muffled squeal emerges.
She pulls at his arm with her free hand, but he’s too strong. She can smell something nasty. Cigarettes. And petrol.
She can’t breathe, there’s not enough air getting through. She struggles to no avail, feeling faint, the world turning dark.
Her feet scrabble on the floorboards, her hand uselessly claws at his arm. And just as she thinks it’s all over, he lets go.
She drops down heavily, gasping. But before she can take a proper breath, she feels something pressed across her mouth. A strip of tape, sticky, suffocating. Her free hand is wrenched behind her back, then secured to the other. The tape is wound around and around, until there’s no way she can get free.
She squeals again in anger, in horror, then stops, feeling her head grow dizzy once more. She needs air. She forces herself to concentrate, to take juddering breaths in and out through her nose. Her head starts to clear. She opens her eyes.
She’s back in darkness; the light has been switched off.
And he’s gone.
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The call goes out: multiple units speed to Ratcliffe’s address, Robin close behind in a patrol car. The armed units are first on the scene and stream through in tight formation. Robin hears the crash of the front door down the radio, followed by shouts as the muscled men in black bash their way around the house.
But there’s no one there. No sign of Ratcliffe or Freya. His car isn’t outside; the neighbours say they haven’t seen him all day.
As Robin waits, a ball of self-loathing and failure grows, a malignant cancer of everything he’s got wrong and missed. It should have been obvious. Ratcliffe’s manner – his fury at Freya, the barely disguised anger. A policeman, a detective. One who knows everything about forensics and avoiding capture. Periods of annual leave that line up with the arsons in Devon.
He knew Ratcliffe had just gone through a break-up, but loads of people do, don’t they? Including himself. He hadn’t gone around burning down people’s houses.
But then Robin has no idea about Ratcliffe’s childhood. What happened with Copeland in 2006? He doesn’t know anything about his medical history – how could he? The nick isn’t exactly somewhere you shout about your mental health problems. Robin had been lucky with his own; Baker had supported him, had his back. And without Neal, where might Robin have ended up?
The house is declared clear, pulling Robin away from his self-destructive musing; he dons protective shoe covers and gloves, and steps inside. Baker has refocused the team back at the nick, and Robin can imagine the dejected stares and slumped shoulders as they carry on. But they have a name. They know who they’re looking for now. Teams on Response and Patrol will be briefed, flags placed on the PNC and BOLOs out for his car.
They’ll get him.
Sooner, if Robin can find something here.
Ratcliffe lives in a tiny one-up one-down on a grotty side of town. There’s a Just Let sign outside, leaning at an angle, and every room shows signs of a life lived without care. There are blank hooks on the wall. There is no dining table, no chairs. The living room is empty, bar one tatty sofa, surrounded by empty beer bottles and a very large, very expensive television. There are no prizes for guessing what Ratcliffe took when he left his marital home.
In normal circumstances Robin would feel sorry for the guy. He knows what it’s like to begin your life again, to lose someone important to you. But nothing excuses what this man has done.
This man has set eighteen fires across two counties. He has burned down three houses. Killed two people.
Two people. That thought rotates in Robin’s head. What was going through Ratcliffe’s mind when he set those fires? As he stalked and terrified Emily Rhodes? And what is he thinking now?
He has kidnapped someone he knows. A police officer, no less. He must be panicked, at his wits’ end. And when a man is that desperate, what might he resort to?
Robin continues his way through this house. Looking for evidence to convict this bastard. And anything – something – to help them find Freya.
He’s been through the dining room and lounge and, so far, except for signs of a man plodding through life, there’s nothing incriminating. A few battered paperbacks on the side – none of them throwing up red flags, unless you count a worn copy of Fifty Shades of Grey.
He turns the key in the back door and heads out into the garden. There’s a small shed at the end of a patchy lawn, unlocked, and Robin pulls the door open.
Here. This is what they need.
The whole shed stinks. There are two small red jerry cans on the floor – one full, one nearly empty. Robin picks one up, opens the cap and sniffs – he immediately recoils. Petrol. There’s no doubt about it. He notes the stacks of old newspapers. A pile of firewood. Everything Ratcliffe needs to efficiently start a fire.
He goes to leave, then something catches his eye. A void on the floor next to the two cans. A ring, left on the concrete. The same size as the others.
The thought makes his stomach clench in fear.
There used to be another petrol can here.
One of them is missing.
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Matthew Ratcliffe’s estranged wife is grumpy and tired, and hasn’t appreciated being pulled into a police station at two o’clock in the morning. Josh is as gentle as he can be, given the circumstances – she has food and water in front of her. Now it’s time to begin.
‘We are sorry to bring you here, Mrs Ratcliffe—’
‘Dickens,’ she snaps. ‘As I told your officers – we’re separated. I go by my maiden name now, even though it’s not yet official.’
‘Sorry. Ms Dickens. And the officers explained the severity of the situation?’
‘They did.’ She looks contrite. ‘They said that Matt’s abducted a woman. But that’s insane. He would never do something like that.’
‘We have evidence to the contrary. And we’d like your help to find him.’ She nods slowly, her eyes darting around the formal interview room before resting on Mina, next to Josh. He nudges her. Clearly, she’s been assessed as the more sympathetic cop of the two.
‘Ms Dickens,’ Mina begins, taking her cue. ‘Does your husband have another property nearby? A holiday home or a garage?’
‘No, nothing like that.’
‘What about the place in Devon? Where you’d go on holiday?’
‘His mother’s house. And before you ask,’ she adds quickly, ‘I’ve called her. She hasn’t seen or heard from Matt.’
‘And have you?’
Ms Dickens pauses. ‘No.’
Josh gets the feeling she’s lying. ‘Ms Dickens?’ he asks.
‘No,’ she repeats, but Josh mentally puts a pin in the question, as Mina moves on.
‘Have you heard of a man called Vincent Copeland?’
Josh pushes a photo of the second victim across the table. One of him in better times, smiling at the camera.
She frowns, looking at the shot. ‘No. Sorry.’
‘What about this one?’ Another photograph.
‘Who’s he? But no, I don’t recognise him.’
‘A man called Charles Foley.’ She shakes her head. ‘What about Scott Parker?’
At that she physically recoils. ‘What about Scott?’
‘You know him?’
‘He’s my…’ She blinks a few times in quick succession. ‘He’s my boyfriend. What’s he got to do with this?’
Josh sits back in his seat with a long sigh. So that’s it. Ratcliffe used his wife’s new boyfriend as his profile photograph. It had nothing to do with Parker’s history of sexual assault – merely revenge, or some sort of desire to be him, the man who took his wife. Who knows?
Mina has been explaining about the MeetM8 profile.
‘Scott mentioned the police interviewed him this week,’ Dickens says. ‘He didn’t say what for. I thought maybe Matt had asked his buddies to make Scott’s life difficult – I know he had some trouble when he lived in Poole.’
Trouble, Josh thinks. Not the term he’d use to describe sexual assault, rape and intimidation of witnesses.
‘What can you tell us about Matt’s state of mind?’ he asks, moving on.
‘I haven’t seen him for ages.’
‘When you last saw him?’
‘Oh. Not good.’
Clearly. He’s about to be arrested for kidnap and arson and murder.
‘In what way?’ he asks, as calmly as he can.
‘He’s been angry. Furious. For ages. Even before we split up. We used to argue – about little things, that most couples argue about – and he’d just explode.’
‘Was he violent?’
‘Not to me, no. But he’d punch walls, throw chairs. He even broke a window once – threw a plate right through it. After, he was so apologetic. He’d cry, beg for forgiveness. And I did, for so long. I made him go to therapy after the window. Anger management.’
Mina nods. ‘So why did you break up?’
‘I could only forgive him for so long. I know he had a difficult upbringing—’
‘What happened in his childhood?’ Josh interrupts.
‘Matt was always vague, but after getting to know his mum I can make a good guess. His dad left when he was five. He went to school and when he got back, he was gone. He never saw him again. And his mother, well…’ She frowns. ‘She likes to be popular. With men. You know the type,’ she addresses Mina, who nods. ‘And when she had a new boyfriend, which was most of the time, everything to do with Matt just went out of the window. He grew up pretty much ignored.’ She pauses. ‘She’s the same now. When we used to visit, she was hardly there. If her latest man said jump, she’d be waiting on the cliff edge within seconds.’ She shrugs. ‘So his shitty childhood wasn’t his fault, but then school was hard, his police training was hard. At some point he needed to take responsibility for his life. I couldn’t be his crutch forever, and…’
Her voice trails off; she looks to the glass of water on the tabletop, tracing the drops down the side with a finger.
‘Ms Dickens?’ Josh says. ‘When did you last see Matt?’
She sucks her lips in over her teeth. Then she looks up.
‘This is not my fault.’
‘Perhaps you’d like to tell us what happened?’
She sighs slowly. ‘We were at his mum’s house. Visiting for the weekend. She was out, as usual. I was going to wait until we got home, but I lost my temper. It had been one thing after another with Matt. For ages. It was late, and I have to admit I was a little drunk, but it was a Friday night and I am allowed a few glasses of wine, aren’t I?’ Josh gives her a small smile but waits for her to continue. ‘He said he loved me and wanted me to go to counselling with him. I told him to piss off and demanded a divorce. That was it.’
Josh scowls. ‘That was it?’
Ms Dickens looks down at her hands and starts to cry. ‘I’d had enough. I just wanted out. So I said that I’d never loved him, not really. And I’d only married him because I was young at the time – and stupid. And that I was seeing someone else and—’ She stops abruptly. A little sob escapes her lips. After the sudden onslaught of information, Josh is struggling to keep up.
‘So,’ he begins. ‘Let me get this straight. You asked Matthew Ratcliffe for a divorce. And then you told him that you wished you’d never married him in the first place. And that you’re having an affair. And – let me guess – that man is Scott Parker?’
Ms Dickens nods, followed by a loud, wet sniff.
Josh knows that Ratcliffe’s wife is not to blame for any of his actions. But guilt is a useful emotion – and if playing with hers gets them the truth, then all the better for it.
‘Have you heard from him since?’ Josh continues.
She shakes her head. No.
He believes her this time. ‘When was this?’
‘About four months ago?’ she says.
Josh taps his pencil on his notepad. He looks at Mina – her face is grave. There’s nothing else to learn here. She doesn’t know where her ex-husband is. And it’s clear that getting her to call Ratcliffe wouldn’t end in any sort of resolution.
Mina wraps up the interview and they hand Ms Dickens over to a uniform to drop her back home.
Josh and Mina walk down the corridor, back to the hub of the investigation. Once they’re out of earshot, she turns to him.
‘And that,’ she says, ‘is what you call an escalating incident.’
Josh nods, his mouth downturned. The picture Dickens painted wasn’t great – Bowen’s profile brought to life. A difficult childhood, bullying in his past. And an ex-wife who shattered anything that was left of his ego.
But after all that, they’re still no closer to finding Freya.
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Emily’s had a good day. A lie-in, followed by a lazy Sunday lunch in a country pub, then back to a friend’s house for afternoon movies that turned into evening gossip. She didn’t mean to stay out so late, but there was a guy there – an attractive friend of a friend that she could definitely see a bit more of. As she left, he gave her a kiss on the cheek and his number; she blushes now at the possibility of what’s to come.
Best of all, she’s barely thought of her stalker.
Being out here, in this ridiculous old pile of a house with nothing around for miles, is strangely reassuring. Lucy’s gone back to London for the week, and she wants nothing more than to dive into her bed, and listen to the owls and the screech of foxes as she falls asleep.
