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A brutal murder. A man jailed. A new witness who claims he couldn’t have been there.
Already in the middle of a violent and complex case, DS Pete Gayle gets entangled in a tangled web of lies and intrigue. With a man in jail for a murder he may not have committed, the reputation of the station and the whole force is on the line. Pete has to face one of the hardest choices of his life. To break ranks and go against another officer risks losing friends, colleagues and career, but if he ignores the case, will he be able to live with himself?
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CHAPTER ONE
‘But he wasn’t there!’
    How many times had he heard that before? It had to run into the thousands. But she seemed genuine, her brows squeezed close over brown eyes that were wide with concern. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘Why do you say that?’
    ‘Because it’s true.’
Pete couldn’t place her soft accent, but it was from somewhere in southern Europe.
‘He was… With me.’
    This was the last thing he needed at ten-past-two in the morning, having just got back from a particularly bloody scene where two officers called to a disturbance in the city centre came under attack from a drunken crowd. One of them had pressed the red button on their radio: code zero, officer in need of immediate assistance, and everyone who possibly could had attended at the double, including Pete.
But he was the C.I.D officer on duty for the night, so now, like it or not, this young woman and her story was his responsibility unless and until he concluded she was wasting his time.
‘You’re sure it was that night? It was almost two years ago, remember.’
    She glanced at the duty sergeant behind the raised reception desk.
Pete didn’t want to take his eyes off her, but he knew Bill would be standing there, large and forbidding, and not out of earshot. He wasn’t sure yet, though, if this was worth pursuing further. He needed as much as he could get from her body language and her facial expression as well as her words.
‘Yes,’ she murmured. ‘Totally sure. He was with me every night that week, the week after and part of the week before.’
Pete kept his expression reassuring. ‘I see. You understand I can’t just take your word for this?’
‘But it’s true,’ she insisted.
‘I’m not saying it isn’t. I’m saying I need actual evidence before I can pursue it. Is there anyone else who can verify it? Is there some kind of physical or photographic evidence?’
She was shaking her head. ‘None of that. But…’
Pete held on expectantly.
Her eyes held his in thrall. ‘He didn’t do this thing.’
Pete’s lips pressed together. His stomach felt quivery. He believed her, but what could he do?
‘Then help me prove it,’ he said. And that was it. He was committed. And ought to be, he thought. To a mental institution. This was going to create nine kinds of hell in the morning.
It had taken Bill only seconds on the Police National Database to look up the case and give Pete the basics. A miscarriage of justice coming from his squad room, committed by one of his colleagues, under the direct supervision of his station chief, and Pete was going to bring it all into question? If he couldn’t do it right and do it quickly, a whole ton of crap was going to descend abruptly on his head for even entertaining the idea. Enough, he had no doubt, to finish his career.
‘How?’
‘Give me something to work with. Something other than your word for it.’
*
‘Fun night, last night, was it?’ Dave Miles asked as Pete sat down at his desk, the sun streaming in through the south facing window at the end of the squad room, forcing him to squint.
‘Shut up and close that blind, will you?’
‘What, and keep out that glorious sunshine, boss?’ Dave grinned, but got up and turned towards the window.
‘So, what happened?’ Jane Bennet asked, her red hair glowing with the light behind it.
‘There was a shout just before midnight,’ he replied. ‘Assault on Front Street turned into a mass brawl. A man was cut up badly. Someone called it in as being with a knife so two uniforms attended but couldn’t control things. Got turned on, themselves, and hit the button. Even with fifteen of us, it took some doing to calm things down. We arrested four in the end. And after all that, it turned out it wasn’t a knife. It was a broken pint glass. A pub fight that got out of hand. Then, after I got back here, Bill called me downstairs.’
‘Lost his coffee mug, had he?’ Dave asked, retaking his seat.
‘I wish,’ Pete said with feeling. ‘No, he’d got a visitor insisting on seeing someone senior. Which, for last night, of course, meant me.’ He shrugged.
‘At least they came in under their own steam,’ Dick Feeney said. ‘I assume.’
‘They did,’ Pete agreed. ‘It was what they said that kept me up for most of the rest of the night.’
‘Do tell.’ Dick pushed his chair back at an angle so he could see Pete better, being at the desk next to his. In the reduced light of the half-closed blind, he looked even greyer than usual. His station nickname of Grey Man was rarely more appropriate.
Pete felt the nervousness in his gut all over again. This was it. The point of no return. The moment it came out into the open, became real. The team were looking at him expectantly, waiting for him to speak. The reluctance felt almost like a physical lump in his throat. He swallowed. Drew a breath. And reluctantly began to speak. ‘She was Portuguese. Rebecca Frietas. An archaeologist, over here to catch up with old friends and see how the dig down at Dawlish Warren’s getting on. She was on it two years ago. Last year of her degree, she said. Went off travelling straight after. A gap year. All around the Pacific and Indian ocean.’
‘Very nice,’ said Dave.
‘But, what’s the punch-line,’ Jane added.
‘I’m getting to it.’ He took a breath. ‘She ended up working in South Africa. Job ended a couple of weeks ago and she thought she’d come back here, catch up with old friends and so on.’
‘Yes, you said that, boss,’ Jill Evans said.
Pete sighed. ‘The thing is, one of the friends she was hoping to catch up with wasn’t part of the dig. He was more… Well, a boyfriend. Like a summer romance sort of thing.’
‘And?’
Pete’s lips pressed together. He grimaced. ‘It turns out that, shortly after she left to go on her gap year, he was arrested. He’s in Dartmoor. For murder. But she insists he’s not guilty. That he was with her when it happened.’
‘Two years ago?’ Dave checked. ‘Is she sure she’s got the dates right?’
Pete nodded.
‘So that would be while you were off.’
‘Yes.’ He’d been on compassionate leave for five months following the disappearance of his son that summer. ‘And the investigating officer was Simon Philips.’
‘Ouch,’ Dick grimaced. ‘That could cause a bit of unpleasantness.’
‘Too bloody right,’ Dave agreed. ‘Some people would be inclined to steer well clear of that kind of shit-storm. But I don’t suppose you’re one of them?’
‘Oh, trust me: I am. Very much so. But where would that leave Eric Tauber?’
‘So, we’re taking it on?’ Jane asked.
Pete shrugged. ‘It’s not up to me. I’ll have to talk to Colin.’ 
‘But you’re going to.’ It was a statement, not a question.
‘What choice have I got?’
‘Like he said,’ Dick replied, nodding towards Dave. ‘Leave it the hell alone.’
Pete pursed his lips. ‘Trouble is, I’ve got to live with myself, haven’t I?’
‘We’ve all got to do that,’ Jane said. ‘I say go for it.’
Jill was nodding.
‘Me too,’ Ben Myers said, his spiky hair gleaming as his head dipped in agreement.
‘You know we’re all behind you,’ Dick said.
Dave shrugged.
Pete hesitated. Then he sighed. ‘OK.’ He got up and headed along the centre of the squad room to the half-glazed office under the big wall clock at the far end where D.I Colin Underhill saw him coming and sat back in his chair, fingers steepled on his desk, watching his approach.
As Pete drew near, he nodded for him to enter. ‘What’s up?’ he asked as Pete closed the door.
Pete gave a soft bark of laughter. ‘Morning to you, too, guv.’
Colin grunted. ‘So, what is it?’
Pete paused, baffled at how the older man could read him so easily. They’d known each other for years – ever since Pete came to Exeter. Colin had been something of a mentor, was godfather to Pete’s daughter, Annie, and had been to Tommy. He said little but saw a lot and understood more. There was no getting one over him. ‘I’ve got a problem.’
Colin raised a thick eyebrow, his broad features giving nothing away. Greying but in a darker, more rural way than Dick Feeney, he sat there like an over-sized Jedi in his farmer’s shirt and tweed jacket. All he needed was a flat cap, Pete thought, not for the first time.
‘A young woman came in last night and basically said we put the wrong man in prison for a murder that happened two years ago.’
‘Based on?’
‘The fact that he was with her at the time, nowhere near the scene.’
‘And you believe her?’
Pete shrugged. ‘I spoke to her face to face. Saw no reason not to.’
Colin looked at him, his brown eyes saying it all: there were plenty of reasons not to.
Pete had taken his time with her, guiding the conversation in other directions, letting her relax, cover safe ground, then switching back to her accusation – for that’s what it amounted to – to judge her reactions. And just as she’d done earlier, she’d shown no signs of deception. ‘Unfortunately, yes, I do.’
Colin nodded. ‘When you were off?’
‘In the September.’
‘Whose case?’
Colin knew perfectly well he’d have looked into it, at least as far as he could, before coming to him.
‘Simon’s.’
The older man blinked. He barely hesitated before saying, ‘Tauber.’
‘That’s right.’
‘They had him tight as a drum. Forensics, witnesses, the lot.’
‘Well, not tight enough,’ Pete said. ‘If this girl’s telling the truth a mistake was made somewhere along the line.’
‘It’s going to look like sour grapes if you follow it through.’
At the time, Simon Philips had also been looking into the disappearance of Pete’s own son, Tommy. He had failed in that, too.
‘I know.’
‘Case like that belongs with professional standards.’
Pete nodded. ‘I know, but that would definitely look like sour grapes, wouldn’t it? Whereas if we go as far as we can in-house, first, it needn’t go there if there’s nothing to answer for.’
Colin’s lips pushed upward. ‘Jim and Mark are both tied up for a while. Case they’re on is getting bigger by the day. You prepared for the flack?’
Pete grimaced. ‘I’ll dust off my old stab-vest.’
‘You’ll need it. Go on, then. Quiet and thorough. I’ll pull the file.’
Pete knew what he meant. All access to police computer files and investigative tools was logged, could be checked at any time and questions asked as to the reasons behind it. Confidentiality laws had gone crazy over the past few years but Colin, as D.I, had every right to access any case file he wanted to.
He nodded his thanks and headed back to his desk.
‘We’re doing it, then,’ Dave said as he re-took his seat.
‘And we’re on our own. Complete lock-down. No white-board and no help until we’ve got something solid as a rock to take to the guvnor.’
‘Fabulous. So, where do we start?’
‘With the case file. We all read through it, see what it throws up and go from there.’
‘So, what’s the official line if anyone asks what we’re working on?’ Dick asked.
Pete pursed his lips. ‘I’m open to suggestions, as long as we all end up on the same page.’



CHAPTER TWO
‘He’s back.’
    ‘Right. I’m on the way.’ Pete put the phone down and looked to his left. ‘Ben, with me. The rest of you keep going.’ He got up and grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair, hitting the power button on his computer screen. ‘See to that for me, Dick.’ 
Ben tapped a few keys and stood up too. ‘Mine’s done,’ he said.
‘I can never remember how to do that,’ Pete said as they hurried out of the squad room.
‘It’s easy. You just…’
‘No good telling me now. Save it for when we’re in front of the things.’
‘So, where are we going, anyway?’ Ben asked as they descended the concrete stairs.
‘Exwick. That was Kate Harrison on the phone. Paul’s back.’
‘Christ, how’d you manage that?’
Kate was Paul Harrison’s wife. They’d been hunting him for two weeks, ever since he disappeared after burgling a house in Exmouth for the keys to an Audi A8 and hitting a seven-year-old child as he drove away.
‘She felt bad for the parents,’ Pete told him. ‘I just played on that, especially after they announced the kid was paralysed. Turns out, he was doing it to order. He takes them somewhere – she doesn’t know where – and they’re shipped off abroad.’
‘So, we could have her for aiding and abetting if she knew it was going on,’ Ben pointed out as Pete keyed them through into the back corridor.
‘As I also pointed out to her. I wonder if that might have had something to do with turning her, too.’ He glanced at Ben with a raised eyebrow.
Ben chuckled. ‘Yeah, I wonder. But at least it worked.’
They passed quickly through the custody suite and out towards the back door of the station. Pete led the way to his unmarked silver Ford and they left the station on blues and twos, unsure how long the man they’d been hunting would stay at home. If he’d just returned briefly to pick up some things and say goodbye to his wife, they could have only minutes before he left and Exwick was on the far side of the river and half a mile north of the twin bridges.
The Harrisons lived about a third of the way up a hill with modern council-type houses up one side, opposite a wall topped by a high hedge. Pete could see no car in front of their place but three or four were parked close together thirty yards further on. He had no idea what their man would be driving, and he knew this road led around into another, effectively forming a loop that allowed two points of egress from the estate. Ben had requested backup over the radio as they drove quickly across the city, but no-one was here yet. For now at least, they were on their own. It added to the tension in his gut as he pulled up a few yards short of the target address.
‘Should we go in now or wait and see if he comes out, being as his Mrs told us he’s here?’ Ben asked.
‘Going in gives him the chance to do a runner out the back,’ Pete pointed out. ‘If he comes out, at least we can see where he’s going.’
‘If he hasn’t already gone.’
Pete shrugged. ‘If he’s gone, he’s gone. If not, waiting a while lets Kate off the hook with him. It could be a random visit.’
They waited, eyes glued to the white UPVC front door of the Harrisons’ house. Would he come out? Had they missed him? Pete’s mind flicked between the two possibilities, alternately depressed and tense. If the man was already gone, they could be putting out an alert for him, letting the whole force know where he was – or at least had recently been – exponentially increasing the possibility of his being caught. If he was still in there, what was he doing? Did he suspect his wife of grassing him up? Pete’s mind went back to a case they’d worked not too long ago in which an abusive husband had treated his wife in the most appalling ways imaginable.
Or would Harrison come strolling out of the house, completely unaware of the police presence just yards from his front door, straight into their waiting arms?
The door they were watching opened. Pete tensed. Ben’s hand darted towards the door handle but stopped just short of it. Kate Harrison’s long blonde hair swung in the light breeze as she reached out to lift the lid of the nearest dustbin and drop something inside. As she vanished from view, the door closing once more, both men’s lungs gusted empty.
‘I thought for a second we were on there,’ Ben said.
Pete grunted agreement.
Then the door opened again and he sat up straighter, attention focussed. An arm emerged. The man turned back briefly then came fully outside. Ben reached for the door handle.
‘Wait,’ Pete said.
Paul Harrison stepped out onto the pavement, glancing left and right. He seemed to look right at them, then turned away up the hill, his steps determined. His broad frame was leaning into the low hill more than it demanded, his bull head with its close-cropped brown hair thrust forward over heavy shoulders. A holdall was gripped in one meaty hand as his thick legs took him towards the cars parked a few yards away.
‘Wait,’ Pete repeated. There was a fine line to be drawn between letting the man get too close to his potential get-away vehicle and going too soon so that he could get back into the house before they caught him, and no telling how long the back-up would take to arrive. ‘Be very gentle when you close the door, then run.’
‘OK.’
Harrison was more than half-way to the cars but still closer to his front door than they were.
Pete could wait no longer. ‘Go,’ he said as he reached for his door handle.
He was out of the car fast, but not as fast as Ben on the far side of it. He held the door just long enough for it to close gently under its own weight, then was off and running. His foot hit the tarmac hard and Harrison glanced around. Pete saw his dark eyes go to his front door. He hesitated for just an instant then turned and ran for the cars just yards away from him.
With Ben just a few feet behind him, Pete powered forward. There were just thirty yards between him and his man, but only ten now between Harrison and the cars.
‘Police. Stop,’ Pete yelled. He didn’t even think about the possibility of not catching the heavy-set car thief. He was fully focussed, fully committed. He needed this man arrested and off the streets.
Harrison didn’t react. He was surprisingly quick on his feet for a man of his bulk. Pete had only gained five yards on him when he darted between the cars parked, noses into the pavement, up the street. The hazard lights flickered on the middle car of three, a small faded red hatchback.
Harrison didn’t have a car registered to him. Was this a pool car? One provided by his buyer – the man he effectively worked for?
The big man darted past the driver’s door and turned back to open it in the confined space, the holdall now in his left hand.
Pete gained another few yards, Ben, having caught up, running beside him. There were less than twenty paces between Pete and his man and at least three of those were accounted for by the car itself.
Harrison threw the holdall into the passenger seat and ducked into the little car.
Less than fifteen paces.
Harrison jabbed the key at the ignition, missed, jabbed again and found the keyhole. Turned it. The engine coughed. Caught.
Pete was three steps short of the car door when the gearbox grated and the engine roared. He changed direction before the car even moved, anticipating the motion as it jerked back into the narrow road, back end swinging towards him. He grabbed for the passenger door handle. His hand gripped it and pulled, the door swinging open as the car stopped to change direction. Harrison rammed the gear stick forward, gunning the engine again. Pete had pulled himself in, his head aiming for the widening gap as he dove into the car.
His forehead was met with the solid bony protrusion of Harrison’s elbow, stopping him as if he’d hit a brick wall, crushing his neck back into his shoulders, but his right hand darted forward, hooking around the back of the other man’s heavily muscled neck. Harrison tried to shove him off, but he couldn’t get the car in gear and fight at the same time.
Pete’s toes scrabbled for purchase on the tarmac, trying to push himself further into the car over the awkward bulk of the holdall. His left hand grabbed the steering wheel, hauling it over as Harrison strained to keep it straight.
Pete sensed Ben behind him. ‘Gimme a push,’ he shouted.
The car was a two-door so Ben had no point of entry.
‘Fuck off,’ Harrison snarled, trying to punch him but restricted by the limited space and Pete’s proximity.
A meaty forearm slammed into the bridge of his nose and Pete saw stars as he felt Ben’s hands on his backside, pushing him into the little car. Then Harrison realised his mistake and concentrated on his escape. He rammed the gear-stick home and wrenched the steering wheel across as he gunned the engine. The car darted forward, swerving right, away from Pete, to power up the hill, leaving Ben behind and Pete’s shoes dragging on the tarmac. Harrison shook himself, trying to dislodge Pete’s hand from around his neck but Pete held on, lifting his knees as he tried to get further into the car, but the solid bulk of the holdall under his belly stopped him. He grabbed for the wheel again, but Harrison batted his hand down and away. It hit the gear lever and instinct kicked in. He knocked the car out of gear.
‘Shit,’ Harrison snarled, grabbing for the shift as he dipped the clutch, trying to force it forward, but Pete held on, his weight dragging it back and down. Crunching and grinding noises came from the gearbox as Harrison’s foot lifted briefly off the clutch. He swore and dipped it again, but the car had lost momentum.
‘Bastard.’
Harrison switched tactics, hauling on the handbrake. The car skidded to a halt, slamming Pete forward against the open passenger door. As his body rolled, he lost purchase on the gear lever and Harrison’s meaty hand over his rammed it forward. He released the handbrake and gunned the engine once more. This time Pete was dragged backward against the metal door frame, but he’d had the instant he needed to get one foot under him and push himself forward into the car far enough to reach for the steering wheel again while Harrison’s hands were occupied elsewhere. He wrenched it across so that the car powered into a tight turn towards the houses.
‘Jesus!’ Again, Harrison jammed on the brakes.
Behind Pete, Ben had caught up with them again. Pete heard his heavy breathing. ‘Hang on, boss.’
Harrison gave up trying to drive the car, released the steering wheel and twisted in his seat to launch a powerful punch at Pete’s head. Pete ducked just in time, but the blow still felt like a sledge hammer on the top of his skull. Then Ben was around the far side of the car, snatching the door open.
‘Paul Harrison, you’re under…’ Ben stopped with a grunt as the big man turned on him, swinging a punch that Pete felt as a movement of the car beneath him, but didn’t see through the pain in his skull.
He finally got a knee into the passenger footwell and, holding onto the steering wheel with his left hand, used the right to push the holdall out the door and out of his way. He clambered in fully, grabbing Harrison’s left wrist and twisting. The powerful man resisted with impressive force, but he couldn’t resist the parva that Ben sprayed in his face.
He roared like a wounded bull and Pete felt himself being lifted bodily as Harrison reached for his eyes.
Pete’s own eyes stung with the over-spray, but Harrison had taken it full in the face and he wasn’t lucky enough to be among the small minority who were naturally resistant to it. He shook his head, adrenaline giving him extra strength as his whole body started to buck and twist in the confined space of the driver’s seat.
‘I’ll fucking kill you,’ he bellowed.
With both Pete’s hands locked around his thick forearm, he leaned across and sank his teeth into the flesh of his left forearm a few inches above the wrist, shaking his head like a dog.
Pete howled but somehow held his grip. He felt the big man’s body jerk and heard Ben gasp as, through squinted eyes, he saw Harrison’s foot connect with Ben’s thigh, driving him back in a stagger that drew a blast from the horn of a passing car.
Ben jumped forward, shocked, one hand going out to the open car door. He pushed it shut and Harrison bellowed again as the hard edge closed on his ankle. Pete snatched his injured arm away as Ben leaned on the door, adding the pressure of his body weight.
Attacked from both sides, Harrison slammed his torso and head back at Pete. His back must have come down hard on the gearstick but at the same time, his shoulder and head hit Pete in the chest and face.
Agony flashed like a bolt of lightning through Pete’s face as he was knocked backwards through the open door, the impact of his knee on the roadway barely registering. It felt like his nose had been broken. Tears blinded him. He started to shake his head, but that only made it worse. He sensed rather than saw Harrison lunge back again, arms coming up past his head, trying to find Pete, grasp him, hurt him. Instinct took over, jerking Pete back out of reach and the one knee that was still in the car slipped painfully over the door sill as the back of his head cracked against the metal frame above.
‘God!’
His hand came up to his face, felt the blood smeared around his mouth and dripping thick and glutinous from his nose as he stood on shaking legs, twisting away and slamming the car door on the violent criminal. He swallowed, chest heaving, gasping for air, leaning forward to allow the blood to drip on the ground instead of down his shirt. He coughed, fresh pain lancing through his nose and face. His free hand came up to his aching head as air hissed through his teeth.
‘Ben,’ he gasped. ‘Get the key.’
He looked up, unsure if the young PC had heard him but just in time to see Ben pull the door back a few inches from Harrison’s ankle.
There was a thud and the door slammed back at Ben, knocking him over. The engine roared and the car shot back in a tight turn that swung the front wheel frighteningly close to Ben as he lay on the tarmac, then the front tyres screamed, smoke rising with the stink of burning rubber. As Pete stepped forward, horrified, reaching for the door of the little car, it shot forward and away, driver’s door swinging.
The young PC was left face-down in the narrow road.
‘Ben.’ Pete ran towards him, dropping to his knees. Heard the hiss of air into his lungs as his arms moved and he started to roll over.
‘Stay still,’ Pete snapped.
Ben halted the move. Pushed himself up onto hands and knees instead. ‘I’m fine,’ he gasped, head turning towards Pete.
‘You don’t sound it,’ Pete argued.
‘Christ,’ Ben said, looking up sideways. ‘I feel a site better than you look.’
As the younger man got to his knees, Pete glanced down at himself. His shirt and jacket were covered in heavy drops and smears of blood, his trousers scuffed and torn.
‘You look like a tramp after a mugging.’ Ben coughed, grinning.
Pete looked away up the road in the direction of Harrison’s flight, the little car long gone from sight. ‘That’s probably how I’ll feel once the chief gets through with me after this.’



CHAPTER THREE
‘I’ve warned you before about your John Wayne attitude, Detective Sergeant. You know perfectly well you should have waited until you had adequate backup before engaging a potentially dangerous suspect.’
‘There wasn’t time, sir. Back-up was still on route when he came out of the house and was about to escape, putting God-knows how many members of the public at further unnecessary risk. We had to try to detain him then and there, to prevent that.’
‘Then why hadn’t you called for them earlier, as you knew the type of individual you were going to be dealing with?’
‘It was a spur of the moment opportunity. We didn’t have time to plan it. Didn’t know if he’d still be there when we arrived, even.’
‘So, once again, you
decided to ignore protocol. And look at the consequences. PC Myers could have been seriously injured. You clearly have no consideration for your colleagues or the potential harm you put them in the way of. Look at DC Miles, only a matter of weeks ago. And now this. It’s not good enough, Detective Sergeant, and it will not happen again. Not on my watch. Anything remotely like this in future will result in instant disciplinary action. Am I clear?’
Pete stood stiffly before the station chief’s desk, every part of him either sore or aching. ‘Sir.’
‘And in the meantime, this reprimand will be going on your record. Bear in mind you only get two more and that’s it. No job, no pension and no excuses.’
Pete felt his jaw clamp and his nostrils flare painfully. He fought not to allow his lips to curl into a snarl that would have matched Harrison’s, earlier.
‘Get out of my sight and don’t let me hear your name again unless it’s attached to an arrest. I will be watching you, Detective Sergeant. Closely.’
‘Sir.’ That’s all I need at the moment, he thought as he turned stiffly and left the DCI’s office.
The team saw the look on his face as soon as he re-entered the squad room.
‘Not your usual pep-talk, then?’ Dave said.
‘I hope to Christ we can prove something against him with this Eric Tauber thing,’ Pete muttered as he settled gingerly into his seat, rolled his stiff shoulders and wiggled his sore, abraded toes inside the spare pair of shoes he’d changed into along with a new shirt and suit when he got home from the hospital, where he’d been with Ben after leaving Harrison’s address. ‘The man’s nothing more than a rectal polyp, as my wife might say.’
‘A pain in the arse?’ Jane checked.
‘Hmm. So, what were you all doing while Ben and I were losing our suspect?’
‘Well, as bed-time reading, that report you left us with could be very effective,’ Dave said. ‘Talk about dull and predictable. The man’s got the imagination of a gold-fish.’ He glanced over Pete’s shoulder towards Mark Bridgman’s workstation and, beyond it, Simon Philips’ ‘The surprise ending came when he took it to the CPS. They actually went for it, despite his case leaking like a bloody sieve.’
‘Well, they were proved right, for once,’ Dick observed. ‘They got the conviction, which is all they’re interested in.’
‘Yeah, don’t know how,’ Jane added. ‘We’ve yet to get to the court scenes. Still ploughing through the… I was going to say “investigation”, but there wasn’t much of that, from the look of it.’
‘So, what have we actually got?’ Pete pushed.
‘So far, a great big pile of idle-itis,’ Dave replied. ‘But nothing much of any substance. About like the case they ended up with.’
‘Best keep burrowing then, until we get to the actual bullshit.’ Pete lifted a sore arm to switch on his computer and brought up the case file, scrolling through to the point where he’d left off earlier. ‘And, if anyone asks, we’re looking into where the hell Paul Harrison might have run off to. Which we need to do anyway.’
*
Having been left two hours behind the rest of his team by his trip out to the Harrison residence, his subsequent visit to the hospital, going home to change and then being called into DCI Silverstone’s office, Pete was the last to finish reading the case file. He looked up from it to see the others hard at work on tracing Harrison’s known associates.
‘Well, did anyone else notice it?’
‘What?’ Dave asked.
‘The lack of any mention of our witness, Rebecca Frietas.’
Dave grunted as Jane looked up from her notepad.
‘I wasn’t looking for it, but now you mention it, I don’t remember seeing her name in there,’ she said.
‘Me neither, and I was looking for it,’ Dick agreed.
‘Like I said before,’ Dave said. ‘Idle-itis. She didn’t fit the theory and wasn’t easy to find so why bother? In his mind,’ he added with a nod over Pete’s shoulder.
‘The thing is,’ Jane said. ‘If he was with her, where were they? Would there be any other witnesses or other proof of it?’
‘You said she was on an archaeological dig,’ Ben said. ‘Wouldn’t she have been in digs somewhere? The university or something?’
Dick aimed his pen at him. ‘Good thought, Young ’un. Did she say?’ he asked Pete.
‘No, but she did leave her contact details.’ He took out his notebook and flipped through the pages. ‘Here we go.’ Laying the notebook flat on his desk, he picked up the phone and dialled.
‘Hello?’
‘Rebecca. Sergeant Gayle. You said you were with Eric that night. Where was that, exactly?’
‘His house. It was near the hospital.’
He could look up the address. ‘Thank you.’
‘You will find the truth?’ she asked.
‘That’s what we’re here for.’
She sighed. ‘Good.’
Pete ended the call. ‘The dorms,’ he said, looking up at Dave and Jane, across from him.
‘There won’t be any security records from two years ago,’ Dave pointed out.
‘No, but there could be witnesses,’ Jill argued.
‘Then, we’d better start trying to track them down tomorrow,’ Pete said. ‘Time’s getting on. We’ll leave it for now. Any joy on Harrison?’ He looked around the tables.
‘A list of possibilities,’ Jane replied. ‘But nothing solid yet. We’ve got an alert out on him, though. And on....’ Dick’s phone rang, interrupting her.
He picked it up and listened. ‘OK. Thanks.’ Looking up as he put it down, he grimaced. ‘The car you were about to mention,’ he said to Jane. ‘It’s been found. Burning merrily on some waste ground down by the old bridge.’
They all knew which bridge he meant and that there were plenty of places around it where someone could dump a car without being seen. So that was one option off the table.
‘He’d have had to get back into town from there somehow,’ Jill said. ‘And you can only drive one car at a time.’
‘Unless he had help,’ Dave argued.
‘So, we’re back to that list of known associates,’ Pete said. ‘Let’s divide and conquer. Or at least speed it up. Does anyone on the list live down near the King George playing field?’
Dick laughed. ‘We ain’t that lucky.’
Pete shrugged. ‘Worth asking. Still, come on. Everybody out. We need to check on all of them. How many are there?’
‘Thirty-four,’ Ben said as they all got to their feet.
‘So, half a dozen each unless we get lucky before that. Best get your trainers on, folks. We need to find the bugger before he injures anyone else.’
*
The first house on the list was a 1970s white-clad terraced box of a place just off the Topsham Road, about a ten- or fifteen-minute walk from where the burning car had been found.
As Pete turned off the main road, he knew that Dick would be approaching the second house on the list, Ben the third and so on around the tables. It was a system they had developed for this type of situation to save time on planning and arranging who would go where.
The house he pulled up in front of had a square front garden protected by a white-painted post and rail fence with a gate hanging precariously by one hinge and grass that hadn’t seen a mower in at least six months. Brightly coloured plastic toddlers’ toys were scattered near the front door.
He knocked.
Inside, a baby cried.
‘Not interested,’ a female voice shouted.
Pete wasn’t sure if she was speaking to him or the child but, after a moment, he saw movement behind the rippled glass of the door and it was opened by a young woman with her dark hair tied up in a pony-tail and a pink track-suit that looked about as unwashed and over-worked as she did.
‘Yes?’
Pete held up his warrant card, seeing the look on her face as she saw him. He was all too aware of the bruises and abrasions on his face that, no doubt made him look like a thug who’d come off second-best in a fight. Which, of course, he had. But needs must. There were more than enough people to interview and they couldn’t ask for assistance. He had to pull his weight. ‘Exeter CID. We’re looking for witnesses to an incident that occurred earlier this afternoon. Can you tell me where you were around three o’clock?’
‘Here, looking after three kids, including the one squalling back there.’ She jerked her head back towards the inside of the house.
‘Your husband was at work, was he?’
Pete was aware she wasn’t married and her partner was on the dole, but she didn’t have to know that.
She grunted. ‘No, he was here.’
‘You didn’t see or hear anything out of the ordinary?’
‘Yeah, right. Over that racket?’
Pete tipped his head in understanding. ‘And your husband – could I have a quick word with him?’
‘He’s out.’
Pete’s level of interest suddenly peaked. Is he, now?
‘He went down the shops to get some teething gel.’
‘Ah. Maybe I should wait for him? I’ll try a few of the neighbours in the meantime.’
‘I wouldn’t hold your breath. He’ll prob’ly stop off at the pub on the way back. Usually does. Never mind me and the kids if he can have a pint and a chinwag with his mates. And they say women can talk.’  
‘All right.’ He stepped away, not wanting to arouse her suspicion. ‘Thanks anyway.’
He’d barely made two steps when he heard the door slam behind him and her voice shouting again.
‘All right, all right. I’m coming, aren’t I?’
There was only one pub between here and the nearest shops, but Pete had to maintain the pretence, at least for now. He turned into next-door, which at least had the gate fully attached to the fence and the lawn mown, albeit on the shaggy side.
Maybe they could tell him exactly when their neighbour had gone out.
Returning to his car moments later, he called up the Police National Database on his smart-phone and re-checked the man’s record, familiarising himself with the mug-shot attached to it before heading for the big white-rendered former coaching inn a couple of hundred yards back down the Topsham Road towards the city centre.
There was old rock music playing inside and a game of pool going on over to the right as he entered. A handful of men were standing around, watching the game. Half a dozen older men were seated at the bar, chatting amongst themselves and with the barmaid. Pete cast a quick glance around the big space. He spotted Charlie Moore amongst those around the pool table, pint-glass in hand. Harrison was not with him. Pete went over and clapped him on the shoulder.
‘Charley! How’s it going? Getting a bit of a rest for the old ears, are you? You got that teething gel your Mrs sent you out for?’
Moore’s face darkened. ‘What do you…?’ He stopped as he recognised Pete. ‘What do you want?’ Then he grinned at the sight of Pete’s face. ‘Looks like you already found something you didn’t want.’
Pete had never actually arrested the man but they had crossed paths more than once. ‘Just trying to embarrass a mate. Talking of mates, I haven’t seen Paul Harrison for far too long, either. Do you know where he’s hanging out these days?’ He watched the man carefully as he spoke. There was no reaction.