Maybe this is the way forward, she wonders, as she parks outside the house. Find somewhere in the middle of nowhere. But that needs money. Especially if she’s going to keep leaving lights on all day, she thinks as she looks up at the glow in her bedroom window. What a waste of electricity.
She pushes the key in the lock, and takes her shoes and jacket off. A gust of cool air catches her by surprise. Maybe not. In winter this place would be miserable, with its banging pipes and chilly draughts.
She shuts the front door, then pauses. She thinks she hears something – a groan, a cry? She stops. But no. There’s nothing. Just her imagination in overdrive.
Bedtime. She’s going to be knackered tomorrow, she thinks as she makes her way to the first floor.
The bulb is out in the hallway, but she knows her way around, tentatively taking the stairs one at a time until her hand reaches the end of the banister. But at the top of the stairs, where she expects to see a narrow bar of light at the bottom of the door to her bedroom, there’s only darkness.
She pushes her door open, and snaps on the light. She’s dazzled for a second, but what she sees next makes her drop her bag out of her hand.
There’s a woman. On the floor, next to the radiator. At first Emily thinks she’s dead, but then she starts frantically pulling, her body twisting, her eyes wide. Emily races towards her, and that’s when she realises. It’s Freya. Freya West. But… but why?
She crouches down next to her, pulling the tape as gently as she can from Freya’s mouth.
‘Run,’ Freya says straight away. ‘You have to run. Get out. Call the police.’
Emily’s still confused. ‘But…? Who…?’
‘He’s here. Your stalker. Please. Get out.’
Emily feels a shiver of fear. She bends down to grab Freya’s arm, but she doesn’t move. ‘You need to come with me.’
‘I can’t. I’m…’ Freya moves forward so Emily can see. One wrist, attached to the radiator with a pair of silver-and-black cuffs. The other, secured tightly with thick silver tape.
‘Shit.’ Emily glances behind her. The door is still open and she looks into the ink-black stairwell. The house feels ominous now. No longer a place of safety. ‘I can’t see him,’ she says.
‘He was just here. I thought…’ Freya takes a long breath in. ‘I thought he was coming for you. Have you got a phone? You need to call.’
‘Yes!’ Emily pulls her mobile out of her pocket. No reception. ‘Shit! I need to—’
‘Get out of here. You have a car?’ Emily nods. ‘Drive, find a signal. Call. Please. Please just go.’
‘I can’t leave you.’
‘I’ll be fine,’ Freya says, and as much as Emily wants to believe it, she knows it’s not true.
She bends down, closer to Freya’s wrists. She can see painful chafes, blood where the handcuff has cut in. She pulls at the radiator, testing it. It feels firm.
‘I can’t…’ Emily begins, then pauses.
There’s the slightest hint of something. A smell in the air. It reminds her of autumn leaves and bonfires. Of her car, and garages.
Next to her, Freya has managed to get her fingers under the tape, and is pulling hard, cursing under her breath. Emily joins her, and at last the tape stretches enough to get one hand free.
‘Emily, get help.’
‘I can’t leave you.’ She tugs again at the radiator, but it doesn’t shift.
‘You must. You…’
Freya looks towards the door, then sniffs. Her eyes widen as she realises what’s going on.
‘It’s—’ Freya begins.
‘We need to get out of here,’ Emily shouts. ‘He’s set the fucking house on fire.’
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Robin has found enough evidence at the house to lock this man away for life, but nothing that will lead him to Freya. The SOCO team arrive with Jess in charge. They start cataloguing Robin’s finds – photographs, evidence bags, samples. Robin tries to stay out of their way but he doesn’t want to stop looking. Can’t.
He calls Baker for an update but the team is running out of luck.
‘Ratcliffe’s phone is off. Emily Rhodes’s phone is off. Her last location was in a pub in town. So that’s not much use. Keep looking, Robin. We’ll find her.’
Baker’s reassurances are empty. There is nothing. Not now. Not ever. It’ll be too late.
Robin feels himself getting dizzy. He’s breathing too fast; the panic is seeping in. He pauses, sitting on the dirty carpet of Ratcliffe’s bottom step, putting his head in his hands, trying to calm his breathing. Slow and steady. Slow and steady. He stares at a dark brown stain, something embedded in the weave. This man’s disgusting. And he has Freya.
He feels a hand rest on his shoulder.
He looks up; Jess is next to him, her eyes sympathetic above her mask.
‘Robin, you need to rest,’ she says.
‘I can’t,’ he replies, his voice breaking, and he realises he’s crying.
Jess pulls the mask off and the hood down, and sits next to him, her arm around his shoulders. ‘This sucks,’ she says.
‘Oh, fuck. It does, so much,’ he replies, laughing despite himself.
‘The team are doing everything they can.’
‘I know. But it’s just not enough. Nothing anyone is doing is enough.’
She gives him a quick squeeze again. ‘How did you know? That he was a cop. When Jo called me about the blood sample, she said to check police records first. How did you know?’
‘A few things. His language, the way he spoke. And we realised he used the PNC to get Emily’s phone number.’
‘And her address.’
Robin stares at Jess. ‘Say that again.’
‘Her address. At her parents’ house. Freya’s diligent at updating the RMS. She must have put Emily’s parents’ address up. That’s how he knew where to find her.’
Robin snatches the phone out of his pocket and calls the nick. The Record Management System is an independent database, exclusive to Hampshire. Emily’s phone number was originally on the nationwide PNC, but they update their case notes on the RMS.
He instructs Mina to check it as soon as she answers. ‘What’s Freya’s latest entry?’
‘Er…’ There’s a frustrating pause as he hears her fingers on the keys, logging in. ‘Thursday morning. After he followed Emily.’
‘Anything there about her mate’s house? The address of where she’s staying?’
Another pause. Then: ‘No.’ Robin lets his breath out with a whoosh. ‘I know she took it from Emily,’ Mina continues. ‘It’ll be in her notebook.’
‘Find it.’
Robin hears a clatter as the phone is put down, then a flurry of activity as Mina tells everyone to look for Freya’s investigator’s notebook for the case. It takes an excruciatingly long time until Mina comes back on the phone.
‘I’ve got it,’ she says. Robin hears the flutter of pages. ‘And it’s here. The address. And the new phone number. That’s how Ratcliffe knew.’
Robin remembers Mouse at her desk that day. Apologising to Freya. ‘He must have looked then,’ Robin mutters. He turns his attention to Mina, waiting at the other end of the phone. ‘Message me the address,’ he barks. ‘Quick.’
This is it. He knows where Freya is. And he’s going there now.


OceanofPDF.com


71
Emily jumps towards Freya, yanking at her arm. Freya yelps in pain as the handcuff cuts into her wrist.
They pull, frantically, at the radiator, Emily leaning all her weight in an attempt to get it to move. But she’s slight – no match for the old unwieldy lump of iron.
Emily steps backwards. ‘It’s not budging,’ she gasps.
‘Then get out of here. Get help. Call 999.’
‘I can’t leave you—’
‘You must. Put something in the gap under the door when you go. Muffle it as best you can. Please. Run.’
Emily hesitates, looking desperately into the darkened corridor.
‘What if he’s out there?’
‘He’s not. He would have fled once he lit the fire. Please, Emily.’ Freya’s voice is desperate now. ‘Please.’
At last, Emily heeds her words and disappears. Freya hears the fade of her steps on the wooden stairs, but there’s something else, too. A crackle of flame. Popping of wood. Freya’s stomach turns over with fear.
She pulls at the cuff; turns around so she’s facing the radiator and tugs again. But all she gets for her trouble is a jolt of pain up her arm, stinging agony on her wrist as the metal digs further into her skin. Sweating, she slumps on the floor, panting. Fuck. Fuck. She’s going to die here. Alone, in this house in the middle of nowhere, all because she was trying to prove something to Robin.
But she also wanted it for herself.
A boost of confidence. That she could solve the case – walking back into the nick with the knowledge that she alone could find this man. That she didn’t need Josh, or Robin, to help her.
But that isn’t how the police force works. Safeguards are there for a reason. You have backup; you tell people where you’re going so you don’t get drugged by a crazed arsonist and chained to a radiator. Left in this godforsaken mansion in the middle of nowhere to burn to death.
She starts crying again. How much time does she have until the flames spread to this room? Until the smoke overpowers her? How long until Emily calls 999? Or maybe she’s already been caught by Ratcliffe and chained to a radiator of her own. Maybe they’re all going to die.
She forces herself to take a long calming breath in, then coughs. The smoke is faint but she knows it won’t take long for the fire to spread. She thinks of those burned houses, of Vincent Copeland’s body. A black curled shell, all hair and skin seared to nothing.
She rages again, pulls furiously at her cuff. She’s angry, so mad with herself. Regrets spin in her head, a kaleidoscope of missed memories, each one more choking than the last.
Jonathan. Everything changed when he died. Is this how he felt, back then, when he was murdered? Was he scared? In pain? Had he thought of her in his final moments, as she does now of him?
She should have listened; she might have saved Jon. A thousand times she’s wished she could have turned back the clock and realised what was going on. But if Jonathan had lived, what might have happened with Robin?
That specific case, at that specific time, meant they forged a greater level of intimacy and trust. Within that short month of working with him, she knew that Robin Butler was someone she could rely on. Someone she liked. Someone who would be there for her.
Her thoughts shift to Robin. To when he left – to that kiss outside her house in the dead of night. She’d thought she was doing the right thing – staying with Josh, leaving Robin to have a baby with Jo – but look how that had turned out. If they’d just been more honest…
If he’d told her about splitting up with Jo. If she’d told him about her break-up with Josh. Maybe that night in the hotel after the wedding would have been different. Maybe they would have—
Maybe, maybe, maybe. There had been too many variables that put her in this burning house today. And now she’s going to die.
The smoke is definitely thicker now. She can see it in the room, drifting, a sinister spectre around the tops of the walls, forming a dark cotton-wool coating across the ceiling. She coughs. It doesn’t help. Her irritated throat needs water, needs fresh air. She needs to get out of here. She can hear a terrifying crackling, breaking, shattering. The fire making its way towards her. She prays Emily has escaped, but she can’t hear any sirens. They’re in the middle of nowhere. What chance does she have?
She slumps back against the cold metal of the radiator, as tears run down her cheeks.
This is it now. This is the end.
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Robin can barely think straight, such is the panic taking over his thoughts, his body. He’s called it in, but backup is too far away. Fifteen, twenty minutes. They don’t know. Too long.
He drives fast. Motorway, then the single-track country road, following the satnav, his foot hard on the accelerator. He has to be right. She has to be here.
He’s so fixated on this thought that he nearly hits the woman who appears out of nowhere. She’s waving frantically; he slams on the breaks. He can smell the hot tyres as he opens the door.
‘Please,’ she shouts again. ‘Help. I called 999 but… it cut out… and…’ She gasps, out of breath with fear.
‘What’s going on?’
‘There, over there.’ She turns and points behind her. He gets out of the car; in the distance he can see the top of a tiled roof. ‘There’s a woman in there. Freya. She’s stuck… she’s… It’s… it’s…’ The woman’s almost hyperventilating. Robin holds the tops of her arms to keep her steady. ‘Fire,’ she manages at last.
‘It’s on fire?’
‘Yes.’
Robin grabs his phone out of his pocket and calls 999 again. ‘Police. Fire brigade. Yes. This is DI Robin Butler. 3055. I’m at… where am I?’ The woman shouts a location and Robin repeats it. ‘All services. Fire in progress. Persons reported.’
The message is understood and Robin hangs up.
‘Get in,’ he says to the woman, but she shakes her head. She’s clearly scared and backs away from him. He’s worried, but he doesn’t have time to waste.