He shrugged. ‘Same as ever, I expect. What are you here for?’
‘Just looking up old friends. Seeing what they’re up to.’
‘Causing bloody trouble, more like.’
Pete grinned. ‘I try, mate. I try.’
‘Yeah, I can see.’
Behind Harrison, the crack of balls sounded and a cheer went up.
‘Shot!’
‘Nice one!’
‘Oh, yeah!’
Moore glanced at the table then looked back at Pete. ‘Bugger off, will you? I missed that.’
‘And your Mrs is missing that teething gel,’ Pete said, aware that others could hear him now the celebration had died down again. ‘Don’t be an arsehole all your life.’
He clapped the man on the shoulder again and turned away. Moore clearly didn’t know where Harrison was or what he was up to. He wasn’t bright enough to be able to hide it if he did. Returning to his car, Pete checked the list of Harrison’s known associates. His next stop, number seven, was a familiar name. This one, Pete had arrested more than once. He started the engine and backed out of the space in the small area in front of the pub. As he slipped it into first his phone rang.
He checked the screen and accepted the call. ‘Dave. What can I do for you?’
‘Are you still at Moore’s place?’
‘I just left him.’ Pete stopped the car in the exit from the car park.
‘If you go to the supermarket a few hundred yards up the road you might find some interesting CCTV footage, if we’re lucky. A woman was hijacked from the filling station about fifteen minutes after Harrison’s car was spotted on fire.’



CHAPTER FOUR
‘The camera covering the forecourt,’ Pete said. ‘I need to see what it can show me from twenty-five minutes ago.’
‘Right you are. What’s this about?’ the store’s CCTV operator asked as he brought up the footage Pete had asked for, having been taken to the small office by a security guard.
‘A hijacking.’
‘Off the… Blimey! That’s bold.’
Pete said nothing.
‘Here we go.’
Pete leaned down to look over his shoulder. He could see the time stamp in the bottom left of the screen. The video was paused, everything frozen in mid-motion. ‘Go for it.’
The man hit a key and the image came to life again. A large white saloon car pulled into view and stopped at the foremost pump in the row at the rear of the forecourt. A woman got out and began to fill up. Pete could see a pair of feet at the far edge of the screen. He waited. The woman filled up the tank and went to pay. As she returned and opened the driver’s door, the feet moved, stepping forward quickly. A man came into view. Tall and thick-set. He reached for the passenger door as she closed the driver’s one, snatched it open and sat in.
Pete hadn’t seen his face but the build and hair colour, along with what he was wearing, left him in no doubt.
‘OK,’ he said, straightening up. ‘I’ll need a copy of that.’
‘No problem.’
So, Harrison had switched cars and was on the run with a full tank, heading south on the Devon Expressway, according to the traffic cameras, with his victim’s phone in the car.
Pete took the DVD that was handed to him and headed back out to his car. On the way along the corridor back into the public part of the store, he took out his phone and dialled.
‘Boss?’
‘Time to knock off, Dave. Give Ben and Dick a call, will you? I’ll let Jane and Jill know.’
‘You got something?’
‘A job for the traffic division.’
*
‘Annie round at her friend’s, is she?’ Pete asked as he stepped into the sitting room.
Louise looked up at him from her usual spot on the sofa. ‘Jesus! What happened to you?’
Pete grimaced. ‘I ran into a bus. At least, that’s what it feels like. More accurately, it was a thug in a car.’
She stared at him silently. Not because of the state of his face, he could tell. Something else wasn’t right. He felt a weight settle in his stomach. ‘What?’
‘She’s still at school. Detention.’
‘Detention! What the hell’s she done now?’
From a sweet, scholarly and helpful child, their daughter Annie had turned into a trouble-making rebel since her brother Tommy’s recent death. Pete had seen it too many times in other kids. The fear he felt, seeing it happen to his own daughter, was almost overwhelming.
Louise unfolded her legs and sat up. ‘Apparently, she lost the plot in her art class this afternoon – ripped up her work, threw her pencils and paints around and swore like a trooper, loud enough they heard her in the woodwork class.’
Pete’s eyes closed as he released a heavy sigh. ‘What the hell are we going to do with her?’ He was at a loss. They’d tried being sympathetic and understanding, making allowances until they’d turned themselves around in circles. They’d tried getting her to see the police psychologist. They’d tried distraction techniques, taking her mind off what was troubling her. The teachers at her school had been really supportive too, but it looked like she’d finally gone beyond what they could afford to allow.
‘Well, if the school’s had enough and started using punishment instead of kindness, I suppose we need to do the same. See if we can knock her out of it that way.’
‘Hmm.’ Pete grimaced. He didn’t want to turn into the ogre of Exeter, but if it was going to save his little girl from ending up like so many others he’d seen in his years as a copper, then he’d have to. ‘It’s a good theory, but how do we put it into practice? I mean, it’s like she said herself, the other week: we can’t ground her – she doesn’t go out much as it is. We can’t send her to her room – she goes there anyway. We can’t take her phone off her – she needs it for safety. We can’t take the slipper to her backside like I had done more than once at her age – it isn’t legal anymore, more’s the pity. And what’s the good of yelling at her if you can’t back it up?’ And we can’t make her do chores – she’s done enough of that over the past couple of years without being told to, he thought but didn’t say. It would only antagonise Louise, who felt guilty about it already, despite the fact that she’d had a recognised clinical illness, not skive-alitis or couldn’t-be-bothered-disease. He shook his head, at a loss.
Louise smiled. ‘It wouldn’t help much to take her drawing stuff off her either, would it?’
Pete gave a cough of bitter laughter. It had been Jane Bennett’s idea that he go out and buy a bunch of art materials for Annie to use, both as a distraction and an outlet for her feelings. Art therapy, she’d called it. Had come across the idea being used by a copper in America. Annie had been pleased by his thoughtfulness at the time, but it hadn’t been long before she let her true feelings be known. During one argument, a few days later, she’d yelled at him, ‘What was that all about, anyway? Do you not even read my school reports? I can’t draw, for God’s sake. I’m bloody useless in Art.’
‘So, what are we left with?’
He could handle the worst of criminals – tie them in conversational knots and get whatever he wanted out of them – but, with his own daughter, he was stumped. She’d always had him wrapped around her little finger, ever since that first smile she’d given him when she was still wet from being born, her tiny hand reaching out for him as she lay, wrapped in a towel, on Louise’s chest. Even now, he choked up at the memory.
She shook her head. ‘You’re the expert on crime and punishment.’
‘Oh, thanks.’
The phone rang in the hall and he turned away to go and answer it.
‘Gayle.’
‘Mr Gayle? It’s Gary Williams from Spring Road Junior School. Could you come and collect Annie? I understand she’s not allowed to come home alone.’
‘We’re on the way.’
He put the phone down and stuck his head back into the living room. ‘Annie. She’s ready to come home. Are you coming?’
She smiled. ‘Strength in numbers, is it? You’ve been a copper too long.’
Pete appreciated her lightening the tone, but they still had to reach a conclusion. And now there was a time-constraint on it, too. They’d be picking her up in a few minutes.
*
‘I can see the logic behind going after him,’ Dave said as they settled at their desks just before seven-thirty the next morning.
The rest of the squad room was still unoccupied – which was the whole point of meeting so early, so they could discuss the case without being overheard.
‘Yeah, there was a point to looking at him,’ Dick agreed. ‘But they should have looked a good bit deeper before going off half-cocked like this. I mean, the follow-up investigation was as thin as the hair on a fly’s bollocks. For a start, they knew this Rebecca girl existed. Why wasn’t she interviewed?’
‘She’d already left the country,’ Ben pointed out.
‘It’s not hard to get local police to interview a witness for you these days through Interpol,’ Dick argued. ‘I can’t see any sign of any effort being made in that direction.’
‘Talking of Interpol, I didn’t see anything in the file about checks with the Portuguese police about what Tauber had been up to over there, either,’ Jane said. ‘There was plenty in there about his constant to-ing and fro-ing from Faro, but no follow-up. Just the supposition that it could be drug-related.’
‘Well, again, he was seen with a known drug-dealer,’ Ben said.
‘He was seen with a man who was seen with a known drug-dealer,’ Jill corrected. ‘It’s not the same thing. I mean, you’ve been seen with drug-dealers. I expect we all have. It doesn’t mean we work with them.’
Ben shrugged.
‘It’s not like the victim was exactly innocent, though, is it?’ Dave pointed out. ‘I’m not saying he deserved what he got, but he was no angel. He was certainly had for possession a few times, even if we never got intent to supply over the starting line.’
‘Yeah, but Ray Blackburn’s the victim in this case, not the one on trial.’
‘They should have looked a site closer at him than they did, though,’ Jane said. ‘I mean, we all know, if you haven’t got an obvious suspect, you look into the victims’ background to try and find one. I didn’t see much effort put into that in here.’ She lifted her copy of the thin case file. ‘And he wasn’t exactly squeaky-clean, was he?’
‘What about the fight?’ Ben asked. ‘That was seen by plenty of people.’
‘What fight?’ Jill argued. ‘There was an argument. I didn’t see anything about it getting physical.’
‘Well, you know what I mean,’ Ben defended.
‘We do,’ Dick said. ‘But it’s mistakes and over-emphasis like that that cause cases like this.’
‘Along with laziness, impatience and the other thing,’ Dave said.
‘What other thing?’ Jane asked with a raised eyebrow.
‘Yeah, it’s not like you to be shy,’ Jill said, supporting her.
Dave looked from one to the other. ‘Well, I don’t want to denigrate my colleagues…’
Both women broke into loud laughter. ‘Since when?’ Jill demanded.
‘She’s got a point,’ Dick agreed. ‘I think “incompetence” is the word you’re looking for, mate.’
‘Exactly. I just couldn’t think of it.’
‘That happens when you get older, I’ve heard,’ Jill said, still grinning.
‘Oi! Who provided it?’ Dick demanded.
‘Present company excepted,’ she allowed. ‘At least, some of them.’
‘There’s still the DNA,’ Pete pointed out, joining Ben as devil’s advocate. ‘There’s no way around that.’
‘Except that ours is probably on most of us – each other, I mean,’ Jane replied. ‘From handing out coffee mugs, passing documents to and fro, and stuff like that.’
Pete tipped his head in agreement. They’d already got steaming mugs on the desks in front of them – in this case, made and handed out by him. Dave had also, in an uncharacteristically gentlemanly gesture, helped Jane out of her jacket and hung it up as they came in. His DNA would be on her collar and hers on his hands, in all likelihood. ‘And there were traces of other people on him, too,’ he agreed. ‘We’ll need to follow that up with forensics and check the levels and locations. They’re just called traces in the file.’
‘So, all in all, we’ve just about knocked the whole case flat on its arse,’ Ben summarised.
‘And now we get to rebuild it,’ Pete said. ‘From the ground up.’



CHAPTER FIVE
‘First of all: do we think she’s telling the truth?’ Dave asked.
Dick nodded. ‘Because, if Tauber didn’t do it, we’ve basically got a cold case on...’ He paused as the door opened and Mark Bridgman stepped in. Tall and thin with short dark hair and lean features, he was one of the three other Detective Sergeants in the station.
‘Morning, all,’ he said, shrugging out of his jacket and hanging it on one of the pegs just inside the door.
‘Morning,’ Pete replied as he headed for his desk a few paces away.
He glanced around the team. ‘You’re right. If Eric didn’t do it, who did? So the first job is to establish if she’s telling the truth. I’ll go and interview her. Jane, you can come with me. The rest of you, carry on tracking down Paul Harrison’s known associates and interviewing them. Where would he go? Who would he contact?’ He checked his watch. ‘Seven-thirty. A bit early to ring her?’ He raised an eyebrow at Jane.
Jane shrugged. ‘She came to us.’
‘True.’ Pete took out his phone, checked the number he wanted and dialled.
A sleepy voice answered after several seconds. ‘Sim?’
‘Rebecca. DS Gayle. We need to meet. As soon as possible. Where are you staying?’
‘Across the square from St David’s station. What time is it?’
‘Two years late, from Eric’s point of view. I’ll see you shortly, with a colleague.’
‘Mmm.’
Pete put the phone down and stood up, grabbing his jacket off the back of his chair. ‘Come on, then.’
*
She met them in the hotel restaurant on the ground floor, overlooking the small square with its parking area at the centre and a double row of black and red taxis along the side of the railway station beyond.
She sat down opposite them at one of the tables. ‘Why does it have to be so early?’
‘That’s what you get for causing trouble,’ Pete said. ‘Inconvenience.’
‘At this stage,’ Jane added, ‘We can’t go around publicizing the fact that we’re looking into a case that one of our colleagues already closed. Not until we can show a valid reason for doing so.’
She frowned. ‘So…’
‘We need to prove that what you told me is right,’ Pete said. ‘You said you went away after leaving Exeter that summer. Do you have any evidence of that, that we can use? Boarding passes, tickets, dated photographs, witnesses who’d testify – anything that we could take to a judge and say, “Here’s proof of where Rebecca was on this particular date,”?’
She shook her head. ‘Not here. I have some things at home, but…’
‘What about your phone?’ Jane asked. ‘You took that with you, didn’t you?’
‘Yes.’
‘So, what about photos on that? The meta-data would prove when and where they were taken. Or there’d be records with the provider of where the phone was at a given time.’
‘But… This is a new one. My old one is gone – the one I took with me. I was taking pictures of the horses in the Camargue. I was…’ She shook her head, searching for the word she wanted. ‘Jolted. I dropped it.’
Pete grimaced. A major piece of evidence gone. Just like that.
‘But, you’ve got the number, right?’ Jane persisted. ‘And the provider?’
Rebecca frowned. ‘Yes.’
‘Then, if you give us those, we could still get access to the tracking data.’
Her frown deepened. ‘But…’
Pete could see her reluctance. ‘We’re not interested in where you went, who you went with or what you got up to when you got there,’ he said. ‘All we’re looking for is proof that you left when you say you did and that you couldn’t have easily been contacted by authorities here in the UK.’
‘Of course, I could. All they had to do was ask Francis at the university for my number. The dig director,’ she added when she saw Pete’s expression.
Pete nodded. Of course, the organisers of the dig would have needed her contact information. Why had Simon Philips not thought of that? He shrugged inwardly. Why hadn’t he, come to that? ‘A good point,’ he acknowledged. ‘But they didn’t, as far as you’re aware?’
‘No-one contacted me.’
‘OK. We’ll speak to Francis, then. Francis…?’
‘Tuthill. Professor of archaeology.’
‘Thank you. So, while you were away, did you speak to anyone back here? Email them, text them, Skype them or anything?’
‘Not directly, but I posted lots to Facebook.’
‘Excellent.’ Jane took out her phone. ‘What’s your page?’
Pete watched her typing into her mobile phone as Rebecca quoted her Facebook page name.
She scrolled down, glanced up, smiled. ‘Got it. That’s all we need, in that respect.’
Pete nodded and turned back to Rebecca. ‘And you never questioned why you didn’t hear from Eric?’
She shrugged. ‘I was disappointed, but it was a holiday fling. It was never going to last. Some people prefer a clean break. His loss, right?’ She gave a quick smile. ‘And I was kind of busy.’
*
‘Have you got the tides on that thing?’ Pete nodded towards Jane’s mobile phone as they approached his car in the square outside the hotel, the traffic building around them as the morning progressed.
‘I can find them.’
She lifted the phone and tapped at the screen. ‘Here we go. High tide just under an hour ago. Next low tide, a quarter past one.’
Pete grunted. ‘They won’t be rushing out there early to catch the low tide then.’
‘What, the dig? No. Plus, they’re mostly students. Mornings are anathema to them.’
‘Not to professors, though.’ He unlocked the car and they climbed in. Pulling out of the parking space, he used the car’s comms system to call the squad room.
‘Dick, can you check on that witness? The one who supposedly saw Eric Tauber leaving the scene? I need a thorough work-up. Who is he? Who does he know? What was he doing there at the time? We’ll have to re-interview him at some point and I want all the background and circumstances I can get beforehand.’
‘OK. Will do.’
‘We’re off to see a professor,’ Pete told him. ‘See you later.’
He glanced across at Jane. ‘Uni or dig site?’
‘It’s still a bit early for either, but I’d guess the dig site.’
‘That’s what I thought.’
*
By the time they reached the old bridge to the south of the city, the rush-hour was in full swing. Traffic was heavy and queueing towards the city. Pete drove over the long stone-sided bridge and turned south towards Dawlish. As he made the left turn at the far end of the bridge his stomach twisted and a lump formed in his throat.
The last time he and Jane had come this way, they had been frantically searching for Pete’s son, Tommy, after receiving a threat on his life.