‘Get out of the road then. Wait for the police. They won’t be long.’
He throws himself back into his car and puts it into gear, gunning it down the track. He can see the house as he gets closer. He turns, barely losing speed as he skids into the driveway. It’s a huge place, and he curses himself for not asking what room Freya is in.
He gets out of the car and looks up with horror at the burning building. One side of the house is almost completely engulfed in flames. Red and orange lick up the walls through smashed and gaping windows, twisting up to the sky. Thick smoke creeps over the bricks, turning everything black. If she’s in that part of the house, it’s too late.
But if she’s not…
He starts running, shouting Freya’s name. It’s only a matter of time before the fire spreads, and the whole house goes up. Around the right side of the building the air feels cooler, and he stops at a large sash window, left open – presumably, Emily’s escape route.
He pushes his head through and shouts, but he can’t hear anything over the creak and pop of the burning building. He takes a deep breath of cool fresh air, then climbs through.
Inside it’s dark. He blinks, calling Freya’s name again and again as he gropes his way through the room. He touches the doorknob; it’s cold so he opens it. But the smoke is thicker here, a suffocating blanket that covers him with heat. The impressive main staircase is in front of him and he starts to climb, still shouting. The smoke catches at the back of his throat, making him cough. Once, twice, then uncontrollably; it’s hard for Robin to catch his breath.
But this time he hears an answering cry. Faint, but there. He shouts again and she’s screaming, getting louder as he takes the stairs two at a time. He pushes open doors, and then, there she is.
She’s crouched next to a radiator, her arm at a strange angle. He closes the door behind him, then runs, collapsing to his knees next to her.
‘Thank fuck, Freya. What were you thinking?’
‘Now is not the time. Get me out of here. Have you got a key?’
‘A key?’ She leans forward and he sees police handcuffs connecting her wrist to a pipe. Maybe if he’d been in uniform. Maybe if he’d brought his bag. But now? ‘No. Fuck. I haven’t.’
She lets out another wail. ‘But police are on their way, right?’
‘Yes, but—’
A large crash distracts them; Robin imagines flames taking hold, getting closer. They don’t have long. He stands up and places both hands on the radiator. Using his whole body, he hauls backwards, then places his leg against the wall and pushes. It doesn’t move, and he looks desperately at Freya.
‘Please go—’
‘No. I’m not leaving you.’ He grabs it again and tugs. But nothing.
‘Robin—’
‘No. I love you. We are getting out of here.’
She looks up at him, open-mouthed. ‘You do?’
Her astonishment is almost funny, and he leans down and kisses her quickly on the lips. ‘Freya, I am completely and utterly in love with you. Now, will you fucking help me?’
His words seem to spur her into action. She gets to her feet, as best she can, and uses her free hand to grab the radiator. They pull together, Robin almost screaming with frustration as slowly – with a creak – the radiator moves a fraction.
It’s all the encouragement they need. They both haul with all their might, the radiator heaving away from its anchor and – with a jerk and a burst of water – falling away from the wall.
But Freya’s still not free. The pipe is connected to the radiator, but at least now they have movement. It takes a further God knows how long until they pull her away and she falls back onto the floorboards, gasping, clutching her wrist.
‘Are you okay? Are you hurt?’ Robin asks.
‘I’m fine, I’m fine.’
Robin can see the deep welts on her wrist, lines of blood and broken skin, but they can deal with that later. He takes her good hand in his. She feels warm, undoubtably solid and alive, and after the last few hours, all Robin wants to do is grab her in a big hug. But they don’t have time for that now.
Hand in hand, they run across the bedroom and open the door. Robin’s breath catches when he sees what’s in front of them.
A wall of acrid smoke, choking them instantly. Paint bubbling. Wallpaper searing. Flames lick at the staircase, blinding them with the heat. It’s like looking into a furnace. The mouth of hell. There’s no chance they can go down that way.
They run across to the other side of the hallway, Robin in front, his arm over his eyes and mouth, pulling Freya behind him. They burst into another room: bare floorboards, devoid of furniture; Freya runs to the window on the far side, opens it and looks down.
‘Fuck,’ she shouts, and Robin joins her, gasping at the fresh air while he can. It’s a drop of two storeys, down to concrete. To their left there’s an overgrown garden. If they reached that they might be okay, landing in the long grass, but it’s too far away; they can’t jump that distance.
Robin hears another crash in the house below them and looks back. ‘We can’t stay here. Who knows how long we have.’
‘There.’
Robin glances to where she’s pointing.
To their left is a fire escape. Bare metal, basic. It runs down the side of the house, from an upper balcony to the garden below. The thought of it makes him feel sick.
‘There’s no way of getting to that from here,’ he counters. It’s only accessible from the room next to this one. One that is engulfed in flames.
‘We go up then. There must be a staircase. We go back into the hallway, then up – into that bedroom. Then we’re clear.’
‘We… we can’t go back out there. Freya, you’re mad.’
‘What choice do we have?’ He looks into her bright blue eyes. Wide with desperation. ‘I don’t want to die here. Do you?’
‘No… but…’
‘But nothing. Come on.’
She grabs his hand. He follows her helplessly. She slowly opens the door, then recoils as the heat hits them hard in the face. Smoke stings Robin’s eyes and he closes them for a moment, spluttering and gasping. He feels Freya tug at his hand and he follows her gaze – upwards to another staircase.
Logical thought is useless; fear becomes almost overwhelming as Robin forces himself towards the stairs. They take them two at a time, Freya in front of him, until they reach the upper hallway. But the fire has got there before them. The walls on the far side are enveloped by tongues of flame, licking to the ceiling. Robin’s eyes are smarting, he can barely see, barely breathe. He catches Freya’s expression – fear, horror, but also something else. Determination. He has to get her out of here. He has to.
He takes a step across the hallway to the room where the fire escape must be. And then the floor drops out from underneath him.
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No time to think, no time to react. Only the gut-wrenching lurch as he starts to fall. At first there’s nothing. A realisation he must have hit the floor, skin-prickling adrenaline. Rushing, loud and low, in his ears. Then: the pain. A dull thump in his bones, an echoing hollow ring in his skull. And searing agony in his lower leg.
He wants to puke. He wants to squeeze his eyes shut from the fire and the noise and the heat, and never wake up. Gradually, his head starts to clear. He can hear Freya shouting, screaming his name. He opens his eyes. There’s a hole above him, splintered floorboards; a ceiling that was once the floor he was standing on. He shifts position, more vomit-inducing pain.
Suddenly, Freya is beside him. He blinks at her as the noise unscrambles into coherent words.
‘Robin, Robin. Talk to me. Are you okay?’
‘Yes, I’m… I’m…’ It’s hard to form a sentence. But then the world catches up in a rush. The heat of the fire, the smell of the smoke. He coughs. A blinding stab of agony, from his chest this time.
‘Freya…’ he croaks.
She’s crouching next to him and he goes to pull himself up, holding onto her arm. But then he’s blinded by another white-hot surge and collapses back. He tries to breathe. It hurts. Everything hurts.
‘Your leg,’ Freya says. ‘It’s broken.’
He looks down.
Everything down to his knee looks fine. But below that… He’s not a doctor, but he can tell it’s not good. His ankle is bent. Shattered.
She moves so she’s next to him and pulls his arm around her shoulder. But he’s no help. His brain is woozy, his body failing.
And the fire. It’s getting closer. They’re floundering in the smoke, the soot, the hot fumes settling in their lungs. Sparks fall on his skin. Freya’s coughing almost constantly now. Every breath feels suffocating, his head swimming.
‘Freya,’ he says. ‘You have to go. You can get to the fire escape.’
‘No. I’m not leaving you.’
‘You can’t carry me. Not with my leg like this.’
‘We can splint it.’ She looks around, her eyes frantically searching. ‘We can make a stretcher, or…’
Robin lowers his head, resting it on the hard floorboards. As he drifts in and out of consciousness, his thoughts wander to Tom. He wants to see him grow up, take his first steps. But he has Jo, Robin tells himself. Tom has a brilliant mother, and she’ll make sure he’s okay.
Robin suddenly feels calm. He reaches out to Freya’s hand and catches it, holding on tight, as it flutters in panic. It stops her and her eyes soften. ‘We both know that’s not going to happen, Frey,’ he says quietly.
‘But…’
There’s a crash from another part of the house; Freya looks with desperation to the door. Then she turns back, and their eyes meet.
‘Go,’ he says firmly.
And she leans forward and kisses him.
In that moment, the room stills. He forgets the fire taking the house down, piece by piece. He forgets about his broken leg, his hopeless situation. And he focuses on the one thing that’s important. The only thing. Her.
He walked into a burning building for Freya. He risked his life for her. And he isn’t sorry.
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Freya needs to get help. Now. She runs as fast as she can, up the stairs, spluttering in the thick smoke, groping in the dark, following the wall around until her fingers touch the door frame. She fumbles the handle, opens it, hurling herself into the empty bedroom and across to the sash window. She pulls at it, paint and age making it stiff and unwieldy, opens it enough to crawl out onto the iron grating of the fire escape.
She sucks in gulps of clean air and is overcome by a coughing fit. Dizzy, she clings to the cold metal. But she can’t stay here. She needs to get help for Robin. She has to.
There’s so much left unsaid. How, for the last year, she’s missed him every single day. In there, in that burning house, he said he loved her. She hadn’t replied, and she curses that now. But she thought they had time. So much time. To talk, to put things right. To be together. But if he dies… if he dies…
Her only hope is the fire brigade. She can hear sirens, see the flash of blue lights as she stumbles down the metal steps, onto the concrete, around to the front of the building.
But there are only police cars. Where… where are they? How…?
She sprints across to them; a man catches her as she stumbles on the gravel driveway, her legs weak.
‘Freya! Oh, thank God, I thought you were… I thought…’
She looks up. It’s Josh. She’s still speechless with fear, with worry for Robin. She pulls away from him, then gasps.
The whole house is now alight. The left side is a tiger of red and orange, searing heat onto her retina, even from this distance. All windows are shattered, walls rendered black with soot. The right-hand side, where she was – where Robin still is – is getting that way too, fast.
‘I was in there,’ she gasps, coughing profusely. ‘And Robin. Robin…’ She splutters again. ‘Robin’s there.’
‘Robin?’ Josh’s mouth falls open as he looks towards the blaze. ‘But… Fire engines are still five minutes out.’
‘Five minutes? How come?’
‘There’s a massive container fire down at the docks. It’s taking time to divert them here.’
‘But… but…’ She looks back towards the fire.
‘How did you get out?’ Josh asks in disbelief.
‘There’s a fire exit. Top floor. I got down from there. Someone has to go in for him, Josh. He’s broken his leg. I couldn’t carry him. But…’
‘But I could.’
Josh says it quietly. Freya looks at him, mouth gaping.
‘No, Josh. Wait for the fire engines.’
‘They’ll be too late.’
He stares at the building for a second longer. Then he sets off at a sprint.
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You’re mad. What are you doing? You’re fucking mad. Josh curses as he sprints across the lawn to the burning building. You’re crazy.
But he doesn’t stop.
He looks up at the rickety metal fire exit and starts to climb. He’s risking his life to save the man who stole his fiancée. Is he insane? But he drives forward – a need to do something, anything, so this whole fucking mess can end well. It has to end well, because otherwise, what’s the point?
He reaches the top and looks through the open window. The smoke is blinding. He blinks, eyes already sore and dry, then takes a deep breath and plunges through.
Inside, it’s worse than he imagined. He can’t see more than a few centimetres in front of his face, his lungs tight and suffocating. He pulls his shirt up over his nose and mouth, breathing through the cotton, but it’s little use. It’s hot, stiflingly so, sweat already beading on his forehead.