The boy had been found, but too late to save him. Pete’s mind flashed back to his frantic headlong run down the wooded slope towards the river Dart, where two uniformed officers from Newton Abbott had just found Tommy hanging from an overhanging tree, his head submerged in the fast-flowing tidal water. The grief and horror of that moment tore at him once again, wrenching his face into a grimace as his mind fought to shut off the memory.
‘Boss?’
Jane’s voice came hollowly, as if from a distance.
‘Boss? Are you all right?’
He blinked. Coughed. ‘Yes.’
‘Do you want to pull over for a sec?’
‘Why? What’s up?’
‘You were. It was like you weren’t here. Which is fine in most circumstances, but not when you’re behind the wheel. Especially when I’m in here with you,’ she added with a smile to soften the comment.
A shiver of fear ran through Pete. Jane was right – if he’d lost concentration to that degree, it was a wonder he hadn’t had an accident, the consequences of which could have been devastating. But the moment was gone now, the spell broken. ‘I’m fine,’ he said, concentrating on the road.
‘That’s all right, then. How’s Annie?’
He grunted. ‘Not so fine. Detention last night, if you can believe that.’
‘Detention! What had she done?’
‘Disrupted her art class.’
Jane grimaced. ‘Ah. Throwing paint around isn’t the way to win friends amongst the teachers, eh?’
‘I wish it was something that colourful. She’s been getting worse instead of better over the past few weeks. Ripping up her work and swearing like a trooper was the final straw.’
‘So, Doc White’s not been doing her any good, then?’
Doctor Abigail White was the police psychologist, based at the Devon and Cornwall police headquarters in Middlemoor. Pete had been made to see her before returning to work after a period of compassionate leave when Tommy was abducted by a local paedophile a couple of years before. He had called on her when Annie started showing signs of trouble after Tommy’s death and she’d agreed to see the girl, despite it being outside of her job description to treat the family members of force employees.
‘I thought she was starting to,’ Pete admitted. ‘But apparently not.’
He drove on, his mind now back in the present, for a few more miles. The road curved out towards the river until it ran parallel with the coastal railway into the tiny settlement of Dawlish Warren with its enormous holiday park, shops full of tourist tat, cheap cafés and penny arcades. He passed the small railway station and turned left at the cross-roads towards the sand spit that thrust out into the Exe estuary with its broad expanse of scrub and dune grass bordered on the seaward side by a large sandy beach that gave the place its reason to exist.
The dig-site was out here in the broad open space toward the landward side of the peninsula.
Pete drove out past the cart-track and ice-cream kiosk – deserted now, but they would be heaving with tourists in two or three weeks – and parked at the furthest point he could reach with the car. From here, they would have to walk. With sore toes and aching knees, it was not a prospect Pete relished.
He parked up alongside one of the few other vehicles on the grey, dusty tarmac and they stepped out of the car. Pete swung his jacket around his shoulders and put it on. Although the sun was warm, there was a stiff breeze coming off the sea behind them. Jane’s short red hair blew around her face as they set off along a well-worn track.
They were no more than half-way to the site when a Land Rover rumbled up behind them and the driver slowed to speak.
‘Can I help you?’
Pete saw a man in his fifties, his pale red hair like a frizzy halo that looked like it had needed cutting for several months.
‘Are you Dr Tuthill?’
‘Yes.’
‘Then yes, you can.’ Pete drew out his warrant card. ‘Exeter C.I.D.’
A surprised look flashed across the man’s tanned features. He stopped the truck. ‘Sorry. I thought… Hop in, I’ll give you a ride.’
He was going to have to get used to that kind of reaction over the next few days, until the bruising faded, Pete thought as he opened the door and allowed Jane to climb in first. ‘That’s OK. We’ll only take a minute of your time.’
‘What’s this about?’ He yanked up the handbrake.
‘Rebecca Frietas. She was on the dig here two years ago.’
‘That’s right, she came back a couple of days ago. What about her? She’s all right, is she?’
‘Yes, she’s fine. We were just talking to her, which is why we’re here.’
He frowned. ‘What do you mean?’
‘Do you have her contact details? Mobile phone number, for instance?’
His frown stayed in place. ‘It’ll be on file back at the university. Why? What’s this about?’
Pete pursed his lips. ‘One last question, Dr Tuthill. Did anyone contact you after she left, asking about her or for any way of contacting her?’
‘Not that I remember. Look, what’s going on here?’
‘We’re re-investigating an incident that took place at that time,’ Jane told him. ‘Rebecca’s not a suspect, but she had a connection to the case.’
*
‘You’d think he didn’t know about her,’ Dick said.
‘Except he did. She’s in the file.’
‘So, why wouldn’t he make any effort to contact her? Check the man’s alibi?’
‘There’s two possible reasons,’ Dave said. ‘Either he had his suspect and didn’t want to muddy the waters, or he was told not to.’
Pete saw the flash of green from Jane’s eyes. ‘That’s a hell of an accusation, seeing who you’re talking about.’
‘Well, the guvnor had no part in it, did he? He wasn’t here at the time. We know that from the file, too.’
‘But, why didn’t the guy’s defence follow it up?’ Ben asked. ‘I mean, he’d have told them where he was.’
‘It was there in the file that she was out of the country and unreachable,’ Jill pointed out.
‘Yeah, but to make no effort of their own…’
‘This isn’t a Perry Mason movie, Spike.’
‘Who?’ Ben looked baffled.
Dick shook his head. ‘Never mind. Before you were born.’
‘The point is, they’d have accepted it wasn’t worth bothering with the conventional sources,’ Pete said. ‘So, if she was in the wilds of Thailand or something at the time, that would leave them stuck, wouldn’t it? Now, moving on, we know what she says about the situation and their relationship. We need to contact her colleagues on the dig: see what they’ve got to say about it. We’ve got the list of them. Here, Ben – scan that for me and upload it to our version of the case file.’ Pete handed over the print-out he’d collected from the university on the way back from Dawlish Warren.
‘How many are there?’ Dick asked as Ben stood up and headed for the combined copier and scanner in the corner of the big room near the DI’s office.
‘Sixteen.’
Pete almost felt the tension drain out of the man next to him. He’d clearly been expecting a far higher number. ‘There’s only so much room on the site. Anymore, they’d have been falling over each other.’
‘I thought it was quite a big place,’ Dave said.
‘It is, but they’re doing it in stages so any weather damage between seasons is limited to what they’ve already examined.’
‘Ah.’ Dave nodded.
‘Doctor Tuthill was really quite helpful once we got past the uncomfortable bit,’ Jane told him. ‘Showed us round the dig and everything. Even called the admin folks at the uni to tell them we were coming and what we wanted.’
‘Typical helpful avoidance,’ Jill said.
Pete raised an eyebrow and she shrugged.
‘Just saying, boss.’
Pete sensed someone approaching from behind him and a uniformed arm reached over his shoulder to place the copied documents on his desk.
‘There we go. All done,’ Ben said. He sat down and looked around the team, sensing he’d missed something. ‘What?’
‘Nothing, Spike,’ Jill told him. ‘Do we know for sure he had no connection with the victim?’ she asked more widely. ‘Professors and drug dealers,’ she added with a shrug.
‘Sounds like we’re back to Perry Mason,’ Dick said. ‘“The professor and the drug dealer.”’
‘More Conan-Doyle, isn’t it?’ Jane suggested. ‘The Strange Case Of…’
‘The disappearing witness,’ Dave finished.
‘There’s no mention of Tuthill in the file,’ Pete admitted. ‘We’ll have to make sure. You thought of it, PC Evans.’
‘Thanks. I’ll keep my mouth shut next time.’
*
‘Patricia Barrett?’
‘Yes.’
‘DS Gayle, Exeter CID. I need to ask you a couple of questions, if that’s OK.’
‘Well… What’s this about?’
‘The archaeological dig down on Dawlish Warren. I understand you were there two years ago. I wanted to ask you about another member of the team: Rebecca Frietas.’
‘What about her?’
‘That’s what I was going to ask you. What can you remember about her?’
‘Is she… OK?’
‘Yes. Why would you ask that?’
‘Because a person from CID is asking me about her. She’s a great person. Life and soul of the party. Always up-beat, laughing, enjoying life. Out every night to the pub. At least, she was until she hooked up with a boyfriend.’
‘Who was he?’
‘I don’t know. Eric something. She met him in the pub one night, I think. We must have been playing pool or skittles or something. They got chatting. I don’t really remember the details. Anyway, once they got together, there was no parting them, except for work. I mean, she still went out and so on, but not always with us anymore. Sometimes it was with his friends instead.’
‘OK. So, what did you think of him?’
‘He was OK.’
Pete could almost hear her shrug. ‘I sense there’s a “but” in there somewhere.’
‘No, it was just such a sudden change, that was all. She was still the same out at the dig site, but I suppose… I don’t know. I suppose you could say he took her away from us socially.’
Pete’s eyebrows rose. ‘And did anyone in particular take exception to that?’ Other than you, he thought.
‘Not that I can think of. It was a couple of years ago, though.’
‘Fair enough. OK, thanks for your help.’ He ended the call and looked down the list for the next number. Before he could lift the phone again, it rang under his hand. He picked it up. ‘DS Gayle.’
‘This is Sergeant Andy Serkiss, Hampshire traffic team. We’ve got your man Harrison in custody.’
‘Hampshire? Where did you find him?’
As far as Pete knew Harrison had no links to that county.
‘He was barrelling up the M27. One of our guys saw him, tried to pull him and he floored it. Nearly lost him. Thankfully, for once, our man wasn’t the only one on there. He called it in, got two others and they tried a TPAC, but Harrison squeezed out of it and got off, headed for Ringwood. Of course, round there, the roads are too narrow for manoeuvres like that, so I expect he thought he was onto a winner. Didn’t work out that way, though. We had an officer in Sopley on another job. He came up as far as Tyrell’s Ford and nabbed him with a stinger.’
‘Nice one.’
The place names meant nothing to Pete, but the result did. The man who had nearly run Ben down was now in custody, preparing to pay for his crimes.
‘So, what did you want him for?’ asked Serkiss.
‘Funnily enough, dangerous driving as well as assaulting a police officer.’
Serkiss laughed. ‘Well, he’s nice and snug in a cell now. We’ll arrange to have him shipped back to you with safety wrapping.’
‘Thanks.’
Pete put his phone down and looked around the team. ‘Paul Harrison’s in Ringwood nick.’
‘Oh, yes!’ Ben punched the air.
‘On the other side of that coin,’ said Dick. ‘Not to be the bearer of bad news, but that leaves us one less case on the books. Officially.’
‘You’re a cheerful sod, aren’t you?’ Dave said.
‘He’s got a point, though,’ Jane said. ‘One less case means we’re more likely to pick up another, and where does that leave what we’re working on here?’
‘Yeah, but the guvnor assigns the case-load,’ Ben pointed out. ‘And he knows our situation.’
‘He can only go so far, though, can’t he?’ Jill said. ‘I mean, if it looks like we’re not pulling our weight, yet we’re working like dogs, someone’s going to want to know why.’



CHAPTER SIX
‘We have got one advantage over the last time this was looked at,’ Pete said. ‘We’re not working under the assumption that we’ve got our man. All we need to do is find the right one.’
‘It is what we’re here for,’ Jane pointed out. ‘What we do.’
‘So, we’d best do it as quick as we can,’ Dick said. ‘And the boss is right. We don’t just need to prove Eric didn’t do it – we need to find out who did.’
‘No pressure, then,’ said Ben.
‘If you can’t stand the pressure, don’t go diving,’ Dave said.
‘When did you ever go diving?’ Jill asked him.
‘“Quick as we can,” doesn’t allow for the answer to that,’ Pete pointed out. ‘Let’s get this done.’ He picked the phone up and dialled the custody suite.
‘Bob, heads up. I’ve just heard there’s a prison van coming over from Hampshire. It’ll have Paul Harrison in the back: the bloke who nearly ran Ben Myers over yesterday.’
‘I’ll find him a nice draughty cell, then.’
Pete laughed. ‘Sounds good. Give me a shout when he gets here. As the arresting officer in this jurisdiction, I’ll pop down and process him in with you.’
‘Will do.’
Pete hung up and dialled the number he’d been about to ring when the call came through from Ringwood. ‘Diane Harper?’
‘Yes.’
‘DS Gayle, Exeter CID. I need to ask you a couple of questions. It’ll take just a minute.’
‘OK.’
*
‘So, it seems like Rebecca was a popular girl,’ Jane summarised a few minutes later. ‘A few of the people on the dig didn’t like it that Eric took her out of the social scene.’
‘Maybe not,’ Jill said. ‘But, how is it relevant?’
‘Get rid of the reason she’s gone, and she might well come back,’ Dick pointed out.
Jill frowned. ‘That’s a bit extreme, isn’t it? Kill one person to frame another so a third will come back into the group?’
‘Stranger things have happened, Titch,’ Dave said.
‘They’d have to be pretty bloody obsessed with her,’ Ben said.
‘Are we really entertaining this?’ Jill demanded.
‘As unlikely as it is, we can’t just ignore it,’ Pete pointed out. Patricia Barrett had sounded resentful at Rebecca’s sudden absence from their social scene. ‘What have we got that goes towards the idea? For a start, Ben, who was in the accommodation block with Rebecca?’
Ben checked his computer. ‘Two people,’ he said. ‘Timothy Wilson and Patricia Barrett.’
Pete’s eyes widened. ‘Were they, indeed? OK, then. We’ll start by speaking to someone other than them, then see what they have to say for themselves. Who spoke to Wilson?’
‘I did,’ Dave said.
‘Right, who’ve we got who was… Not especially helpful – that can be a flag itself. Talking of which, was anyone? Especially helpful.’ He looked around the team.
‘Everyone I spoke to was willing, but none of them were over-enthusiastic,’ Jane said.
‘What she said,’ Dave agreed pushing a thumb towards Jane as the others nodded agreement.
‘OK,’ Pete concluded. ‘Jane, you call one of yours back. “Sorry for the inconvenience, but just one more quick question. What were those two’s relationships with Rebecca and with each other like?”’
She nodded and picked up her phone.
Moments later, they had their answer. Pete picked up his phone and dialled as Jill did the same.
‘Patricia? Pete Gayle. We spoke a few minutes ago. I hope you don’t mind: I’ve just got two more quick questions, then I’ll be out of your hair.’
‘OK.’ It sounded like it was far from it, but she went along anyway.
‘Great. Can you tell me, was anyone on the dig particularly close to Rebecca or wanting to be? I know you said about the boyfriend, but other than him?’
‘Well, she was really popular. Fun to be around and a nice girl. Kind. Helpful. And great looking.’ She gave a little laugh. ‘If she hadn’t been so nice, the girls would have been jealous of her, but you couldn’t dislike her.’
‘So, you can’t think of a particular person?’
She paused. ‘I suppose she was a bit of a favourite with Francis. And there was Warren. He was always around her. Warren Moore. But he was OK. He wasn’t obsessive or anything. He just enjoyed her company, that was all. Same as all of us.’
‘And no-one hung around the block, wanting to see her, or spent more time with her there than the others?’
‘No. I… I don’t think so.’
Pete picked up on the nuance in her voice. ‘But, would you have been aware? I mean, I don’t know my neighbour’s comings and goings. Or even my boss’.’
‘Well, yes, but…’ She cut herself off before saying anymore.
Pete could guess what that meant but, for now, it was something to file for the future.
‘All right. While I think of it, there was someone else from the dig in the accommodation block with you, wasn’t there? Tim somebody?’
‘Yes, that’s right.’
‘What did you think of him?’
‘He was OK. Kept himself to himself, mostly. Quiet.’
‘Didn’t show any signs of fancying you or Rebecca?’
‘No!’
‘That’s very definite.’
‘Well, he didn’t. And he was… Well, not our… My type.’
‘How so?’
‘Well, there’s a lot of weird-looking people in archaeology and it’s not the cleanest job in the world, but he was… Dirty.’
‘Didn’t wash, you mean?’
‘Yes. I wouldn’t want to go in his room. It would have needed an awful lot of air freshener after he stayed there.’
‘OK. Well, thanks for your help. I’ll let you get on.’
The others were waiting as Pete put his phone down. ‘Jill?’ he asked.
‘Wilson didn’t notice anyone taking an especial interest in her beyond what anyone would, given her personality.’
He nodded. ‘I suspect Patricia had a bit of a girl-crush on her.’
Dave raised his eyebrows. ‘Really?’
Jane thumped him.
‘Oi! What was that for?’
‘Just to keep your attention where it should be.’
‘I never said a word.’
‘Even if she was proper obsessed, boss, it’d be a bit of a stretch for her to come up with a convoluted plan like that, wouldn’t it? And even more so to carry it through,’ Ben said.
‘Why? Just because she’s a girl?’ Jill asked.
‘Well…’
‘Assumption is the mother of what?’