The door to the hallway is open, and through it he can just make out a figure below, lying on a mess of splintered floorboards, surrounded by dazzling flames as they consume the walls, the ceiling.
‘Robin!’ he shouts. ‘Can you hear me?’
A hand lifts slightly. A weak cry.
Josh heads down the staircase towards him, shielding his face from the flames with a raised arm, only too aware that if one floor could give way, so could another. A blast of hot air meets him head-on; it’s like sucking on a hairdryer.
He coughs, his sight limited through his narrowed eyes. But when he gets to Robin, he stops in shock.
His leg is clearly broken – no bone should point that way – but it’s worse than that. Robin’s pale, almost grey, his breathing shallow. He looks unconscious, until he opens his eyes and focuses on Josh.
‘You’re fucking kidding me,’ Robin whispers.
‘You’re not dead yet, then. You have more lives than a cat.’
‘You really do see yourself as Captain America, don’t you?’
Josh is gripped by a fresh round of coughing. ‘Do you want out or not?’
‘Yes. Please.’
His eyes close again; Josh knows they don’t have much time.
The heat is unbearable. He’s drenched in sweat, his eyes sore, his lungs straining to pull any remaining oxygen out of the air. He swallows but his whole mouth is dry.
He’s standing inside a volcano. It’s raining fire. They have to leave. Now.
He grabs Robin’s hand and bends down to wind his arm around his neck. He pulls, straining to get the man on his feet. He can feel Robin try, then drop back to the floor with a cry of pain and exasperation. Josh feels a wrench of panic. There’s no way he can get a six-foot man out of here alone. He needs help; they need the fire engines. But he can’t hear anything except the crackling of the flames, the creak and break of the house.
‘Robin,’ he shouts over the noise. ‘I can’t do this by myself. You have to try. And I know it’s going to fucking hurt. But this is your only chance of getting out of here. You can’t die. Because Freya will never forgive me if I walk out of here alone. And although we aren’t together anymore, I still love her and I will do anything for her. So if I’m prepared to come in here for you, you can make a fucking effort.’
Josh meets Robin’s gaze. Robin nods.
Josh grabs his arm again and pulls. This time, Robin utters an agonising wail, but somehow makes it upright. They stand, Robin on one leg, the rest of his weight on Josh.
‘Right,’ Josh says, panting. ‘We move.’
It’s not quick progress – Josh half dragging, Robin doing his best. Josh knows that with every movement there must be a flood of pain going through Robin’s body, but he ignores it, hauling him across the hallway.
The whole place is alight now. Fire absorbs the walls, the ceilings, the floor. Timber pops, floorboards fall in showers of sparks. And with a sickening realisation, Josh realises that their escape route has gone. The upper staircase is a ring of fire, eclipsed with bright red and orange. The whole floor above them sighs and groans, a living thing consumed by the monster that will destroy it.
Josh frantically looks around. He can’t take a breath without coughing, and more worryingly, Robin is almost a dead weight around his neck. His breathing is shallow, his face ghostly white, his eyes half-closed.
Josh takes in their surroundings, desperate.
There is no way out.
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Freya can’t move; her eyes are fixed on the house in front of her, willing two figures to emerge from the horrific scene. She can still taste the soot in her mouth, the smoke in her lungs. Every breath is painful, even out here, in the cold fresh night.
An arm goes around her shoulders but she shrugs it away. She doesn’t want to accept comfort from Mina. Freya’s safe – but they’re still in there. And it’s her fault.
‘How long…’ Freya whispers.
‘They’ll get here,’ Mina replies. ‘The fire engines can’t be far away and then they’ll be safe.’
But Mina’s reassurance is empty. One look at that house and everyone watching knows there’s no way anyone will get out alive. They’ve all seen it in the line of duty. The fire too established, the house completely consumed.
Freya lets out a stifled sob. ‘Why did Robin come in to get me? Why didn’t I stop Josh?’
‘It’s not your fault, Freya.’
‘It is. It all is. They’re going to die, and it’s because of me.’
Mina falls silent. There’s no defence. Freya broke all the rules – she approached a suspect, she arranged to meet him.
And now the people she loves will die.
She’s helpless. Forced to do nothing but watch. Furious with herself, with the world. She wants to go back in there, but she’s frozen, staring at the flames as they break through the roof, twisting and turning up into the night. She’s hypnotised – and for the first time she realises how the arsonist must feel. The beauty. The fire has no agenda, no agency, destroying everything in its wake.
And slowly, gradually, a horrific noise fills the air. A creaking, a groan, as if the house itself is crying out in pain, louder than the crackle of the fire. Louder than the shouts of surprise from the spectators.
Because, in front of their eyes, the whole building collapses.
Freya hears the collective cry as the roof falls, a rasp and grind as the walls bend and break inwards, in a haze of dust and debris and chaos, a cascade of sparks shooting out towards them.
The whole world falls silent. Freya can only hear the rush of blood in her ears. Her heart beating. Breaking. Tiny embers drift around them, cells of the house blown by the wind. She puts her hand out, dazed, to catch them.
She feels Mina try to pull her backwards but she’s numb. They’ve gone. Robin’s gone. Josh is gone. But as much as her brain tells her it’s true, she can’t believe it. She takes a step forward. She hears the sirens of the fire engines. Too late. Too late. Mina leaves her side; stunned, Freya walks towards the ruins of the house.
There’s smoke, and grime, and heat. Brick dust, splintered wood, still smouldering. She’s too close, she knows; she can feel the heat on her skin, sweat trickling down her back. But then she sees it. Around the back of the house, past the concrete, there’s the overgrown garden. And a lump, on the grass. Something that doesn’t look like masonry, that couldn’t be part of the house. Barely metres away from the wreckage.
She starts running towards it, dropping to her knees. It’s clothing – black and bloodied – but a body. And then, as her hope starts to fade once more, it moves and grunts.
She almost laughs with relief. Robin’s lying on his side, his face in the grass, and gently she rolls him over. He lets out a long groan, then slowly opens his eyes. Sobbing, she cups his face in her hands, her tears leaving clear pools in the dirt on his cheeks.
‘How did you get out?’ she croaks. ‘Where’s Josh?’
Robin lifts his hand and waves vaguely to his right. A few metres next to them, Josh has rolled over onto his back and is looking up at the sky.
‘A little bit of appreciation for saving your boyfriend wouldn’t go amiss,’ he grumbles, then coughs uncontrollably. He sits up slowly, hawking up a gob of black spit. ‘There was a window. At the back. Threw us out of it.’
‘You…’ Freya is nearly speechless. ‘How?’
‘Further over from the concrete,’ Josh manages. ‘Long grass. Controlled fall. Although, more fall than control.’ He attempts a laugh and fails with a cough, his wheeze audible. ‘Figured the house was about to go. Nice to be right about some things.’
People are coming over now. Paramedics, with stretchers and bags and oxygen. Freya finds herself pushed backwards. Away from Robin and Josh. She wants to be close but is forced to watch, one hand over her mouth, as they’re looked after by the paramedics.
She’s distracted as another crew member comes over, gesturing to her wrist. ‘Can I look at that?’ An oxygen mask is clamped to her face. A key is found, and the handcuff removed, but the metal has left deep cuts all around her wrist, blood congealed, some still oozing from the wound. She lets the woman peer at it but shakes her head when she tries to pull Freya away.
‘Please. Just let me stay with him,’ Freya begs.
The paramedic agrees. ‘You can go with him to the hospital.’
Robin’s rolled onto a stretcher and carried to the waiting ambulance. Freya hurries across and climbs into the back. There’s an oxygen mask on his face, his eyes are closed. She reaches over and holds his hand. It’s reassuringly warm.
‘You’re his partner?’ the paramedic in the back asks, as the engine starts and the siren begins its wail.
Freya nods. But ‘partner’ doesn’t even come close. They’ve been through so much. Deaths, weddings, hospitals, cases – even committed a crime together. And through all that, Robin has been the one she’s relied upon. The steadying influence, the first person she called at the beginning of the day, the last text late at night.
There is no more to consider: she loves him.
And that’s all there is.
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The next few hours pass in a blur for Robin. He remembers snippets. The fire, the fall. His broken leg. He remembers Josh, pushing his way into a burning building to save him. He doesn’t remember how they got out, or what happened after that.
His leg is in a cast. A clean break, the doctor said, so that’s something. But it still bloody hurts. A nurse offers him pain relief, which he turns down, despite the discomfort, the throbbing, the ache from deep within the bone. He recognises it as penance – punishment for where he has ended up.
Freya went to meet that man, trying to prove something in the investigation – an investigation he was in charge of. Josh nearly died in the fire – because of him. His relationship with Jo has ended, and the only thing keeping him going is his son, a child he nearly left fatherless because of his complete and abject failure to spot a killer within their midst. He refuses to see visitors, turning his head to the wall.
When he next wakes, he can hear raised voices outside. A strong London accent barks a response, then the handle moves and the door opens. Baker storms into the room and lowers his bulk into the chair next to Robin’s bed. Robin keeps his eyes closed.
‘Butler, cut the crap. I can tell you’re awake.’
Robin reluctantly turns; he stares defiantly at his boss.
‘What’s this rubbish about refusing visitors? The doctor says you’ll be fine. A few broken ribs won’t kill you. A bit of physio and that leg will make a full recovery.’
Robin closes his eyes again, pushing the feelings down.
‘You’ll come to stay with Tina and me, of course. While you recover. She’ll love to have you – and it’ll give her an excuse to fuss over Tom when he comes to visit.’ Robin goes to protest. ‘No arguments. Where else have you got to go? Jo’s got enough on her plate with Tom and her return to work. You can’t stay in your empty house. And you’ll be coming back to Hampshire.’
‘Boss, I have a job in Devon…’
‘They don’t need you. We need you. The team needs you. Especially with Ratcliffe in custody.’
Robin looks up, keen to hear some good news. ‘He is?’
‘While we were all distracted by the fire, Greg kept an eye on the trace for his mobile. And he turned it on. We arrested him just outside Winchester. Waiting by the side of the road. He knew we were on to him. It was his way of turning himself in.’ His voice trails off and he slumps down in his chair. ‘I’m sorry, Robin. I let you down. I didn’t see it.’
‘None of us saw it.’
‘But I’m your DCI. It was my responsibility. There’ll be questions, and I’m sure PSD and IOPC will have something to say. And through all that, we need consistency. We need you.’
Robin stays silent. A thousand thoughts run through his head – the fact that the investigation was run so badly. The fact that he’s here, in hospital, again.
Baker doesn’t push him further.
‘Well,’ his boss says, taking the hint. ‘I’ll leave that one with you. But think about it, please.’ Baker glances back towards the door. ‘And there’s someone else you need to see.’
‘Guv, I can’t—’
‘Bollocks. You can, and you will.’ Baker gives Robin a stern look. ‘Don’t fuck this up, Robin.’
He hauls himself to his feet and out the door. Robin hears quiet conversation on the other side, then Freya appears in the doorway. She offers a weak smile.
‘Can I come in?’ she asks quietly, and he nods.
She’s wearing a pair of tracksuit bottoms and a baggy T-shirt, with a woollen cardigan over the top. Her hair is tied back messily; she’s not wearing any make-up. Just seeing her makes him feel instantly better.
She sits down in the seat Baker has just vacated.
‘How are you?’ he asks.
‘I’m fine. Smoke inhalation, nothing too nasty. They’re letting me out today.’
‘And how is Josh?’