Ben tipped his head.
‘I’m not saying she’s involved,’ Pete said. ‘But a background check won’t do any harm and she did mention two other people we need to look at: the head of the dig and a Warren Moore. I also want to look at that witness who saw someone walking away from the victim’s place at 1:54am.’
‘How come?’ asked Dick. ‘Are we thinking of him as a supposed witness…?’
‘It happens,’ Pete said. ‘Plus, if we’re going to re-interview him, I want to know as much about him as I can beforehand. Including any links to Ray Blackburn, Eric Tauber or anyone else involved.’
‘Anyone else?’
Pete raised an eyebrow.
‘You mean, we don’t want word getting back inadvertently to where it shouldn’t.’
Pete tipped his head. ‘So, the more information we can gather, the better.’
*
‘Mr Durrant?’
‘That’s me.’ The man who stood on the doorstep was skinny and scruffy-looking, his dark hair dishevelled, his once-white T-shirt stained and grubby.
‘DS Gayle.’ Pete held up his warrant card.
‘Another one? What is it now?’
‘I’m not here to mess up your bail. I’m not interested in what you have or haven’t been up to.’ A quick check had shown that Christopher Durrant was currently on bail on burglary charges. ‘I want to talk to you about an old case that you were a witness in.’
The man glanced up and down the street. ‘And you had to come here? What’s the matter with talking at the station?’
Pete tipped his head. ‘We could have, but you’re down there every week. I thought I’d give you a break. Can I come in?’
Durrant grunted. ‘You’d best, I suppose.’
He stepped back, allowing Pete across the threshold into a hallway with a double line of pigeon-holes on one wall, a pay-phone beside them and a bicycle beneath. The place looked like it hadn’t seen a lick of paint in years, or a vacuum in nearly as long.
Durrant led him up to a room on the first floor, where he unlocked the door and stepped inside, waiting for Pete to follow. The single room with an alcove containing a microwave and a little worktop oven with a single hob was as tidy as a single room could be when it held a person’s whole life, Pete guessed. At least it looked clean.
Durrant pointed to the single chair and sat on the bed. ‘I was only ever witness in one case. That bloke that got killed along the road here.’
‘Ray Blackburn, yes. That’s what I’m looking into.’
‘I thought you’d got someone for that. Inside, isn’t he?’
Pete nodded. ‘Except, it turns out he might not have done it. So, as I wasn’t involved in the original case, I’ve been tasked with having a second look. What can you tell me about that night?’
‘I told the other bloke – I was on the way back here, noticed a bloke coming out of that house and walking away like he was in a hurry. I wondered where he could be off to at that time of morning in such a rush. Then, when it came out the bloke who lived there was dead, well…’ He shrugged. ‘What could I do? Couldn’t let a killer get away, could I?’
‘You actually saw him come out of the house, not just on the street?’
‘Well, I heard him to start with. Looked round. By then he was on the pavement, but it was obvious where he’d come from.’
‘And he was coming towards you or moving away?’
‘Towards me.’
‘On the far side of the road?’
‘Yeah.’
‘Was he bare-headed?’
‘Yes.’
‘So, you saw his face?’
‘Just a glimpse. I know better than to stare at someone on the street at that time of night.’
Pete knew what he meant, especially on these streets. It could get you a beating or worse.
‘What was the weather like?’
‘Eh?’ Durrant shot him a confused look.
‘The weather. Was it dry, wet, dark, bright, windy, still?’
‘I don’t know, it was two years ago! I don’t know what it was like two weeks ago.’ He paused. ‘It was dry. I don’t remember it being windy and of course it’s dark at two in the morning, no matter what time of year it is.’
‘Are the streetlights still on along here at that time of night?’ Pete knew that, in a lot of places, they were shut off after eleven until around 6:00am.
‘No, but it never gets fully dark in a city, does it?’
‘How far down the street was he?’
‘Nine, ten houses back.’
‘So, around forty yards. Did you know him? Had you met him or seen him before?’
‘No.’ He was starting to sound defensive now.
‘OK. What was he wearing?’
‘A leather jacket and jeans.’
‘And you couldn’t see any dark or wet-looking patches on his clothes?’
‘What, at that distance?’
Pete tipped his head, allowing the point.
‘What about his shoes?’
‘Light coloured trainers.’
‘And his height and build?’
‘Maybe five-ten. Average build.’
‘Dark hair or light?’
‘I don’t know. Somewhere in between, I think. Look, what’s all this in aid of?’
‘Like I said – making sure we got the right man. I think that about covers it for now. Thanks for your time.’ Pete stood up to leave.
*
    ‘So, what do we think?’ Dick asked.
    ‘I think he was forty yards away, it was dark, he couldn’t see if the bloke had any dark or wet patches on his clothes but he made a positive ID of Eric Tauber.’
    ‘Did he see or was he pushed?’ Dave asked.
    ‘That’s a bit harsh, isn’t it?’ Jane said.
    ‘Just asking. Given his career choices, it could easily be a bit of pressure was applied to make him lean in a certain direction.’
    ‘Or, was it him who saw Eric or Eric who saw him leaving the scene of a crime?’ Jill suggested.
    ‘A bit of judicious deflection, you mean?’ Ben said.
    Dave’s eyes widened. ‘Whoa. Have you been chewing on that dictionary again, Spike?’
    Pete’s phone rang before he could interrupt the conversation. He picked it up. ‘Gayle.’
    ‘Pete, it’s Bob. Your delivery’s arrived.’
    ‘Perfect. I’m on the way.’ He put the phone down and stood up. ‘You kids play nice while I’m gone. I won’t be long.’
*
    ‘Coleridge and Matthews. How can I help?’
    Standing in the car park, Pete instinctively turned away from the back of the station as his call was answered. ‘This is DS Gayle, Exeter CID. I need to talk to Eric Tauber’s solicitor, please.’
    ‘That’ll be Mr Matthews. One moment, please.’
    Pete’s free hand rested on the roof of his silver Mondeo. He’d stepped outside to make the call after processing Paul Harrison into the custody suite with Bob and the crew from Hampshire. There was no way around the need to make this call, but he didn’t want anyone to know he’d made it or what was said.
    ‘Lawrence Matthews. Can I help?’
    ‘I hope so.’ Pete introduced himself again. ‘I’m hoping you can persuade your client to speak to me if I make a phone call to him. I don’t suppose for a minute he’d accept a call from me without your suggesting he do so beforehand.’
    ‘And why would I do that, DS Gayle?’
    ‘Because it might be to his benefit. I need to corroborate some new information we’ve received on his case that might shed a new light on things.’
    ‘DS Gayle,’ he mused. ‘I don’t remember your name from the original case.’
    ‘You wouldn’t. I wasn’t on it. In fact, I wasn’t at the station when it came up, which is why I’ve been tasked with handling this new information. An independent eye, so to speak.’
    ‘I see. Would it not be easier to simply visit him in Dartmoor?’
    ‘We’re in early stages yet. I don’t want to tip my hand too early.’
    ‘This sounds all very cloak-and-dagger, if I may say so, detective.’
    ‘I’m sure you’re well aware we have to play our cards close to the chest sometimes, Mr Matthews. Especially in criminal cases.’
    ‘Hmm. All too aware, I’m afraid.’
    ‘Well, in this case, as I said, it’ll be for the benefit of your client if it pans out.’
    Matthews paused for an instant. ‘Very well. I’ll speak to him.’
    ‘Thank you. If you could make it sooner rather than later, there is a time-sensitivity issue to consider.’
    ‘As you wish, detective.’
    ‘I’ll call him this afternoon, then.’
    Pete ended the call before the solicitor could object, putting his phone away as he stepped towards the back door of the station.
*
    Back in the squad room, Pete took his seat and a swallow of cold coffee. ‘Right, picking up on what Jill said earlier – given our witness’ proclivities, were there any break-ins on the night in question and, if so, where and when? Ben, you check on that. Dave, have a look and see if Eric’s got any black marks against him from before all this happened.’
    Dave nodded and started typing.
    ‘There were two, boss,’ Ben announced. ‘One over the river in St Thomas, the other near the university campus off Pennsylvania.’
    ‘Which is in walking distance of our target area,’ Dick said.
    ‘Did we ever check that Durrant hasn’t got a driving licence?’ Pete countered.
    ‘Not that I know of, but it won’t take a minute.’ Dick moved his mouse to wake up his screen and logged into the system.
    ‘What times were they, Ben, and what was taken?’ Pete asked.
    Dave looked up from his screen. ‘There’s nothing on the PND.’
    Pete gave him a nod.
    ‘No licence held and no record of one in the past,’ Dick reported.
    ‘There’s no time on the Pennsylvania one. The owners were away for the week. But the St Thomas one was between eight and ten-thirty.’
    ‘And what was taken from the Pennsylvania address?’
    ‘Cash and jewellery. Some of the jewellery was recovered soon after from a pawn-type shop, but the seller was never identified.’
    ‘He could have sold the rest on-line or passed it off in-lieu,’ Jill suggested.
    ‘It’d be handy to get his mobile number,’ Pete said. ‘We could check all sorts of stuff with that.’
    ‘Well, he’s no stranger to the cells downstairs,’ Jane pointed out. ‘I dare say he’s been bailed or had a parole officer at some point.’
    ‘Good point,’ Pete acknowledged. ‘In fact, he is on bail.’ He picked up his phone. ‘Bob, can you do me a quick favour?’ he asked when the connection was made.
    ‘What, another one?’
    Pete smiled. ‘You’d be bored without me.’
    ‘It’d be a fair bit quieter, I’ll give you that. What do you need?’
    ‘Christopher Durrant’s currently on bail. Did he leave a contact number?’
    ‘What’s the matter with the phone book?’
    ‘For a mobile?’
    Bob sighed. ‘All right. Your wish is my command, Detective Sergeant Gayle.’
    ‘You love me really.’
    A grunt was followed by the tapping of keys. ‘Yes, here it is.’ He read out the number. ‘Anything else I can assist you with today, sir?’
    ‘You never know. The day’s still young.’
    Pete put the phone down. ‘Right, let’s see…’ He woke up his computer and checked the provider linked to Durrant’s number. It was one of several who allowed the police immediate access to the information they held. ‘Excellent.’ He tapped in the details and waited for the servers to do their thing.



CHAPTER SEVEN
    ‘Gotcha.’
    He looked up from his screen at the rest of the team. ‘Cell tower triangulation puts Christopher within spitting distance of the address of the burglary between 12:30 and 1:00 am that night. He then proceeded to walk home along Union Road.’
    ‘Encountering Eric along the way,’ Dave continued. ‘So, the question is, did he report what he saw or what he thought would distract from his own activities?’
    ‘Surely, if it was just to distract us, he wouldn’t have said anything?’ Ben countered. ‘He wouldn’t have needed to, would he?’
    ‘Unless he thought Eric might report seeing him,’ said Jane.
    ‘Well, either way, we’re not going to get a conviction out of it,’ Pete concluded. ‘But it’s well worth knowing. So, moving on…’
    ‘Hang on,’ Dave broke in. ‘Sorry. Has anyone considered that it might be Durrant who killed Blackburn? Can we establish if there was any kind of link between them?’
    ‘Wow, you’re not…’ Jill started, then realised what she was about to say.
    ‘Just a pretty face?’ Dave pounced. ‘I do hate it when you objectify me like that. I’m a sensitive human being, you know.’
    Pete couldn’t help joining in the laughter at that.
    Dave looked hurt. ‘What?’
    ‘It’s the way you tell ‘em,’ Dick chuckled.
    ‘It’s a good point, Dave,’ Pete said. ‘But whether we can establish a link is the question. If not, you’re up the creek. You can’t prove a negative and without motive, we’re stuffed. Worth a try, though.’
    ‘Well, they’re both in the PND,’ Ben said. ‘But they’re not listed among each other’s known associates.’
    ‘Which only means, if they are linked, we don’t know about it,’ Dave pointed out. ‘Have they got anyone in common?’
    Ben checked. ‘Nope.’
    ‘OK. I’ll go one step back and check all the known associates’ known associates for a link.’ Dave sat forward and started typing.
    ‘And while you do…’ Pete was stopped again by the phone ringing on his desk. He picked it up. ‘DS Gayle.’
    ‘Lawrence Matthews. I’ve spoken with my client. He’s agreed to speak to you on the clear understanding that it’s for the benefit of his case of wrongful arrest.’
    ‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ Pete said. ‘He was a legitimate suspect. It’s just we’ve now got information we didn’t have before, suggesting he might not have been the correct one.’
    ‘Very well.’
    ‘Thank you for your call,’ Pete said.
    ‘What was that about?’ Jane asked as he put the phone down.
    ‘I was arranging a conversation with Eric,’ he said, carefully avoiding the use of the man’s surname in case he was overheard.
    Her green eyes widened. ‘Really? Why would he agree to that?’
    ‘Because he knows it could be to his benefit. Now, in other business: according to the file, Eric and Ray were seen meeting with Defrim Januzaj on the afternoon of Ray’s demise. We need to confirm Januzaj’s alibi and any common ground he might have with Eric other than Ray.’
    ‘It looks like his alibi’s solid, boss,’ Ben said.
    ‘It won’t hurt to make sure. I’m going to go and make that call.’ He got up and left the squad room.
    This was not a call he wanted to make from the car park behind the station. He climbed into his car and drove away, heading for the northern edge of the city, where he parked up in a layby. As he took out his phone, he looked down over the city with its spires and steeples, new buildings and old, and a healthy sprinkling of trees and green spaces. From this distance it looked serene and beautiful in the afternoon sun. There was no hint of the dark underbelly which was his daily habitat.
    He made the call.
    ‘HM Prison, Dartmoor. How can I help?’
    ‘This is DS Peter Gayle, Exeter CID.’ Pete gave his badge number. ‘I’d like to speak to an inmate of yours, Eric Tauber, please.’
    ‘Hold, please.’ There was a click and the line went silent.
    Pete knew that standard procedure would demand that they check his credentials while the process of transferring the call to the relevant cell block and fetching Tauber to the phone was carried out. They would record the call, both in terms of their books and the content of the conversation, but that was fine. It would go no further unless a case was brought in which it was relevant.
    Another click on the line. A scraping sound.
    ‘Tauber.’
    ‘Eric, it’s DS Pete Gayle from Exeter. I believe your solicitor told you I’d be in touch.’
    ‘Yes.’ His tone was flat and unemotional.
    ‘I’m calling because we’ve got new evidence that might suggest you’re not guilty of the crime you’re in there for. I’m investigating that evidence and, in the process, re-investigating the case as a whole.’
    ‘What new evidence?’
    That got his attention, Pete thought.
‘I can’t go into that now, but I do need to ask you some questions that’ll hopefully support it.’
    ‘Ask away. What do you want to know?’
    ‘Firstly, the victim. How did you know him? How did you meet?’
    ‘That’s all in the file, isn’t it? I answered all that stuff before.’
    ‘I know. As I said, I’m starting from scratch. The old file is there in case its needed but, by and large, I’m ignoring it. DS Philips does things his way, I do things mine.’
    Tauber grunted. ‘All right. I met him in the pub. The Firkin Angel, down near the river. I go… Went in there sometimes from the company office on Frog Street.’
    ‘OK. And it was suggested that, on the day he died, you and he had met Defrim Januzaj in there.’
    ‘I didn’t. I was the other side of the room. Ray went over on his own.’
    ‘So, you never met Januzaj?’
    ‘No.’
    ‘What about any of Ray’s other associates - or Januzaj’s, for that matter?’
    ‘Well, I met some of Ray’s mates in there. As you would. We played darts occasionally, had a pint with one or two of them. Why?’
    ‘If we’re going to make a case, we’ve got to prove it from both directions,’ Pete explained. ‘Not just that you might not have done it, but that someone else did.’
    ‘Jesus! So, what’s the bad news?’
    Pete smiled. ‘You don’t even want to know,’ he said. ‘Unfortunately, Ray Blackburn wasn’t the saintly individual you might have hoped he was. And the same applies to at least some of his associates. Have you got any names I can run down?’
    ‘Not really. I didn’t take that much notice. They were just blokes you meet in a pub. You spend an hour or two with them and seldom see them again. You might get a first name or a nick-name, but by the next week, you’ve forgotten it.’
    Pete knew what he meant, but it didn’t help. ‘So, you don’t remember any of them at all?’
    He heard Tauber draw a breath. ‘Not really. I didn’t even know this Januzaj’s name until afterwards – after your colleagues mentioned it in interviews and in the court.’ He paused. ‘Hang on. There was one called Phil. I remember Ray mentioning “fill-yer-boots”. He was a big chap, built like the proverbial brick out-house. Pleasant enough. Jovial, even. But there was something about him that… Something in his eyes. You wouldn’t want to cross him.’