‘Josh is fine. You know him. Man of steel.’ She gives another wan smile. ‘A few aches and strains where he fell out of the window with you, but nothing a few days in bed won’t fix.’
Robin feels a flash of jealousy. Days in bed with whom? Her? But would that be so bad? Josh has always been good for Freya – he’s solid and predictable. Her knight in shining armour. Unlike him. A single dad who almost got her killed.
‘Are you okay?’ Freya asks. She looks at the hard plaster cast. ‘That looks painful.’
‘I’ll be fine.’
‘Good.’
Robin can’t stand this awkwardness between them. The words still left unsaid.
‘Listen, Freya. If you’re about to tell me you’re going back to Josh, that’s fine. I get it.’
Her face changes. Her mouth goes down at the corners; she blinks.
‘Is that what you want?’ she asks.
‘What I want doesn’t matter. He’s best for you. You need to be safe. I don’t want anything happening to you, and with me around—’
‘Fuck off,’ she snaps. He reels, looking at her in surprise. ‘Seriously, Robin. Fuck off. Enough of this self-pitying shit. You don’t get to tell me what to do.’
‘I’m not. I just—’
‘No. Enough. I know what you’re going to say. That it’s your fault I ended up in that burning building. Your fault I nearly died. Your fault you nearly took Josh out with you. Well, that’s bullshit. I’m a grown woman. I’m not some little girl who needs taking care of – I make my own decisions. I chose to put up that fake profile without telling you. I chose to turn up at that bar. It’s my fault I nearly died. But it’ll be your fault…’
And she stops, choking back the words. She has tears in her eyes; she wipes at them angrily with the sleeve of her cardigan.
‘My fault, what?’ Robin asks.
‘It’ll be your fault if I walk out of here and carry on my life without you. Because I can’t take this anymore. This… uncertainty. This… mess.’
Robin doesn’t need to ask what she’s referring to. The past three years. His growing feelings towards her. She was a strange, grief-stricken woman when they first met, but quickly she became his friend – at times, maybe his only friend – and then something more. Someone he trusted, above anyone else. Someone who knew the terrible things he’d done, who had seen the worst of him, but yet stayed by his side, through everything.
It would be so easy to deny it. To let his sense of inferiority win, the fear of rejection and loneliness and depression and self-hatred – everything he’s lived with for so long. So easy to let her go.
But something has to change. If Josh can run into a burning building to save him. If Liam can carve out a new, happy life with Lizzie after the death of his entire family. If a wonderful, smart woman could have Robin’s baby and forgive him for not loving her, then he could at least do this.
He looks over at Freya. She’s staring at her hands now, the sleeves of her cardigan pulled up over them, shifting in her seat as if readying herself to leave.
He swallows. ‘I love you, Freya.’
He barely manages more than a whisper, but clears his throat and tries again. ‘I love you. Please don’t go.’
She blinks, and stares at him with those wide beautiful blue eyes. Then she smiles.
‘You mean that?’ she replies.
‘Yes.’ He can’t help but return her grin. ‘I always have. You know that. But you were with Josh—’
‘And you were with Jo. And then she was pregnant.’
‘Yes. That.’ Robin laughs, then winces as his ribs ache. ‘And I should have said it a hundred times before, but I didn’t know how you felt, and I didn’t want to lose you.’
‘Fuck’s sake, Robin. I was never going to walk away. I know you. After all this time. And I’m still here, aren’t I?’
‘You are.’ He grins. ‘So… Could you? Could we…?’
She reaches out and takes his hand. ‘I think so. I’d like that. Very much.’
And she leans forward and kisses him. At first it’s just a gentle peck on the lips, but once he’s started, Robin doesn’t want it to ever stop.
And he realises he’d be a happy man, if he could just keep on kissing Freya. For the rest of their lives.
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It’s the same room Josh has sat in a hundred times before. A superior officer next to him, the suspect opposite. The same paperwork, the same caution.
To his right, DCI Neal Baker sits in reflective silence. He has a file in front of him, but it’s closed and he’s staring at his hands.
There’s a charge in the air. Apprehension. Disbelief.
Because in front of them is Matthew Ratcliffe.
No longer the detective inspector, he’s wearing a large grey tracksuit, a blue blanket clutched in his lap. His skin looks grey, his eyes marked with purple smudges of exhaustion.
The arrest had been uneventful. A defeated man waiting by the side of the road, cigarette butts scattered around him. Every single one of those arresting officers had wanted an excuse. A chance to take out their frustration on the man making a mockery of serving in the police force. But he made no attempt to resist arrest; he put his hands on his head, lacing his fingers together the moment he was asked. He’d been waiting for them to arrive.
Josh is supposed to be resting. But there’s nothing wrong with him, not really, and Baker offered him this interview. There was no way he was going to lie in bed with his feet up when he could go head-to-head with this bastard.
‘Are you sure you don’t want a lawyer?’ Baker asks him now.
Ratcliffe shakes his head. ‘No.’
‘Then we’ll begin.’ Baker pulls two photos from the file and slowly places them on the table in front of Ratcliffe.
‘These are the people you killed,’ Baker says. ‘Charles Foley and Vincent Copeland.’
Ratcliffe barely acknowledges them, nothing more than a slight downward flicker of his gaze.
Baker adds the houses and blackened cars. ‘These are the fires you set. This,’ – he places a photo of Emily Rhodes on the table – ‘is the woman you stalked and terrified. And finally…’
With a shaking hand Baker slams a photo of Freya down.
‘This is the woman you kidnapped and tried to kill by locking her inside a burning building.’
Baker sits back and lets Ratcliffe take it in. Josh watches as the man’s eyes lock on the photographs.
Baker sighs. ‘I don’t even know where to start. You’ve been arrested on nineteen counts of arson, three counts of murder and attempted murder, plus the stalking, harassment and kidnapping charges. But the worst thing is, you’re a cop. A detective. You’re one of us.’ He pauses. ‘You turned yourself in because you knew it was the end of the line. This is your chance to talk. What happened, Matt?’
Josh regards the prisoner’s manner carefully, trying to detach his feelings from the senior officer he worked with for the last two and a half years. Ratcliffe is no longer the cocky detective. His hands are shaking as they massage a corner of the blanket in his lap; he looks like he’s about to cry.
‘Matt?’ Baker asks again, gently.
‘I don’t know. I really don’t. Things just… got out of hand.’ Two fat tears roll down his face and drop onto the Formica tabletop. He doesn’t look up. ‘The fires were a distraction at first. Something small. They made me feel better, I don’t know why. I made sure nobody would get hurt. But then… It was addictive. Knowing what I’d done. What I had achieved.’
‘Why did you start?’
‘I used to set them as a teenager. Nothing big, just the mindless pranks of a kid. But I found something in it. It got me attention. My only voice. I felt powerful and strong and…’ He sniffs, then wipes his nose on the blanket. ‘My dad had left. My mum was… busy. She had no time for me. And… the fires were magical. The way they moved, smelled, changed shape.’
Josh almost shudders, remembering the fire last night. Knowing that there would have been no way to stop it devouring them if they hadn’t got out. He can see how someone might find it a thing of beauty, but it was also fearsome, and demanded respect.
‘I stopped, back then,’ Ratcliffe continues, his voice almost wistful. ‘It was hard, but I wanted to join the police force and I knew there was no way if I got a record. But… but…’
‘What changed?’ Baker asks.
‘Rebecca and I… We were arguing. A lot. I knew there was something going on with her and another man and… I was so… so fucking useless. I needed something to feel like I had control. And once I’d done it, I knew… All I could think about were the fires. Burning something to the ground. And when I could do it again. They made me feel alive.’
That’s one way of putting it, Josh thinks, remembering the spermicide at the playpark. He has no doubt in his mind now that Ratcliffe is ill. That, at some point, things went further than he ever planned, led by a destructive inner force.
Josh is aware that soon a lawyer will get involved, despite Ratcliffe’s refusal, and no doubt claim diminished responsibility. That he was suffering from a recognised mental condition that substantially impaired his ability to understand what he was doing when he killed those men. When he set those fires. Kidnapped Freya. Stalked Emily Rhodes.
The whole thing makes Josh furious.
‘Why Vincent Copeland?’
Ratcliffe’s head jumps up at the mention of the name. ‘Because he was evil. He made my life a living nightmare when I was at Hendon. And it wasn’t just me. You must have found the complaints? Systematic bullying, they called it. Officer after officer. He said he was making us tougher, that if we couldn’t take it, we should leave, and so many did. He was sick. A pervert. He…’ Ratcliffe’s cheeks flush. ‘He molested me. God knows what he did to the others. We got together, made a joint complaint. But what happened? Nothing. He was fully exonerated – by that bastard Charles Foley. He said there was no evidence. No evidence except for the testimony of eleven different officers. But we were ignored. Foley said we had a vendetta against Vince, that he was just doing his job.’ He laughs bitterly. ‘Well, I wasn’t having it.’ He looks up with a sneer, meeting Baker’s gaze for the first time. ‘Do you know he was actually friendly when I called? When I said I’d like to come round and bring him something. To say thank you.’ He utters this last word with contempt. ‘The arrogance of that man. That he believed he was doing something good.’
‘So you burned his house to the ground with him in it.’
Ratcliffe nods, then glances at the tape. ‘Yes,’ he says, his voice hard. ‘Foley, too. I only wish I could have stayed for longer and watched.’
Josh can hardly believe the progress of this interview. He knew that they had a strong case, but he had hardly dared to wish he would confess to it all.
Baker shuffles his pages. His boss must be experiencing a range of emotions – disgust, triumph at this confession, regret that they hadn’t caught him sooner – but any feeling towards Ratcliffe is concealed.
‘Tell us about Emily Rhodes and the dating site,’ he asks coolly.
‘What about it?’
‘Was that a set-up to harass women, or were you genuinely looking for love?’
Ratcliffe glares. ‘Are you taking the piss?’
‘I’m serious, Matt. Why the dating site?’
‘Emily was the one at fault there,’ Matt says, failing to answer the question. ‘Of course I wasn’t trying to harass women. But she was a bitch to me. The way she led me on. Flirted. And then just ghosted me. She had to learn not to treat people in that way.’
Josh has seen the messages, more than a few times, so he knows Emily did nothing to encourage him. And even if she had, so what?
‘Emily didn’t deserve to receive messages like that,’ Baker says. ‘Death threats. Stalking her. She was terrified.’
Ratcliffe sets his jaw. ‘She’ll be nicer next time.’
‘And Freya?’
So far, Josh has kept the burn of anger under control, but now he feels it expand. Growing in his stomach and working its way around his muscles, tightening each one in turn. He glares across the table at his former DI.
‘Freya worked for you,’ Baker continues. ‘And you drugged her. Handcuffed her to a radiator.’
‘You tried to kill her!’ Josh shouts, all restraint gone. He feels Baker’s heavy hand on his arm and sits back, shaking.
Ratcliffe’s head drops. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispers. ‘Please tell her I’m sorry. I… I was scared. I saw her coming out of that bar, and I put two and two together. She noticed me, but I don’t think she realised. Not immediately. So I invited her for a drink. At a bar out of the way.’
‘And she went?’ Josh says, incredulously.
‘I said I wanted to apologise properly. To make it up to her. For shouting, earlier on in the week. She was keen to make amends. But she didn’t have a chance. I slipped her a roofie and then pretended she was pissed. Nobody even tried to intervene when I carried her out of there.’
Someone’s liquor licence would be under review by the time the day was out, Josh swore to himself.
‘I knew where Emily was staying. And that it was quiet there. I thought we could talk. I thought I could persuade her, explain why I’d done it. Get her on my side. But… I panicked.’ He lowers his head to his hands; Josh can barely hear what he’s saying. ‘I didn’t want to lose everything.’
‘You thought you were smarter than us,’ Baker says. ‘You thought we’d never find you.’
Ratcliffe looks up. ‘You were taking your time,’ he replies. ‘And I’d avoided leaving forensics behind.’
‘Until we caught you in the act.’
‘Yes.’ Ratcliffe looks at Josh’s face. ‘Sorry about that,’ he says, but Josh notices the slightest hint of a smirk and feels the anger bloom again. He glances to Baker. He can see by the hardened look on his boss’s face that it’s time to get down to business.
‘Mr Ratcliffe,’ Baker says, with a hard stress on the ‘Mr’. His detective days are over. ‘Nobody wants to make this harder than it needs to be. You gave yourself up because you knew you were finished. You know how these things work. We have glass fragments stuck in the tread of your size-twelve running shoe. Spectrometry from the petrol found in your shed matches the samples taken from the scenes. Freya’s testimony. Your phone – and your fake profile on MeetM8. You take us through what you did. You give us a full confession, and life can be a hell of a lot easier from now on.’
Josh watches Ratcliffe consider his words.
‘You’re about to be an ex-murder detective in prison. Probably for life. You know how much the cons will love that. Will love you.’ Baker leaves a long pause, so Ratcliffe can properly consider what he’s saying. ‘So make our lives easy, and we’ll do the same for you.’
Ratcliffe’s jaw clenches, but then he slowly nods.
‘Good,’ Baker says. ‘Let’s take it from the beginning.’

Over the next four hours, Josh listens to Matthew Ratcliffe talk his way through every single one of his arsons and murders. Josh’s role is largely passive: taking notes, handing Baker the carefully ordered photographs and evidence when he needs it. Anything to keep Ratcliffe talking, explaining what happened on those fateful nights. They talk about the six arsons in Devon. The bin fires, the garages. Then the ones in Hampshire. Slowly, methodically, documenting this man’s crimes.
They don’t get to the end. There’s too much, and only so long the three of them can sit in that airless interview room, drinking coffee. They finish at seven p.m. They’ll get an extension on the custody time limit, no problem. Ratcliffe goes back to his cell until the following day, and Baker and Josh stand in the corridor.
Baker leans his bulk against the wall, then tips his head back, closing his eyes. Josh stretches, fingertips to the ceiling.
‘Good work in there, Smith,’ Baker says after a moment. ‘And good work on the whole case. It’s been a difficult week.’
They start to walk back to the office. Their steps are weary, knowing they have days left in that interview room. The CPS will give their authorisation to charge, but they want to make every single one stick. One murder would be enough to put him in prison for life, but Josh knows that Baker wants justice for everyone: for Emily Rhodes, for Copeland, for Foley, for Freya.
‘And I’m sorry,’ Baker says. ‘About you and Freya. Your break-up.’
Josh nods slowly. ‘I’m sorry, too. But I think some part of me is relieved.’
Baker holds the door open for him, a quizzical look on his face. Josh goes through. ‘I always knew she had a thing for Butler. I was just waiting for her to be honest about it.’
They get to the incident room. It’s silent now; everyone departed for a well-earned sleep before the next stage begins. Cataloguing the evidence for the CPS. Making sure that everything is watertight. For when those lawyers get involved.
‘If it makes you feel any better,’ Baker replies, ‘I don’t think it was as obvious to Robin or Freya as it was to the rest of us. Sometimes people kid themselves. Look at Ratcliffe.’
Josh is confused, unclear about the link.
‘On the surface, he was a dedicated cop. None of us guessed he was the guy we were looking for. And even he believed he was doing the right thing. Until he went too far.’
Baker gives his shoulder a tight squeeze. ‘You’re a good cop, Smith. Stick around, I’ll make sure you get that promotion. And you’re a bloody handsome bloke. You’ll land on your feet.’
Josh laughs. ‘Thanks, guv. See you in the morning.’
Baker heads off with a final wave and Josh watches him go. His future’s unknown, but Josh knows his boss is right. Everything will be okay.


OceanofPDF.com


TUESDAY


OceanofPDF.com


79
Freya arrives at the hospital with a silly grin on her face. She still can’t believe it’s happening. Her and Robin. A couple.
She’s still not feeling 100 per cent after the fire. She can taste the soot in her mouth, the residue in her lungs. Her wrist throbs, the wounds now healing and bandaged. She’s had a clean bill of health from the doctor and has been told to take it easy. Baker’s given her time off, instructed her not to come back until she’s better, but she’s bored already.
She left Robin late last night, going home to her empty house. She’d stared at the gaps in the wardrobe where Josh’s shirts and jumpers had been, then moved her own clothes across, filling the space and closing the doors decisively.
She’d had a shower, gobbled a large pizza on the sofa, and tried to forget the events of the last twenty-four hours. Strange how thinking you’re going to die puts your life in perspective. She has Ratcliffe to thank for that, she thinks grimly.
She’s spoken briefly to Josh. An awkward, hesitant conversation, until they moved onto easier ground – the case and Ratcliffe’s arrest. He’s confessed to all charges, and for that, Freya is relieved. Their break-up may be a cloud hanging over their heads, but she feels reassured he won’t hate her forever. Josh saved Robin’s life, after all.
Today, she has a spring in her step as she walks through the main double doors into the hospital – almost straight into Jo and the buggy.
Jo smiles and gives her a big hug. ‘How are you?’
‘I’m fine.’ Freya rubs her bandaged wrist; she gets a look from Jo in return. ‘I am, honestly,’ she says. ‘Mandated session with the counsellor in the diary, you know. Have you been with Robin?’
‘Yeah, he was desperate for a cuddle with Tom. He’s looking forward to seeing you.’ She pauses. ‘Listen, can we talk?’
Freya nods nervously. ‘Coffee shop?’
Jo leads the way, pushing the buggy with Tom burbling happily to himself inside. Freya’s nervous, and they’re artificially polite as they order coffees; Freya carries their drinks over to a table close by and Jo pulls Tom out of the buggy, lifting up her shirt and expertly pushing him against her breast. The baby feeds hungrily and Jo leans back with a slow sigh.
‘I’ll have to get him off the boob permanently soon,’ she says. ‘Can’t be doing my job with a baby attached to my tits all day.’
Freya nods with pretend understanding. ‘When are you going back?’
‘Next month or so. Do you want kids?’
Freya’s stunned by the bluntness of the question. ‘I don’t know,’ she says honestly. ‘I thought I did.’
‘I only ever wanted one,’ Jo replies, almost to Tom more than to Freya. ‘Rob always said he’d like Tom to have siblings.’
Freya opens her mouth, then closes it again. This whole situation is bizarre. She and Robin have barely been together for twenty-four hours, yet here is his – what? Ex-girlfriend? – asking questions about their future children. They haven’t even had sex yet – although that thought makes something flip in her stomach.
Jo recognises her unease and smiles. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘I’m miles ahead of you both. It’s weird for us all.’ She shrugs. ‘I’m happy for you, I am. It’s a lot to take in.’
‘I’m sorry. I never meant this to happen.’
‘I know you didn’t.’ Jo reaches across and reassuringly touches Freya on the shoulder. ‘And it’s right that the two of you are together. That’s why I wanted us to talk. Clear the air.’
‘Clear the air?’
‘Yeah. You’re going to be a part of Robin’s life, and that’s great.’ The baby has finished feeding, and Jo efficiently adjusts her clothes, moving to burp Tom on her shoulder in one swift movement. ‘But Tom is also a huge part.’
‘I would never get between Robin and Tom.’
‘I know you wouldn’t. So I wanted to say you should get to know him, too. Here…’
Tom gives a large belch, then Jo passes him across to Freya.
Freya takes him, balancing him on her lap, two hands under his arms. She bumps him gently on her knees, and the baby gurgles, then releases a large line of white drool onto Freya’s jeans.
Jo passes Freya a muslin with an apologetic grimace, and Freya awkwardly dabs at the mess, while still hanging onto Tom with the other hand.
‘I’m going for a wee,’ Jo says. ‘I’ll be back in a sec.’
Freya goes to protest, but Jo’s gone. She looks at Tom nervously. Don’t cry, she thinks, but the baby doesn’t seem to mind, enjoying the attention of this new person. Freya sticks out her tongue, pulls a face. Tom watches her. His features are so much like Robin’s, she feels a wave of affection. She jiggles him again and he smiles.
Yes, she would like children. Yes, she would like them with Robin. Something that seemed so nebulous and complicated with Josh now feels natural and predetermined.
Jo returns and scoops the baby off Freya’s lap.
‘God, it’s good to go for a wee by myself. Almost like a holiday.’ Freya laughs. ‘You and Robin are going to be wonderful together,’ Jo says with a warm smile.
‘Jo, I’m so sorry,’ Freya repeats, at a loss for anything else to say.
‘Don’t be. I never wanted a husband. I wanted a baby. And here he is.’ She looks at Tom and pulls a funny face; Tom giggles. ‘And Robin is a wonderful father. I couldn’t wish for anyone better. As for the rest – we’ll work it out.’ She leans forward. ‘Between you and me, life in Devon is driving me crazy,’ she whispers. ‘It’s too quiet.’
Freya laughs.
‘It’s lovely, and it would be a wonderful place for Tom to grow up. But fuck, we’re so far away from London and my mates. I want a motorway outside my front door. I want Deliveroo and Ubers. So give me a year or so as a DCI and I’ll transfer back. Do you and Robin know what you’re doing yet?’
Freya opens her mouth but before she can speak, Jo interrupts.
‘I’m sorry, of course you don’t.’ She shakes her head. ‘I’m putting you on the spot. We’ll sort it, somehow, the three of us.’ Tom lets out a quick scream, as if reminding them he’s there. ‘Four,’ Jo laughs. She gathers her belongings and shoves everything into the baby’s bag, then leans over and gives a stunned Freya a quick kiss on the cheek. ‘Got to go. Will call you. Tell Rob I’ll be back soon.’
And with that, she’s off – holding Tom on her hip with one hand, wheeling the empty buggy with the other.
Freya watches her go, then sips at her cold coffee. She’s always been slightly intimidated by Jo. Her competence, her efficiency, her sureness about the world. And the way she constantly calls him Rob, as though reinforcing the intimacy between them. It makes Freya feel quite insecure.
She pushes her coffee away and heads up to Robin. And as soon as she sees him, all worries disappear. He looks better today. The colour has returned to his cheeks, and he smiles broadly as soon as he catches sight of her.
‘You look better,’ Freya says after she’s kissed Robin hello.
Kissed him! she thinks. The novelty definitely hasn’t worn off.
‘I feel better,’ he replies. ‘Or maybe it’s the drugs. Did you see Jo? She was just here with Tom.’
‘We went for a chat.’
Robin raises an eyebrow. ‘You did?’
‘It was fine,’ Freya replies. ‘We talked.’
‘Oh, God. Is she trying to organise you? I’m sorry. The woman has a detailed five-year plan and now she has to take us into consideration.’
Us. Freya likes the way he says it.
‘Do you know what you’re going to do?’ she asks tentatively, trying to keep her tone casual.
‘I don’t know. Exeter are expecting me back once all this,’ he points to his cast, ‘is done with.’ Freya feels a flash of worry, but Robin, sensing it, reaches out his hand, trying to pull her closer. ‘Baker wants me to transfer back.’
‘But Tom. You can’t be that far away from Tom.’
‘I know.’ He retreats into silence and Freya feels the same worry. What if he does go back? Should she transfer, too? But she’s only just got promoted. Uprooting her whole life for a man goes against everything she believes in. And it’s too much pressure, somehow.