    The description meant nothing to Pete, but he could check with Jim, one of the other Detective Sergeants in the squad room, as long as he did it carefully. Jim specialized in drugs crime and knew most of the players in the city.
    ‘No others spring to mind?’
    ‘No, sorry.’
    ‘All right. Did you know where Blackburn lived?’
    ‘Not exactly, no. He mentioned the Old Tiverton Road, but I never went there. No reason to.’
    ‘But, you do remember that much.’
    ‘Yes, because it was brought up in the trial. It was where he died.’
    Fair enough. And, again, you couldn’t prove a negative. ‘Do you know Christopher Durrant?’
‘The name’s familiar. Did he…? Was he the witness at the trial? The one who said he saw me?’
‘He was. But you’d never met him before that?’
‘No.’
‘Or seen him, out and about anywhere?’
‘No.’
‘OK. You had a girlfriend at the time. A student?’
    ‘No, she wasn’t,’ Tauber said quickly. ‘She was qualified. Here on some archaeological thing.’
    ‘But living in the student digs, I gather.’
    ‘Yes. It was a dig she was here for. Down towards Dawlish. Yes, Dawlish Warren, that was it.’
    ‘Did you ever go there? To the digs at the uni?’
    ‘Of course. I took her back there a few times.’
    ‘Which way? From your place.’
    He hesitated. ‘Down to Western Way and up Pennsylvania.’
    ‘From where you can easily cut through to the Old Tiverton Road,’ Pete pointed out.
    ‘Yes, but I didn’t.’
    ‘Not even on the night Blackburn died?’
    ‘No! We slept at my place. I said this before. In interview and at the trial.’
    He had, and so had Rebecca, but he needed to assess the man’s reaction for himself. ‘OK. You were seen arguing with Blackburn earlier that day. What was that about?’
    A reason had been given and was in the file, but again, Pete needed to hear it for himself.
    ‘He… Wanted me to bring something back from Portugal for him. I refused.’
    ‘What kind of something?’
    ‘A small package, he said. From a friend. It sounded dodgy, so I didn’t want anything to do with it.’
    Pete stayed silent.
    ‘He didn’t like it that I didn’t trust him,’ Tauber continued. ‘But it was putting my job on the line as well as anything else. I mean, you hear about these things, don’t you? People being taken for mugs and paying the price.’
    ‘And that was the first time he’d asked you, was it?’
    ‘Yes. I’d only told him about going there a few days before. Like I said, we were just pub buddies. It hadn’t come up.’
    ‘A few days before. Was that before or after the meeting with Defrim in the pub?’
    ‘Meeting makes it sound kind of formal. It was more like two mates running across each other in the pub and having a chat.’
    ‘OK, the encounter in the pub. Before or after you’d told Blackburn about your comings and goings from Portugal?’
    ‘I don’t know. Maybe a day or two after.’
    ‘I need you to be precise on this,’ Pete insisted.
    Tauber hesitated. ‘Yes, it was. A couple of days later. You think…?’
    ‘I don’t think anything,’ Pete said. ‘I just collect facts and draw conclusions when I’ve got them all. So, how was this disagreement resolved? Or was it?’
    ‘In the end, he accepted I wasn’t going to do it. End of. We just forgot about it and moved on. It wasn’t that big a deal anyway. I don’t know why it was made such a fuss of.’
    ‘Because it suggests motive,’ Pete told him. ‘So, if I were to go to your house now, I wouldn’t find any trace of drugs – use or handling?’
    ‘No! I don’t know what’s been going on there since I’ve been in here, but certainly not while I was there. No way. I’ve never used them and certainly never dealt in them.’
    ‘So, you wouldn’t mind if I checked? Just to remove a possible motive.’
    ‘Go ahead. There’s nothing there. At least, there wasn’t eighteen months ago. I can guarantee it.’
    The animation in his voice told Pete all he needed to know. ‘OK, that’s enough for now,’ he said. ‘We’ll talk again soon.’
    ‘Are you… serious about the possibility of me getting out of here?’
    ‘That’s the point of all this.’
    ‘Thank you.’
    Pete chuckled. ‘Don’t thank me yet. There’s a long way to go and no guarantees at the end of it.’



CHAPTER EIGHT
    Dave shook his head with a grimace as Pete returned to his desk. ‘I couldn’t find any links.’
    ‘Warren Moore turns out to have a record,’ Jane announced.
    ‘Oh, yes?’
    ‘He’s been known, on more than one occasion, to dabble with illegal substances.’
    This could be interesting. ‘With what results?’
    ‘Anger issues,’ Jane said. ‘On one occasion he got thrown out of a nightclub and ended up getting arrested for assaulting the night-staff. On another, he was nicked for affray after he sexually assaulted another customer in the Angel, was tossed out on his ear and waited outside with a broken bottle for the bloke who got him chucked out.’
    The Firkin Angel pub and sexual assault in one sentence. Pete was suddenly very interested in Warren Moore. ‘I think we’re going to need to know more about Mr Moore. But first, I got permission to go and search Eric’s place in Whipton.’
    ‘What for?’ Dave asked. ‘I mean, what are we searching for?’
    ‘The primary target is drugs, but anything that might give us cause for concern or a possible motive to go after him – or for him to go after anyone else.’
    ‘Such as Ray,’ Jane added.
    Pete tipped his head in confirmation.
    ‘We may have his permission, but where do we get the keys?’ she asked.
    ‘Ever the practical one,’ Dave said.
    ‘His parents,’ Pete told her. ‘Are you volunteering?’
    ‘Why not?’
    ‘OK. While we do that, Dave, take Jill with you and have a word with as many as you can of Eric’s colleagues at Alexander and French. Dick and Ben, you can go and have a knock around the victim’s address, see what the neighbours can tell you about him. And if any of them remember seeing Eric around there at any point.’
    ‘First one to finish gets a trip to the pub?’ Dave suggested.
    ‘Really?’ Jill demanded.
    ‘The Angel,’ he clarified. ‘To see what the patrons have to say about Ray.’
    ‘Or Eric,’ Pete added.
    ‘Yeah,’ Dave agreed.
    ‘Thankfully, they met during the day as a rule, when the customers tend to be relatively sober. So, you’re right – someone needs to go there, and we haven’t got time to waste.’
*
    They met in the lounge of the big detached house.
    ‘Anything?’
The inside contrasted starkly with the grand old exterior of the building. Bright and white, the walls showed off the mostly seascape pictures and clean-lined wooden furniture of what Pete imagined was the typical bachelor pad of a man who had done well in business. The layout, furniture and equipment were efficient but slightly impersonal. There were no family photos on display, he’d noticed as they searched.
Jane shook her head. ‘You?’
‘No. And no diary or anything like that. Bills and so forth, but that’s all in the way of paperwork. I did see a pair of trainers in the bottom of one of the wardrobes, the same type as made the print in Durrant’s house.’
‘They’d be in evidence, surely?’
Pete shrugged. ‘I suppose he had more than one pair. The ones upstairs are black. Those in evidence were white.’
‘With no trace of blood on them,’ she reminded him.
‘True. I’ve bagged them, just in case.’
‘Best not send them to forensics at this stage though, eh?’
Pete laughed. ‘No. Nothing of interest down here?’
She shook her head. ‘All very neat and tidy. Some nice specimens on display if you’re into archaeology, mostly from Portugal, all labelled and that.’ She turned to indicate two pieces of ancient pottery on the sideboard behind her, either side of what looked like a substantial stone tool. Pete stepped forward to examine the label in front of the nearest piece, which looked like most of a handle-less clay mug with lines and zig-zags cut into the outside.
“Palmelar beaker, Almeria, around 1850BC.”
He took a step to the left. A smaller fragment of similar colour, with a tiny section of impressed design on it was labelled, “Copaz beaker, Targus estuary, around 2700BC.” He glanced at the stone tool between them. The label in front of it read, “Upper Magdalenian hand-axe, Casa de Mara, 12000 to 13000BC”.
He looked up at Jane. ‘That’s another thing he’ll have had in common with Rebecca Frietas, then. An interest in archaeology.’
‘As a collector rather than a digger, though.’
‘Still…’ Pete shrugged.
‘I’m guessing he must have kept all his paperwork on his computer.’
‘And that’s also in the evidence store.’
‘Yep.’
Pete took out his phone and used the speed dial.
‘Boss?’
‘Where are you, Dave?’
‘Still in the offices on Frog Street.’
‘Any luck?’
‘They all seem to reckon he’s a great bloke and really good at his job. That’s about all we’ve got, so far.’
‘OK.’ Pete hung up and dialled Dick Feeney’s number.
‘Hey, boss. What’s up?’
‘How are you getting on?’
‘Ploughing through the murk. Most people don’t know who we’re on about. Didn’t know him from Adam. The few that did, didn’t have much to do with him. The consensus seems to be, good riddance.’
‘That’s a hell of a summation of a life.’ Pete drew a breath. ‘But it doesn’t affect the need to find his killer. We’re going to the Angel, see what we can find out there.’
*
The fat, pony-tailed landlord of the Firkin Angel was working behind the bar when Pete and Jane entered. His black T-shirt had a picture of a long-haired guitarist with a cowboy hat on the front and a tour schedule from just a few weeks ago on the back, Pete saw as he turned away to use the till.
‘Who’s he? Never heard of him,’ he said as he caught the man’s attention.
‘Kenny Wayne Sheppard. Blues guitarist. Not that you’re interested, I expect. What do you want?’
‘I know you were here a couple of years ago, but how many of your current regulars were?’
‘A couple of years ago? You’re getting a bit behind the times, aren’t you?’
Pete raised an eyebrow and waited.
‘There’s one or two. The old boy over there’s been coming in here for longer than I’ve had the place, which is five years now.’ He glanced around, his gut pressing against the bar. ‘The one with the Guinness has been coming in for some time. Why?’
Pete reached into his jacket pocket and took out two photographs. ‘Do you remember either of these gents?’
The man glanced down. ‘Don’t think so. Why?’ he asked again.
‘Because they were regulars back then. They aren’t now. One of them’s dead.’
The man frowned. ‘That rings a vague bell. Got someone for that, though, didn’t you, so…?’
Pete tipped his head. ‘There was a suspect.’
‘But no proof, eh? And you’re coming back to it two years down the line? Business slow, is it?’
‘Oh, there’s always plenty to do,’ Pete said. ‘So, you don’t remember any details about either of them?’
The landlord shook his head. ‘Not much point asking Tom, either. He don’t recall what he drank yesterday. And he’s been having the same thing for years.’
Pete flinched at the shortened version of his dead son’s name but it wasn’t going to stop him doing his job. ‘Short-term memory’s generally the first to go.’ He moved down the bar, Jane following.
The man the landlord had indicated sat alone at a small table, one hand wrapped around his pint glass. He was long-since retired, though it was difficult to judge his age through the grey stubble of his weathered features. His cap was pulled tight on his head, his only obvious concession to being indoors the fact that his grubby overcoat was undone, revealing a check shirt under a dark cardigan.
‘Do you mind?’ Pete asked, indicating the chair opposite him.
The old man looked up and shrugged, his eyes pale in the dim light of the bar.
Pete sat down. ‘I hear you’ve been coming in here a while,’ he said. ‘I wonder if you might be able to help me.’
The old man frowned. ‘What with?’
Pete took out the two pictures again and held them out. ‘’We’re with the police. Do you recognise either of these two?’
He looked closely at the photos, his lined brow creasing further as he stared. ‘One of them looks vaguely familiar. Used to come in here, I reckon.’
‘Which one?’
A thick finger jabbed at the picture of Eric Tauber.
‘But you don’t recall the other one?’
He shook his head with a grimace.
Pete put away Blackburn’s picture and laid the other one on the table beside the old man’s glass. ‘So, what makes you remember this gent?’
‘Didn’t seem like his kind of place. Too smart for it.’
‘Was he in here often?’
The old man shook his head again. ‘A few times, as I recall. Not many.’
‘Do you recall anything specific about him? Who he met or talked to, anything that happened while he was here?’
‘That were a long time ago. Things get kind of vague.’
With some people, Pete would have interpreted that as a request for a drink or cash for information, but this man seemed genuinely at a loss. Still… ‘What are you drinking?’
He grinned. ‘My drink, they reckon. Old Peculiar.’
Pete stood up and returned to the bar. ‘Give Tom another one on me.’ He paid for the drink and moved along to the other man the landlord had indicated, nodding to Jane to do the rounds while he spoke to this one.
He sat down next to the man at the bar. ‘Afternoon. Exeter CID, Can I ask you a couple of quick questions?’
‘What about?’
Pete took out the two photos again. ‘Do you recognise either of these?’
The man looked. Took a sip of his pint. Looked again. ‘Nah.’
‘Are you sure? They used to come in here quite a bit.’
The man met his gaze. ‘I still don’t recall them.’
Pete shrugged. ‘OK.’ He got up from the bar stool and saw Jane trying to attract his attention from towards the back of the room. He headed over.
‘Boss, this guy knows Ray Blackburn.’
Pete’s eyebrow rose. ‘Oh, yes?’ He fixed his gaze on a small dark-haired man in his forties with lean, grizzled features and a denim jacket over his T-shirt and jeans. ‘Tell me more.’
The man grimaced. ‘I used to be married to his sister.’
Pete’s eyes widened. ‘I didn’t know he had one.’
‘Well, half-sister really. Same dad, different mothers. She didn’t take the dad’s name like Ray, not that the old man ever married either woman.’
‘Bit of a player, eh?’
Jane touched his arm and tipped her head, indicating that she would carry on searching for more witnesses while he talked.
‘Yeah. Never could work out how he managed it. Not exactly handsome. I reckon Ray got the old man’s looks, poor sod. Had the gift of the gab, I suppose.’
‘So, Ray didn’t have the best of childhoods,’ Pete guessed. ‘How long had you known him?’
‘Ten, twelve years I expect.’
‘So, pretty well, then. Can I ask your name?’
‘Lee Dexter.’
‘Did Ray have any enemies that you know of?’
Dexter grimaced. ‘I don’t know names, but he didn’t make the best life choices, did he? The drugs and all that. Shifting nicked stuff. What do they call it? Fencing?’
Pete nodded. Another new tit-bit that hadn’t been in the file. ‘Any idea what he moved or who for?’
Dexter shook his head. ‘Not my thing. Best off not asking. I did see him with a big foreign bloke a few times. Huge, he was. Had a face a bit like one of those Neanderthals.’
Pete knew exactly who he meant, and he wasn’t going to be able to question the man. He was dead, killed in a hit-and-run a year and a half ago. ‘Does anyone else from that side of his life spring to mind?’
‘He met a few others in here, from time to time. I never knew who they were but there was one you’d recognise easy. Had a tattoo of a bird on his cheek, just under his eye. I always thought it should have been a tear.’
Pete nodded. That was the more usual option. ‘You’re sure you never heard his name?’
‘Never got introduced, just saw him from a distance or in passing like.’
‘What else can you tell me about him? Was he tall, short, dark, blond?’
‘Medium height, skinny, dark hair and B.O.’
Pete laughed. That about said it all. ‘OK, thanks.’ He handed him a business card. ‘If you think of anything else, give me a call.’
Dexter nodded and tucked the card into his pocket.
*
‘There were comings and goings from his place at all sorts of weird hours,’ Dick reported. ‘Some in cars, some on foot. Some dropping stuff off that hadn’t come from Amazon or e-bay. No registration numbers, though.’
‘No identifiable faces either, I suppose?’ Pete asked.
Dick shook his head with a grimace.
‘Well, at least it confirms what we heard about him being a small-time fence. Nothing else?’ He looked around the assembled team.
Heads were shaken.
‘Does anyone recognise the description of a man with a swallow tattooed on his cheek?’
‘In what connection?’ Dave asked.
‘Apparently one of Ray’s mates, but we’ve only got a description. Nobody, including the landlord, admitted to knowing who he is.’
‘Sounds like the sort Jim might,’ Dick said quietly.
‘Yeah, but do we want to ask at this stage?’ Jane asked.
‘We’ll keep it to ourselves for now,’ Pete agreed. ‘If he is that sort, though, I’ve got an idea where we might find out.’
He took out his mobile phone and made a call.
‘Yeah?’ the one-word answer came after just two rings.
‘It’s Pete Gayle. Where are you?’
‘Unavailable.’
‘I didn’t ask that.’
He sighed. ‘I’m down the pool hall.’
‘Already?’
‘It’s hot out. Cooler in here.’
‘Stay put. I’ll be there in a few minutes.’
He broke the connection and stood up. ‘I’ll be back in a bit.’
*
The pool hall was half-way down Fore Street in the city centre. At this time of day, it would be just as quick to walk so Pete took off his tie and half-rolled his shirt sleeves as he descended the stairs.
‘Blimey, are you going out in public like that?’ the big, silver-haired man on the front desk asked with a grin.
‘I wasn’t born with a tie round my neck,’ Pete told him.
‘I was talking about your face. And you might not have been born with it, but it’s been welded on ever since.’
Pete gave him a quizzical look. ‘Says the man in uniform, including a tie.’
Bill laughed as Pete went through the front door of the station and out into the heat of the day.
The roads were busy with mid-afternoon traffic, mostly parents picking their kids up from school. Pete would be glad when the schools closed and got rid of that problem for a few weeks, he thought as he reached the roundabout on the inner ring road. But then another thought struck him. What were they going to do about Annie when that happened? She had been a good, responsible kid until recently but that had changed dramatically since Tommy’s death. Would his parents or Louise’s be able to cope with her?
He shook his head as he headed up the hill past modern office buildings. They had just a couple of weeks left to figure out how to deal with her – to break her out of the self-destructive cycle she’d fallen into – before school ended and she would be expected at his parents’ for a fortnight.
He turned left at the tourist information centre and cut through the multi-storey car park into a shopping mall that led out onto the High Street. From there, it was not too far to the junction where he started down the narrow, steep hill that always reminded him of a small-scale San Francisco with its array of high-level wires criss-crossing above the streetlights.
He didn’t need to go into the pool hall. Darren was waiting outside, a few doors up from its entrance, his red hair only slightly muted by the shade at that side of the street.
His eyes widened when he saw Pete. ‘Christ, what state’s the bus in that you had a fight with?’
‘Worse than I am,’ Pete told him. ‘Let’s stroll.’
Darren pushed himself away from the wall and stepped forward. ‘So, what’s so bloody urgent you’ve got to drag me away from a nice, cool pint in an air-conditioned room?’
‘I need your expertise,’ Pete told him as they started down a narrow side-street.
Darren looked justifiably sceptical. ‘Oh, ah? On what?’
‘I’ve got a description of a man who might be a witness in a case I’m working on. I need to know who he is.’
A couple of men emerged onto the pavement a few yards away and came up the hill towards them. Pete stayed quiet until they were past and out of earshot.
‘Medium height, dark hair, scruffy type with a tattoo of a swallow on his cheek.’
Darren’s reaction was instant. ‘You don’t want to screw around with him. Pure bloody evil, he is. He made Zivan look like a pussycat. Haven’t seen him for a while, thank God. I was guessing you lot had swept him up in that big clear-out you had a while ago.’
‘So, what’s his name?’
‘Adrian Stiles.’
They’d reached the bottom of the street, where it opened out in front of a night-club on the corner that looked like it was temporarily built of blue-painted wood, the road turning right around it and up past the Guildhall Centre while, to the left, was a small cemetery and an area of narrow alleys, wide enough for foot-traffic only.
Pete turned right.
‘Thanks, Darren. See, I knew I could rely on you. By the way, did you ever know a bloke by the name of Ray Blackburn? He dabbled a bit in the white stuff. Apparently, he was a bit of a small-time fence too.’
‘Got killed, didn’t he? I didn’t know him as such. He was tied up with Stiles, so I steered clear.’
‘What can you tell me about him?’
‘Not much you haven’t just said. I don’t know where he shifted the stuff he was fencing, if that’s what you’re getting at.’
‘It wasn’t. I’m more interested in where it came from. Or, more to the point, who.’
Darren grunted. ‘The low-lives who go around burgling places for drug money, I suppose.’
‘I’d guessed that much for myself. Like who?’
‘I don’t know,’ Darren shrugged. ‘I don’t get involved in that kind of shit, do I?’
‘I sincerely hope not,’ Pete said. ‘I wouldn’t want to be having to bail you out again. But, as you said, Blackburn’s dead, so who would those low-lives go to instead, nowadays?’
‘How would I know?’ Darren protested.
‘Rhetorical question. Do you know Phil? Big, jovial fellow.’
‘Phil Grover? I know of him. He’s another of Stiles’ mates. Why?’
‘His name came up. Thanks. See you.’ Pete walked on. He reached Queen Street and turned left, along the face of the Guildhall Centre, past an array of small independent shops and cafés and over the bridge towards the wide concrete spread of the railway station entrance near the far end. Often, there was a busker playing guitar outside, but not today, Pete saw with a grimace of disappointment.
He knew where the man lived, though. He continued on, turning left at the small leafy square just before the clock tower. A few streets away, he came to a wooden hoarding along the front of a vacant plot of land that now had a sign on it that hadn’t been there when Pete last passed this way.
“Coming Soon,” it said. “A small development of exclusive apartments.” Construction, it said, was set to commence in just a couple of months.
Pete slipped through a gap in the boards. Towards the back of the plot, two tents stood lonely among the weeds and rubbish. Outside one of them, a bulky figure in a dirty trench coat huddled over an open fire, a small saucepan held over the flames with one hand while the other slowly stirred its contents.
‘Hello, Mick. How’s it going?’ Pete called.
The man looked up. His blue eyes shone pale beneath a mop of scraggy blond hair that, unusually, was hanging loose rather than tied back in a ponytail. ‘Mr Gayle. What brings you here?’
‘You do. I need a bit of advice.’
He laughed. ‘Are you sure you’re looking in the right place?’ he asked, looking around at their surroundings.
‘I don’t know, but I’m sure you can point me in the right direction.’
‘What do you need?’
‘A lot of things I’m never going to get,’ Pete laughed. ‘Just like everyone else in this world. But, for the moment, I’m looking for any small-time fences you might know about. As potential witnesses, in this instance.’
‘I can think of a couple of names. Why?’
‘I’m looking into a murder.’ Mick would have guessed that already, he knew. ‘Of a small-time fence and drug dealer. Happened a couple of years ago. I need to track down some of the people he used to deal with. Their new fence or fences seem like a good place to start.’
He nodded. ‘I can see the logic. I don’t know who you’re talking about, but you might want to try Mohammed Abedi or Nige Deeley.’
‘Any idea where I might find them?’
‘I know of them, I don’t deal with them.’
‘Fair enough.’
Mick Duggan was a good man, fallen on hard times. He wasn’t a druggie or a thief. Pete reached into his pocket and pulled out a note. ‘Here. Don’t spend it all at once, eh?’
Duggan glanced down. The note had the purplish tone of a twenty. ‘What’s that for?’
‘Services rendered,’ Pete told him. ‘You’ve saved me a deal of time.’
He grunted. He wasn’t too proud to accept anything that wasn’t labelled as charity. ‘Thanks.’
‘You got any plans for when the work starts?’ he asked, glancing around the site.
Mick shrugged. ‘I’ll find somewhere.’
‘Be safe, eh?’ Pete turned away, picking his way back towards the street.
Stepping back through the hoarding onto the busy street felt like entering a different world, like he was returning from a nightmare Narnia.



CHAPTER NINE
Pete stepped into a scruffy looking junk shop on Front Street. Its dull green paintwork had long needed a spruce-up, the windows a good clean and the stock a complete replacement with something at least half-decent, arranged in something other than a complete jumble. At a glance, you’d wonder if it was still open for business, Pete thought as the dusty bare floorboards creaked beneath his feet.
A chubby balding man wearing a dark brown tank-top over a checked shirt sat behind a basic, home-made counter in the rear corner. He barely glanced up at the bell over the door.
‘Nigel Deeley?’ Pete asked as he crossed the high-ceilinged room with its randomly stacked goods.
That made him look up and take notice. ‘Yes.’
‘DS Gayle, Exeter CID. I need to ask you a couple of questions.’
Deeley grunted. ‘I can hardly claim to be too busy, can I?’
‘I’m running a murder investigation, so I’m not interested in the fact that not everything that comes through this place is legally obtained.’
The man was off his stool like a shot. ‘I don’t…’
‘I’m not here to give you hassle,’ Pete cut him off, lifting his hands. ‘I’m here for information. Did you know Ray Blackburn?’
‘Did I?’ Deeley frowned. ‘Meaning he’s dead?’
Pete tipped his head.
‘Blackburn. No, the only one of those I know of is on the radio. Or was.’
‘You’re sure?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, in that case, I’m going to have to ask a second question. Those possibly illegal goods you happen across now and then – where do you get them from? Again, I’m not interested in nicking anyone for it. I need information on the late Mr Blackburn and his associates.’
‘And if I give it to you, this place closes and I’m bankrupt.’
‘No-one needs to know where the information came from,’ Pete told him.
Deeley curled his lip, unconvinced.
‘I’ve told you – I’m not looking into stolen goods. I’ve got bigger fish to fry. There’s a killer out there and talking to these people could help me put him behind bars.’
‘And how does that affect me?’
Pete felt a flash of disgust. ‘Either I’m in desperate need of an extended visit to the funny-farm or you’re living and breathing. That’s one of the things you had in common with Ray Blackburn. The other is, he was a small-time fence. Two and two…’
‘What’s that mean? I could…?’ He grimaced. ‘All right. I can give you a name or two. I don’t know if they’ll be any use to you though.’
‘That’s my problem, isn’t it?’ Pete took out his notebook and waited, pen poised.
Deeley was quiet for a moment – long enough for Pete to start wondering if he’d had a change of heart. ‘Kevin Armitage, Andy Trotter, a guy I just know as Stump and Keith Decker. That’s all I can give you.’
Pete finished writing. ‘That’s their names. How do you get in touch with them?’
‘I don’t. They come to me. Cash on delivery. No need for any other contact.’
‘OK. What are they into?’
‘Why would I ask? They bring stuff in, I buy it and sell it. I don’t care about their life stories.’
‘No, but you know who to deal with and who not to. You make those decisions based on something.’
Deeley sighed heavily. ‘All right. My guess is three of the four are druggies. The exception is Stump. I don’t know what his story is, but he comes in with some half-decent gear now and then. Not the sort of stuff I can put in here.’ He glanced around the ill-cared for shop.
Pete was inclined to ask where he shifted it, then, but resisted. Stump sounded like an interesting character, but would he have dealt with Blackburn? Possibly not. The others may have, though. ‘I’ll need descriptions of them, then I’ll get out of your hair.’
*
Pete left the little shop with a definite sense of being snowed under with an over-abundance of suspects. They had to narrow their focus. As he walked back up the hill, he took out his phone and dialled.
‘Dave, I’m going back over to Eric’s place to see what the neighbours can tell me. Other than that, it’s time to concentrate on the victimology. I’ve found more of Ray’s associates. We need to look into their backgrounds.’
‘Gimme the names and we’ll get started.’
Pete stepped into the entrance of a shop that had closed down some time ago and took out his notebook. He read the names and descriptions he’d gleaned from Darren, Mick Duggan and Nigel Deeley.
‘Christ, I thought we were meant to be narrowing it down,’ Dave said.
‘You can’t clear a table that hasn’t been laid.’
‘No, but there’s laid and there’s bloody stacked.’
‘Make a start. I’ll be back as soon as I can.’ He hung up and walked on, deep in thought. 
He didn’t believe Eric Tauber had killed Ray Blackburn, but he needed to build as strong a case as possible for Tauber’s innocence before they could focus fully on who did. Colin wasn’t one for hunches. He’d want evidence – or a clear lack of it – to allow them to continue. This was the most divisive case the station had ever seen. There had to be a damn good reason to keep stirring a can of worms like that and it was up to him to find that reason.
He turned into the Princesshay shopping centre, weaving through the milling throng of shoppers. The brightly coloured shopfronts, the smells of coffee and cookies wafting occasionally through the air, combined with the happy chatter of the crowds would entice a lot of people to spend hours – and a lot of money – in the place, he imagined. He was glad that Annie had inherited her mother’s lack of interest in shopping.
A waft of cooking pasties almost tempted him as he headed through to the carpark but he resisted, glad to step into the shadowed stillness. Just the occasional rumble of an engine, slam of a car door or squeak of a tyre on the concrete interrupted the silence as he moved between neat rows of cars towards the entrance at the far side. He barely registered the figure stepping out from behind one of the concrete pillars between two parked cars until it was too late.
It was only when a fist swung towards his head that he noticed the bulk of the man and the dark ski-mask he was wearing.
Pete ducked right just in time. The man’s fist grazed his ear and he felt the cool metal of a knuckle-duster. Hands coming up fast, he stepped forward, grabbing the man’s bent arm and shoving him back against the concrete pillar.
The man used the pillar to push back, heaving Pete backwards into the roadway and snatching his arm free. Pete staggered. He caught his balance, but his attacker didn’t give him chance to react. He was on him like an angry bull, surging forward, right fist coming at him again in a backhand that would have snapped his neck if it had connected, followed in the same movement by a left hook that did.
The gloved fist, thankfully without a knuckle duster, hit him squarely on the ear, slamming his head to the side. His leg went out to stop him falling as his body dropped forward, neck and head registering the pain of impact. He went for the obvious target – a body shot. The man’s bulk meant it had little effect, but it was meant as a distraction. Pete followed it with a right, aimed straight at the man’s crotch. There was a grunt but, by then, the attacker was onto Pete. His solid stomach hit the top of Pete’s head, driving him back again, his barrel chest leaning over Pete, preventing him from straightening up as thick arms went around him, under his own arms, hands locking and lifting.
Pete felt his feet begin to leave the floor and forced himself to slump, becoming a dead weight.
Another grunt. The strain taken. A heave. Pete’s body began to fold as, again, he was lifted.
Limited options from this position. He tensed his upper body and put all his strength into the swing of his right fist straight up into the crotch that was only inches from his head. The big man grunted, staggering. Pete used the momentary advantage and drove forward with his legs, charging his attacker backwards, off balance until he slammed into the rear end of a car. The alarm went off, incredibly loud in the low-ceilinged space. Pete felt the grip around his torso weaken a fraction and lifted his right foot to push backward off the big man’s knee. He broke free of the thick arms but not quick enough. A fist smashed into the middle of his face. He felt his nose flatten under the impact. A centimetre higher and it would have been broken. Then a massive blow struck the side of his head, slamming him sideways. His left leg collapsed under him, spilling him to the ground. He heard a distant shout and his attacker spoke for the first time, his voice a rasping snarl.
‘Back off.’
Then Pete saw a knee coming down in front of his face and another blow smacked his skull against the concrete. Lights flashed in his head. Blackness swirled. He drew a sharp breath. Heard the slap of running feet as he rolled onto his back but could go no further.
‘Are you OK?’
The questioner was a man in his forties, hair beginning to grey, dressed in a suit and tie. He was leaning down over Pete as he opened his eyes.
‘I will be when the ground stops spinning around.’
The man reached towards him but stopped, unsure what he should do. ‘He’s gone,’ he said. ‘Should I call the police?’
‘I am the police,’ Pete said dully and let his eyelids fall closed.
‘You need to move. You’re lying in the middle of the road here. You’ll get run over.’
I don’t want to move, Pete thought. I want to lie here in peace. But he knew the Samaritan was right. He had to somehow summon the strength to at least get out of the path of approaching vehicles. But how? He felt utterly drained. Even breathing was an effort. He groaned.
‘Is anything broken?’ the man asked. ‘Should I try to move you?’
‘Nothing feels broken,’ Pete murmured. ‘Except my head.’
‘Well, that’s serious. I’ll call an ambulance.’ The man stood upright and took out a mobile phone. He dialled. ‘Ambulance, please. I’m in Princesshay carpark with a man who’s been attacked. He seems to have concussion.’ A pause. ‘Yes, but he’s barely coherent and he can’t seem to move.’ Another pause. ‘Not that I’m aware of, but I didn’t see the whole incident. OK. Thank you.’
He pulled the phone away from his ear.
‘They’re on the way. Won’t be long.’
*
Pete felt like a fool and a fraud as he waited on a bed in the corridor of A&E for the second time in two days. He took out his phone and called the office.
‘Boss?’
His caller ID must have come up on the handset.
‘Dick,’ he said, surprised to hear Dick Feeney’s voice rather than Dave’s or Jane’s. Then he recovered. ‘I’m glad you answered. I’m not going to be able to get to Tauber’s place. Take Jill out there and talk to the neighbours, see what they can tell you about him. Habits, general demeanour, peculiarities. And the outfit Durrant said he was wearing on the night – have any of them seen him in clothes like that? Or shoes? And get Jane to call Rebecca Frietas and ask her the same question.’
‘OK. Where are you then, boss? Jane’s been getting worried about you. You sound muffled.’
Pete grimaced, feeling the stiffness in his face and wishing Dick hadn’t asked. The muffling of his voice was due to the damage to his lips and jaw rather than the phone reception, he knew. ‘A&E.’
‘Eh?’
‘I’ll tell you later.’ He saw a doctor approaching briskly. ‘Got to go.’
‘Work,’ he said as he put the phone away.