So many decisions. A week ago she was living with Josh, her fiancé, and now she has Robin, and Jo, and Tom, and—
‘We’ll figure something out,’ Robin says. He squeezes her hand. ‘Don’t panic.’
‘Does it show?’
‘A little. You looked like you were on the edge of a nervous breakdown, just then. I promise. It’ll be fine.’
To hear Robin be positive – when optimism is so out of character for him – reassures her more than any five-year plan. It will be okay. They’ve overcome so much worse, over the years. They can work out the next few months.
But there’s something she’s been wondering.
‘Robin, why didn’t you tell me?’ He looks at her in confusion. She tries again: ‘Why didn’t you tell me that you and Jo had split up?’
‘Because… I don’t know. I didn’t want to put any expectation on you.’
‘Expectation?’
‘That you and I would get together. Besides, you didn’t tell me about you and Josh.’
‘No. I…’ She sinks back into the chair. ‘I didn’t want you to think I had done it because you were back.’
‘What a pair we are.’ He grins. ‘Now, tell me, what’s going on at the nick? Has Baker beaten Ratcliffe to a pulp yet? I hope he does.’
Freya laughs, making herself comfortable and telling Robin everything she knows, her hand clasped tightly in his.
And as he responds – talking about the case, about Tom, about the nurses and the mundane routines of the hospital – she thinks, I can’t wait. I can’t wait to begin my life with you.
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Over the last few years, there have been limited times when Robin’s been sure about something. When he’s known exactly what to do and why. He can count them on one hand.
When he got in the car with Trevor Stevens and saw the empty bottle in the footwell.
When he was called out to a crime scene on top of a multistorey car park and his best friend Finn was accused of murder.
When he found out that Jo was pregnant with his baby.
And now. Here. With Freya.
She tells him about the interview with Matt Ratcliffe and his full confession. But he doesn’t feel the same thrill of the chase as he used to. He knows the back-breaking work that’s going to go into putting this man away, and he just feels tired.
He’s spoken to Liam today – a phone call while he is on honeymoon. When Robin explained about the fire, and the rescue, and the fact he was in hospital, there was a long pause at the end of the phone. Robin wondered whether he’d lost the connection to Antigua, but after a moment Liam had simply said, ‘Again, Robin? Really?’
Liam’s right. It’s his second time in hospital in eighteen months. His hand goes up to the scar at the back of his head. He wiggles his toes in his cast and feels a ripple of pain radiate from his broken bone. This job has given him so much, yet lately he feels like it’s taking away, too.
And he hasn’t excelled in his role as a DI. He knows it’s something he’s capable of – but this latest case was a mass of missed opportunities and detectives making decisions without his say-so. A lot of that was down to the complications of working with the woman he secretly loved and her fiancé, so he wasn’t at the peak of professionalism, but his head hasn’t been in the game.
The panic attack. Freya being abducted. The fire that nearly took them all.
He’s made his decision. He just hopes the people in his life will understand.
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Emily puts her key in the lock with a contented sigh. She pushes her way into her flat, stepping over the weeks’ worth of post, the junk mail and the bills. She throws her keys into the pot on the side, hangs her jacket on the usual hook. She’s glad to be home.
No more massive old houses for her.
Lucy was circumspect when Emily told her. Her friend had driven down the next day and stood in front of the smoking remains of her inheritance. The fire engines and police cars had left. Crime scene tape was looped around metal poles shoved into the grass; a light drizzle fell, raindrops settling in their hair. It was warm, but all the same, Emily shivered.
‘And nobody was hurt?’ Lucy asked.
‘Not seriously, no.’
Lucy shrugged. ‘I’m insured. It was going to be a hassle anyway.’ And to Emily’s surprise, she’d hugged her. ‘Just no more online dating. Promise me?’
It isn’t going to be a hard vow to keep – Emily doesn’t want to go anywhere near MeetM8 or any site ever again. The experience has made her wary. Even now, as her phone beeps, announcing a new WhatsApp, she jumps, adrenaline racing.
She picks it up. She knows it won’t be another profanity-filled hate rant from him, but all the same, she’s tentative as she opens up the app. Unknown numbers do that now. She wonders when she’ll regain that trust. Lose the paranoia. Possibly never.
Luckily, it’s from a number she knows. Her mate from Sunday night.
Jordan wants your number.
Bethan messages.
I didn’t want to give it to him, but will you call? I’ve known him for years – I promise he’s not a weirdo. I know you liked him.
She had. The attractive lawyer. The one with the T-shirt that hugged his torso just right, the colour showing off his electric-blue eyes. Bethan has attached his number and Emily stares at it, thinking.
Not all men. Not all men are like him.
But not now.
She puts her phone in her pocket and goes through to her kitchen. She’s starving. Emily’s had enough of her mum’s pork chops to last her a lifetime; she’s ready for an evening of Chinese takeaway, bubbly from the fridge and leftover chocolate ice cream. Safe in the knowledge that her stalker’s locked up. Never to be released.
She orders her dinner, collapses on her sofa to watch the latest Grey’s Anatomy, the prosecco cold in her hand. She’s ready for the finer things in life. A bit of indulgence – she deserves it after everything she’s been through.
Her gaze shifts to her phone. And that number, so tempting and full of promise. A man who likes her, a man with biceps of steel. But enough of the flirting. No more games; she’s tired of messing around.
She picks up her phone and dials.
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‘Ow. Ow… Shit, fuck.’
Freya laughs, collapsing back on the bed in hysterics.
‘It’s not funny.’
‘I know, but…’ and she rolls over, muffling her giggling into his neck.
It’s been twenty-four hours since Robin was released from hospital, and she doesn’t think she’s ever laughed so much in her entire life. Or been this happy.
She’s been visiting Robin every day, cooped up in his hospital ward. Snatched, strange hours. Talking – catching up on everything that has happened over the past year. Now he’s out – and staying with Baker.
And that is as weird as hell.
They’re in the bedroom – Baker’s spare bedroom. Door shut.
‘Shush,’ Robin says, laughing. ‘They’ll hear us. They’ll wonder what we’re doing.’
‘Exactly what we are doing.’ Freya kisses him again. ‘It’s like being a teenager. With my parents downstairs, watching TV. Except worse. He’s my boss. My boss!’ she says with dismay. ‘Remind me again – why aren’t you staying at mine?’
‘Because I don’t want you to have to look after me. That’s no way to start a relationship. And I’ve known Neal for long enough. He won’t care. I promise you. He’ll just be pleased I’m happy.’
‘And are you?’ She grins.
‘Very.’ He kisses her again, pulling her closer to him. It’s hard not to get swept up: the rough scratch of stubble against her face, her hand creeping under his T-shirt to his soft skin. His warmth, the intoxicating smell of him. She’s wanted to do this – more, everything – for so long.
He pulls away again with a wince.
‘Sorry, sorry,’ she says.
He lets out a growl of frustration. ‘Fuck’s sake. Sod’s law that now we can—’ He grins. ‘—you know…’
She smiles back. ‘I know.’
He laughs, then flinches. ‘Ow,’ he says again.
Robin’s broken leg and sore ribs have proved to be a significant obstacle. Not that they haven’t tried. They have. Many times. But each attempt seems to cause Robin considerable pain.
‘I can wait. A few more weeks isn’t going to kill us.’
Robin groans. ‘It might.’
He pulls himself up, his movement tentative, until he’s sitting back on the pillows. Freya shuffles up next to him. He takes her hand, winding her fingers through his.
‘So…’ he begins.
‘What’s up?’ She knows that tone of voice. And she doesn’t like it.
His gaze fixes on their hands. He rubs a finger along her palm. ‘I’ve been thinking. And talking to Jo. About what we do next.’
A block of concrete drops in her stomach. ‘And?’
‘And.’ He looks at her with an apologetic smile. ‘Jo wants to go back to work. And soon. She needs to do at least another year in Devon and Cornwall before she requests a transfer. So I was thinking…’
‘Spit it out.’
‘I was thinking about taking a career break.’
He meets her confused gaze. She can tell he’s not sure how she’ll take the news, his green-brown eyes half-closed, prepared to absorb whatever negative response she might fire his way.
‘What? Time off?’ she replies.
‘Yeah. To look after Tom. Neither of us can see how a regular nursery would work with the hours two murder detectives keep. And Jo’s super-protective, so a nanny would be awkward. Not to speak of how much it would cost. And…’ He stops. ‘And I’d never see you.’
She’s still struggling to digest the idea. Robin? At home, with the baby? She’s so used to seeing him in the noise and chaos of a major crime investigation that it seems odd.
He continues in the face of her silence.
‘This way, I get to hang out with Tom. Travel backwards and forwards to Southampton whenever you’re free. Jo’s going to apply to return to Thames Valley as soon as she can.’
‘Can you afford it?’
‘I have some savings. And I think Jo can transfer some of her maternity leave to me. Maybe. I’ll have to look into it. Plus…’ His gaze shifts to his leg. ‘Lately it feels like this job is trying to kill me. First getting bashed around the head. Now this.’ His voice is softer now, more considered. ‘I thought it might be worth having a break. And sort my head out once and for all.’
‘Get some counselling?’
‘Start the process, at least. I can’t imagine it’s going to be a quick fix. What do you think?’ His face is hopeful, eager. She leans over to kiss him.
‘I think it’s a fantastic idea.’
For the first time, she imagines Robin as she’s seen him so many times before. At home, in his pink fluffy socks, a mug in front of him on the coffee table. Calm, peaceful. Tom next to him, as they read a story. Then later, maybe, with a baby of their own. Life like this, it would work.
It would be beautiful.

They chat, they kiss. They laugh for a while longer. Freya feels like a weight has been lifted from her shoulders. After a bit, they hear a shout from the hallway below – Tina, Neal’s wife, calling for lunch.
Freya tears herself away from Robin and goes to talk to her.
‘Lunch in fifteen,’ Tina says. ‘That’s if we can get Hopalong down the stairs?’
‘He’ll be fine.’
‘How’s it going in there?’ Tina asks with a wry grin.
‘Fine, thank you, Tina,’ Freya says, with an innocent smile back. ‘And thank you for tolerating us.’
‘You’re both more than welcome,’ Tina replies. ‘And Neal called. He said to tell you that Matthew Ratcliffe appeared at the Crown Court this morning. His lawyer’s going for diminished responsibility.’
‘Shit,’ Freya replies. ‘But it’s what we expected.’
‘We did,’ Tina confirms. ‘But he won’t be out any time soon,’ she finishes, and heads back to the kitchen.
Freya walks slowly back up the stairs. She might have to testify. To stand up in court and talk about what this man had done – to her, to Emily. Months for psychiatric reports, maybe years until they know Ratcliffe’s fate for sure. But she doesn’t feel the dread or anger she was expecting.
She’s confident, assured. They have a good case against him. Ratcliffe will eventually go to prison. Or he’ll end up in a hospital, sectioned indefinitely for treatment. Either way, she’ll have Robin by her side.
She pushes the door open, then pauses, watching Robin. He’s pulled himself up in bed, his leg in bright white plaster propped up in front of him. He’s put his glasses on and has picked up a book – a bloody serial-killer thriller she knew he would like. He’s unshaved, hair at angles, wearing an old black Iron Maiden T-shirt. This is Robin. Her Robin. He smiles the moment he sees her.
She feels like they have all the time in the world. All possibilities lie ahead of them.
‘I love you,’ she says, from the doorway.
His smile evolves into a broad grin; he self-consciously takes his glasses off and puts the book down.
‘I love you too,’ he replies.
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Prologue
The ground is uneven, her breathing heavy. Her foot catches on a stray root; she nearly falls, but rights herself in time. Keeps running. Her muscles ache. She ignores the niggle in her knee, the tiredness in her thighs. Something drives her on.
The sun is high and beats down hard on her scalp. Her trainers are old, her T-shirt slick with sweat as she counts the thud of her feet. Her mouth is dry. She longs for water, but she won’t allow herself to stop. Not yet. Another hundred metres, another mile. Then, maybe.
The dog is having no such trouble. He’s built for this sort of thing: strong, muscular legs, infinite energy. He’s relentless. Out of the corner of her eye she sees his sharp white teeth, the slick of his saliva. Her hair sticks to her face; she pushes it out of her eyes with a shaking hand.
Out here, she’s his rival. A pathetic excuse, one he can beat with ease. As if sensing her failings, the dog slows – giving her a chance to catch her breath – and his attention locks on a point in the distance.
He’s spotted something. A rabbit. Peaceful, head raised, ears alert at the sound of their approach. The dog pauses, his mouth closes for a moment in concentration, then he’s off. She feels the tug of her waist belt as he pulls. The rabbit disappears into the foliage in seconds, but the dog carries on, catching another scent. His tail is high, his nose low to the ground as he weaves first one way then the next, gathering each smell and savouring it as he charges down the path.
She sees the water before the dog does. A gently flowing river, sunshine dappling across its surface. He pulls up abruptly, then looks backwards, tongue lolling.
‘Okay, okay,’ she says. She leans down and unclips her belt from his harness. ‘Go on then.’
The dog doesn’t need to be told twice. He leaps without hesitation, all feet off the ground until he hits the water with a splash. She laughs – the sound feels strange, but welcome. She envies his complete abandonment as he jumps around, lapping eagerly. He runs out again, then back in, loops in and out of the river, his joy clear. She debates joining him – the cool water is inviting – but she holds back. She’s more restrained. More anxious. There’s a lot she can learn from her dog.
She makes the most of the opportunity to catch her breath and takes pleasure in the view of the countryside around her. Fields of tall grass and buttercups, the footpath they’ve just trodden winding up the centre. The sky is blue and endless, clouds few and far between. She takes a long lungful of air. She feels the tension fade. It’s been months. Years since she felt normal.
The dog has had his fill of the river, and after a few final laps, he climbs out and shakes. Droplets of water fly through the air but she makes no attempt to move, the shower a respite rather than a bother. She’s filthy from the run, a sprinkle of river water isn’t going to make much difference. She calls him to heel and reclips the harness. He gazes up at her, fur soaked, panting. He looks like he’s smiling.
‘Is that better? Shall we go?’
She checks her watch. Two miles covered, another two back. The dog has had refreshment, but she’s desperate for a drink. She turns and they head for home, the dog once again in front, hauling her forward.
The run home is easier. The promise of water and a sit down in the garden. The thud of her feet lulls her, the repetitive action, the quiet of the landscape. There’s no one else here. She’s alone. No expectation. No job. Even her thoughts are silenced by the unrelenting effort of the physical.
She turns into her road, and everything changes in an instant. Shafts of light dazzle off the fluorescent yellow and blue of the police car; two officers in black stand in her front garden. They watch as she approaches, their faces devoid of emotion.
She slows to a walk, commands the dog to heel. She opens the gate. The police officer in front is a large man, sweating in the heat. His hand goes to his waist, the other to the radio on his shoulder.
‘Lucy Halliday?’ the cop says. She nods.
His colleague steps forward. The cuffs are already out, ready to go.
‘Place your hands over your head and lace your fingers together.’
She tries to remain calm. She fails. ‘Could you tell me what this is about?’ she asks, her voice shaking.
The cop starts talking, reciting the familiar caution. The other man moves behind her and tugs her hands behind her back, fastening the metal tight against her skin. She feels sticky sweat on her body; a cold nose nuzzles her leg.
‘Moss…’ she says.
‘We’ll take care of your dog.’
The cop looks embarrassed, maybe even sympathetic. But they have their orders. The dog is unclipped; he whines quietly as he’s led away. She worries about him – he needs water, he needs his bed. He needs her.
But the dog will be fine. Moss will be well looked after. She’s not so sure about herself. For two years Moss has been her comfort. Her safety blanket. Someone to talk to when she can’t sleep, reassurance when she feels alone. He’s saved her. But there’s nothing the dog can do now.
She notices the officer has paused. ‘Do you understand?’ he asks.
‘I… No… I haven’t…’
The cop’s empathy wanes.
‘You know the drill, mate. Don’t make this harder than it needs to be. Do you understand?’
She looks up and meets his gaze. She’s been in his shoes. Held the handcuffs; read the caution. Arrested more people than she can remember.
But she’s never been this side of the fence.
She understands it now. The barely concealed hostility behind the impenetrable stare. No police officer wants to arrest one of their own. He resents being here; he resents her. In his eyes she’s under suspicion, potentially broken the law. Abused the position of trust they swear to uphold.
She does what she’s told. She forgets her aching muscles, her dry mouth. She bows her head.
‘Yes, I understand,’ she replies.
But nothing could be further from the truth.
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Chapter One
Beeping slices through her consciousness like a razor. She lifts her head, gropes for her phone. Holds it up to her ear. Mumbles a greeting.
‘PC Lucy Halliday? You’re needed.’
The woman at the other end relays the information, but Lucy’s barely taking it in. Her brain’s foggy, body heavy, still enmeshed in the web of sleep. She puts the phone down, then rolls over onto her back and, for the first time, fully opens her eyes.
The world is muted, the sun barely up. She squints at the clock: just gone half-five. No wonder she feels like shit. She must have got three hours sleep, dropping off after two.
She sighs deeply, then swings her legs out of bed, padding to the shower. The jets provide some relief; she stays there longer than she should given the urgency of the call. She dresses quickly in yesterday’s uniform, licking her finger to wipe at a smudge of something on her trousers. Mud, chocolate? She’s not sure. She brushes her hair, ties it back wet in a tight French plait. She heads downstairs, bare feet. She doesn’t have any clean socks.
She heads out of the kitchen door to the kennel. Inside, the dog looks up from his bed, his dark brown eyes curious.
‘I know. Don’t blame me.’
He gets up, stretching, his hind legs almost touching the floor, then trots outside to the garden, nails clicking on the concrete. She leaves him to it, boils the kettle, spoons instant coffee into last night’s mug. All the others are filthy, piled up in the sink. She sniffs the milk; she’ll have it black.
She carries it out into the garden and waits, her bare feet growing numb while the dog does his ablutions. A small black springer spaniel, she’s come to learn his ways. She knows that these things can’t be rushed. The dog sniffs and circles, then finally decides on a place on the stark bare grass.
Lucy sips the hot coffee slowly. It’s going to be a nice day, still cool but the sky is clear, the sun just starting to cast a dim glow across her tiny lawn. It’s no more than a patch of grass. Simple, unloved – and the house is the same. She can’t call it home. It’s the place she’s living while… While what? What is she waiting for? This is it now. The house full of packing boxes. The job she barely makes it through, hour by hour. The life she lives alone.
The dog ambles up to her and she crouches down, running her hand through his soft black fur. He rests his head against her, looking up beseechingly, but she isn’t fooled. It’s not love; he wants his breakfast.
She obliges, going inside and pouring food into his bowl then opening the fridge for herself. There’s an old crust in a plastic bag, so she puts it in the toaster, getting a pair of socks off the drying rack where they’ve been for weeks. She puts her shoes on and gathers her bag. The toast pops. She smears it with peanut butter, then holds it in her mouth while she locks up the house and ushers the dog out to the car and into the boot.
The new neighbours are still grumpy about having a cop car on the street, even though it’s not even a proper one, not a patrol car. It sits alongside her personal vehicle on the driveway, the rusty VW estate stark contrast to the shiny yellow and blue Mondeo. Anyone would think they’d be pleased. The best burglar deterrent there is. But no. They regard her with suspicion. This lone woman who never speaks to them, never smiles. Who they hear up all hours of the night.
She climbs into the front, resting the toast on the dash while she plugs the co-ordinates into the sat nav. She heads out. Five miles south. To Gallow’s Wood.

It seems she’s not the only one deployed at this time in the morning. She’s waved through the outer cordon by a uniform, and stops next to a patrol car and a Ford Focus she recognises. She frowns with confusion. If Fran is here, why do they need Moss? She dusts toast crumbs off her trousers, then gets the dog out of the back, clipping his harness to the lead.
Together they walk towards the activity. Towards the blue and white tape, the crackle of radios, the chatter of conversation. People mill around, it feels like they’re waiting. Not for her, surely? She gets barely a cursory glance as she arrives. She spots a familiar face on the far side and heads over.
Dr Francesca Rosetti is head to toe in her white suit, boots on her feet, gloves on hand, although the hood and mask are down as she talks to a colleague. She sees Lucy and waves from her side of the inner cordon.
‘I hoped I’d see you,’ Fran says with a smile. ‘I heard them mention the dog unit.’
Lucy glances round, confused. ‘Present and correct and ready to go. Aren’t we, Moss?’ The dog looks up at the sound of his name and gets a rumple of the ears for his efforts. ‘But I’m not sure why you need me. You already have a dead body?’
Fran goes to answer but her attention is diverted as the noise of the crime scene stills. Conversation halts. Eyes turn as a man makes his way down the path towards her.
He’s in a suit and a tie. Smart, clean. He looks out of place in the mud and the mulch of the forest, an aberration in a world where everyone is either in protective gear or uniform. There’s a man by his side, talking – Lucy recognises the bumbling manner, the half-untucked shirt: DS Harry Blake, a career cop on the Major Crimes Team. The new guy has his head tilted, listening as they stride towards the cordon. His authority is clear.
‘Who’s this?’ Lucy hisses to Fran.
‘He’s new. Ellis.’
First name or his second, Lucy wonders, but before she has a chance to ask he’s standing in front of them. He nods to Fran.
‘Thank you for coming, Dr Rosetti.’
‘Of course. But there’s not much I can tell you. Until PC Halliday here does her job.’
The man looks at Lucy for the first time. He’s tall, over six feet, with deep set eyes and dark, almost dirty-looking blonde hair. He holds out his hand.
‘DI Jack Ellis. You’re the dog man.’ He falters, a tiny slip of the mask. ‘Dog handler.’ His gaze flickers to the spaniel and back up again.
She shakes his hand. It’s warm and soft. ‘PC Lucy Halliday. And this is Moss.’
He doesn’t acknowledge the dog. It’s strange. Cops know to ask permission before petting a working dog, but after introductions most look forward to giving the spaniel a bit of fuss. Not Ellis, it seems.
‘And you’re cadaver trained?’
‘Moss is.’ Her attempt at humour falls flat. She points into the woodland. ‘But I assume you already have a body? I’m not sure what good we’ll be.’
Ellis looks beyond her into the cordon.
‘You’ve photographed it?’ he asks Fran. ‘Captured the scene?’ She nods. ‘Bring it here.’
Lucy waits, even more puzzled. Something small is brought their way. Held carefully, in black polythene.
The bag is opened and directed towards them by the technician.
Lucy’s mouth falls open. Now she understands. Visible bone, edges splintered, no doubt chewed away. The remaining skin is grey and mottled; the flesh dark red, blood congealed. It’s curled in on itself, as if it was an animal, crawling off to die.
Lucy stares at it. She feels Ellis watching her and meets his gaze, no reaction showing on his face.
‘All we have is a hand,’ he says, his tone dispassionate. ‘We need you to find the rest.’
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