‘Hmm.’ The slim Asian gave him a disapproving look. ‘Health and well-being,’ he said in a strong Indian accent, taking a pen-torch from his pocket and raising it. ‘Lie back, please.’
Pete complied and the bright light was shone directly into first his right eye, then his left. Hurrying footsteps sounded from behind him.
‘Pete.’
A second voice he hadn’t expected. Louise. The doctor lowered the light and looked up at the approaching woman.
‘What happened?’
‘That is what I was about to ask,’ he said. ‘Can we help, Nurse?’
‘I’m her husband,’ Pete said. ‘I got thumped,’ he reported. ‘Hit my head on the concrete when I went down. Not sure if I blacked out briefly.’
The doctor consulted his clipboard as Louise stepped in and took Pete’s hand, staring down at him with concern in her eyes.
‘According to the person who found you, you lost consciousness for several seconds,’ the doctor said. ‘Which is why you are here.’
Louise took her cue, squeezed his hand and stepped back.
Pete gave her a smile and surrendered himself to the poking and prodding the doctor was determined to carry out. He finished by checking Pete’s reflexes and declaring that he would be sent for X-ray as soon as they were ready for him. Then he hurried off to his next patient.
‘What do you mean, got thumped?’ Louise demanded.
Pete sighed. ‘It goes with the job now and then,’ he said. ‘I got jumped in the Princesshay carpark. Obviously, I’m too good at my job for someone’s taste.’ He gave her a smile.
‘What makes you say that?’ Some people would have taken the comment as conceit, but she knew him better than that.
He grimaced painfully. ‘Whoever it was told me to back off.’
‘So, you mean it was a copper?’ she demanded, outraged.
‘You can’t say that and nor can I,’ Pete warned her. ‘It might have been someone linked to Blackburn’s real killer or it might be to do with a completely different case.’
Louise gave him a quick sneer. ‘Yeah, right. Who’s got the most to lose here?’
‘It wasn’t one of Simon’s team. None of them are that big. And it wasn’t Silverstone, that’s for sure!’
‘There’s no need to be flippant. You could have been seriously hurt.’
‘But I wasn’t.’
‘Says the man lying in A&E with a face like a squashed jam sandwich.’
Pete’s lips pursed, the bottom one sore as the split in it re-opened at the movement. ‘I’m just here as a precaution.’
‘Maybe, but you’re here. That’s the point.’
Two porters came towards him. ‘Mr Gayle?’
‘Yes.’ Pete had learned in the past half-hour or so not to nod for the moment. It hurt too much. He licked his lips and tasted the tang of blood.
‘We’re here to take you to radiology.’
He reached for Louise’s hand. ‘I’ll see you later, love.’
‘Don’t you leave here until you have,’ she ordered as the two men took their places at either end of the bed and it began to move.
‘Yes, nurse.’
He was tempted to pretend to the porters that he’d only just met her, but it was too much effort. Instead, he lay back and enjoyed the sensation of movement as they wheeled him along the corridor.



CHAPTER TEN
They would have kept him in overnight for observation if it hadn’t been for his having a nurse at home. As it was, he was allowed out, but not to drive. He waited in the restaurant for Louise to finish her shift after making the short walk to CDU, to report in with her.
They went to pick Annie up from her friend’s together, on the way home. Louise fetched her from the door. As soon as she got into the car – probably sooner, Pete guessed – she knew something was up.
‘Dad? What are you doing here?’
‘Hello, love. Thought we’d surprise you.’
‘Right. What’s…?’ Her eyes widened. ‘What happened to you?’
Damn. The one outward sign of the fight, and she’d spotted it almost instantly. He was at the same time proud and dismayed. ‘You know what it’s like,’ he said lightly. ‘Not everyone wants to come quietly.’
‘Yeah, but…’ She wasn’t convinced but couldn’t quite figure out where to go from there.
Pete was thankful for small mercies. ‘So, how was your day?’ he asked as Louise started the engine. No more trouble got into? he added silently in his mind.
‘OK.’
‘Done your homework, the two of you?’
‘Yes.’
Here we go. Back to the one-word answers. ‘So, what is it – two weeks until the schools break up?’
‘The Thursday.’
Pete shook his head. ‘Never made sense to me, that. What’s wrong with breaking up on a Friday and going back on a Monday?’
Annie said nothing, so Louise chimed in. ‘Feel-good factor, I expect. A short week at either end feels better than a full one. Especially going back. You’re only going back for three days, not five. And breaking up mid-week makes it feel like a longer break.
‘That works for the kids, but what about the parents? It has the opposite effect for them. Makes it feel even longer they’ve got to put up with the kids at home.’
‘Oh, thanks,’ Annie said from the back seat. ‘It’s nice to be appreciated.’
Pete laughed. ‘You know we love you really. And you know we appreciate you.’
‘Humph.’
Louise turned into the end of their road.
‘Anyway, how come you’re not driving?’ Annie asked. ‘You always drive.’
Pete winced. Again, he’d hoped she wouldn’t pick up on that. ‘My car’s off the road,’ he said thinking quickly. Technically, it was true: it was in the car park behind the police station.
‘Why? What happened?’
Here we go, round and round, he thought, remembering the old nursery rhyme. ‘Nothing. It’s just a technical thing. I’ll have it back tomorrow.’
He noticed Louise give him a look, from the corner of his eye. Police training to the rescue again.
A minute later they were getting out of the car.
‘Go and get changed, Annie. We’ll put the kettle on and give you a shout when there’s a cuppa ready,’ Louise said.
‘OK.’
Pete picked up the tiny hesitation of surprise, hoping that Louise wasn’t as finely tuned in conversational nuance as he was – again, through police training and years of suspect interviews. But she made no comment as Annie ran heavy-footed up the stairs and Pete followed her through to the kitchen.
‘Put the kettle on. I’ll be back in a sec,’ she said, leaving the room as soon as she was there.
Pete complied. He took three mugs from the cupboard and was getting the teabags and sugar out when she returned, several papers in her hand. She put them on the table and spread them out.
‘What’s this?’ he asked.
‘I found them screwed up in her bin this morning.’
He stepped closer. The crumpled sheets had drawings on, some of which he saw instantly were copied from the CCTV images she’d collected from the cameras around the house, of the foxes, cats and hedgehogs that visited their garden at night. A couple of others were of landscapes. He pointed. ‘I recognise that one. It’s from one of her books, upstairs. These were in the bin?’
She nodded. ‘This morning.’
‘So…’ He started to smile. ‘She’s been having another go, then.’
‘Must have.’
The kettle boiled behind him and he turned away to make the tea, wincing as a twinge of pain struck his neck.
‘What?’ Louise asked immediately, stepping forward. ‘Sit down. I’ll do it.’
‘I’m fine,’ Pete protested. ‘It was my neck, not my head.’ But she was already at his side, reaching for the sugar tub.
‘I’m OK,’ he protested.
‘And so am I. Sit.’
Pete sighed and moved to the table. He wasn’t going to argue. He collected up the drawings, stacking them neatly together at the corner of the table while Louise made the tea and brought the mugs across.
‘Annie,’ she called. ‘Tea’s up.’
Pete’s eyebrow rose as he picked up his mug. If the girl didn’t suspect anything before, she would now. It was always his or Annie’s job to make the first cuppa when they got home.
‘Coming,’ she called and, an instant later, he heard her heavy feet on the stairs again.
How someone so small and slight could make so much noise amazed him yet again. He smiled at the familiar thought. Annie hurried in and took her seat next to Louise. It was only then that she caught sight of the papers at Pete’s elbow. She frowned. Her tone was cautious as she asked, ‘What are those?’
‘You tell me,’ he said. ‘If these are the rubbish ones, I’d love to see the keepers.’
Her eyes sparked with anger. ‘What, you’re going through my rubbish now? God, do I get no privacy?’ She pushed her chair back.
‘You get as much privacy as you want,’ Pete told her. ‘Don’t go running off. I was just saying, these aren’t half bad. If you’ve got better ones, we’d like to see them.’
‘Well, you can’t because they don’t exist. Those are it and they’re rubbish. They’re just copying like a kid.’ She still sounded annoyed, but at least she’d relaxed back into her chair.
Pete took a sip of his tea. ‘Even the best learned by copying,’ he said. ‘Davinci, Monet, all of them. It’s standard procedure. They spent months, even years, learning from a previous master – watching him, helping him, copying his work. It was only when they’d got the techniques down pat, they were allowed to do their own stuff. It’s the same with anything you can’t learn from books. Football, carpentry, even what I do. Watch and learn, they say. Or, in other words, copy.’
Her face twisted into a sneer. ‘I’m not trying to be Leonardo.’
‘Maybe, but you are trying to be a perfectionist, by the look of what you’re chucking away.’
‘Well, that’s my problem. And my rubbish,’ she snapped and grabbed her tea, nearly spilling it.
‘Steady,’ Louise said automatically.
Pete saw Annie’s brow tighten and a thought struck him. ‘Hey, some of these being from the cameras around the house here reminds me – I saw someone taking pictures of the old church ruin in town today. Would you prefer photography to drawing? Not of churches, necessarily, but it would help flex your creative muscle.’
‘Why have I got to be creative, all of a sudden?’ she demanded.
‘You haven’t got to be. It just uses a different part of the brain to school learning, gives you something to get interested in if you want to, that’s all. Take your mind off things.’
‘What for? It’s not going to make me forget. It’ll all come back as soon as I finish doing what I’m doing, same as always.’
‘No-one’s expecting you to forget, Button. You won’t, any more than your mum and I will. It’s a coping mechanism, that’s all. We all feel what you’re feeling, but we can’t let it destroy us. Do you think Tommy would want you to suffer for him? To waste your life because he lost his?’
‘How do you know what Tommy would want? You barely knew him. None of us did, according to what came out in that court.’
‘And how much of that was real, do you reckon?’ he asked more angrily than he intended. ‘It’s a court. People say what they think’s going to further their cause.’
She began to crumple but fought on bravely. ‘What happened to being honest in court, then? Swearing on the Bible and all that? The truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth?’
‘That’s for witnesses, not defendants and solicitors. They say whatever suits their purpose. Always have and always will. Sorry, love. I didn’t mean to snap like that.’
‘Well, that’s just wrong. How do they get away with it? Why aren’t they held in contempt or whatever they call it?’
Pete smiled and saw Louise doing the same. She reached for Annie and stroked her hair.
‘Because they’re careful to say things in ways that can’t be taken as actual lies. It’s what they get paid so much for.’
Annie pouted. ‘Well, it’s still wrong.’
Pete’s grin widened. ‘And ain’t that the truth.’
He wouldn’t push the photography idea, he thought. Just let it simmer in the back of her mind and pop back up when it was ready. It would or it wouldn’t, but it would be her decision. He wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice.
*
‘What are you working on?’
DCI Silverstone was standing at Colin Underhill’s shoulder in the D.I’s office. Pete had barely closed the door when the question was asked. No, “Are you OK, should you be here today?” he noticed. Just straight for the jugular.
‘The Paul Harrison case,’ he said. ‘Organised car stealing ring. We need him to give us a way in, somehow. We’re not going to break him, but we can get something from him. I’m sure of it. We just need a little bit of leverage.’
‘Well, we haven’t got time for leverage. He’s out of here in another twelve hours if you can’t charge him with something that prevents him getting bail.’
‘Does that kid he ran over not count for anything, then?’ Pete demanded.
‘That was an unfortunate accident, in the eyes of the law, as you well know.’ Silverstone’s tone had hardened at Pete’s impertinence.
‘In the course of committing a crime, which bumps it up to aggravated vehicle taking. Plus, he assaulted two police officers – namely me and Ben – with intent to cause grievous bodily harm, resisted arrest and he’s a proven flight risk.’
‘Nevertheless.’
‘Nevertheless what? He can’t get bail on that lot. He’s a danger to the public.’
‘Perhaps, but we also have a stack of other cases building up. You’ve got until tomorrow morning, Detective Sergeant. Then you’ll be assigned a new one, regardless of whether you’ve finished with Harrison. You and your team need to be pulling your weight.’
Pete felt the outrage building inside him, the heat rising in his brain. If this pompous idiot had had anything to do with a case of wrongful imprisonment, he was more determined than ever to prove it. ‘We’re not just trying to nail one antisocial yob here,’ he said. ‘He’s nicking these cars to order. There’s a whole organisation behind him. And you’re telling me we’ve just got a few hours to get him to talk, to tell us something useful and make a strong enough case to bring down a whole organisation?’ But what did that have to do with his original question? What are you working on? He ought to know the answer to that. ‘Have you got something we can use towards that, sir? As you asked.’
Silverstone looked confused for a moment and Pete inwardly marked up a point on the scoreboard. But the station chief recovered almost before Pete had mentally lowered his chalk. ‘I’m not here to do your job for you, Detective Sergeant,’ he said. ‘So, get on with it and get it finished. There are few enough of us to begin with. We can’t afford to waste time on non-starters.’
Pete saw Colin’s frown at the edge of his vision as he concentrated on the senior officer. His initial question popped into Pete’s mind again.
Does he know something?
‘We’re aware of the time-pressure, sir.’
Silverstone stared at him for a moment. Then he nodded. ‘Good. Carry on.’
Pete left the small office. He shook his head as he walked back down the length of the squad room, instantly regretting the movement as his sore neck protested with a flash of pain. What the hell had that been in aid of? Was the man testing him? Trying to catch him out? Was he suspicious of their real activities?
‘What was that all about?’ Dave asked as he took his seat.
‘He wanted to know how I was and ask if I was sure I should be here today.’
‘Blimey,’ Jill exclaimed. ‘Really?’
‘No. He wanted to point out the charging deadline on Paul Harrison and tell me he’s got new cases stacking up, so we need to get a wiggle on. We’ll be assigned a new case tomorrow morning.’
‘Shit,’ Dave moaned. ‘No pressure, then.’
‘What, so we’ve got to…’ Ben grunted as Dick’s elbow drove into his ribs.
Dick held a finger up across his lips and jerked his head back towards the workstations behind them.
‘Oh. Sorry.’
‘Yes, Ben,’ Pete said. ‘So, let’s get going. Where are we?’
‘I went and had a word with Eric’s neighbours,’ Jane reported. ‘Several of them said they’d seen him around in casual clothes, but none had ever seen him in a leather jacket or white trainers. A few said he’d got black ones.’
‘The ones we saw.’
She nodded.
‘So, although it actually proves nothing, it supports our theory.’
‘We also looked into those names you gave me yesterday,’ Dave said. ‘Armitage, Trotter, etc.’
‘And?’
‘Nothing on Keith Decker. Armitage and Trotter have been in and out on possession and the odd burglary. Nothing major. They’re users. Stump is a different kettle of fish, though. Stuart Cramer. A serial burglar, car thief, thug and general pain in the arse.’
‘When you say thug…?’
‘Assault. Offensive weapons including knives and knuckle-dusters. He’s banned from most of the pubs in the city – nearly all the ones in the centre.’
‘Where does he live?’
Dave grinned. ‘I was getting to that. The next street up from our victim, off the Old Tiverton Road.’
Pete raised an eyebrow. ‘That makes me like him a bit more. We need to have a chat with each of them, but maybe especially him.’
‘What about Harrison?’ asked Ben.
‘And what happened to you yesterday,’ Jane added.
‘Are the two connected, then?’ Jill asked.
Pete looked at her. ‘He told me to back off. He didn’t say what from. Let’s concentrate on one thing at a time. We’ve got four interviews to conduct. We need any information they can provide on Ray. Jane, you take Ben with you. Jill, you’re with me. Let’s get to it, eh?’
He was pushing his chair back to get up when he sensed a presence behind him. He turned.
Colin Underhill was standing within eighteen inches of his shoulder. ‘Pete.’
How the hell did such a big man move so quietly?
It was a good thing it was Colin, though, and not someone else, he realised with a jolt. He could have been in serious trouble, otherwise.
Colin’s deep voice rumbled low and gentle. ‘Time’s tight. Do you need any help?’
‘There’s plenty to do,’ Pete replied. ‘But how are we going to get help we can trust when we can’t ask for it?’
‘I can.’
Pete shrugged. ‘We could do with a couple of extra pairs of hands. Nikki French is trustworthy. We’ve worked with her before. Sophie Clewes and Mike Douglas, too. That should be enough. Unless you want to join in?’
‘If that’s what it takes.’
‘We were just on the way out. People to see and all that.’
‘Give me five minutes.’ Colin turned, heading back to his office.
‘You heard the man,’ Pete said to his team. ‘Give him five. In the meantime, it occurs to me that, although Januzaj has got an iron-clad alibi, his associates might not have. We need to look into that, too.’
‘Great. So, we’ve got a brand-new time-limit that’s tight as a nun’s what-not and a whole new line of enquiries to fit in while we’re at it,’ Dave complained.
‘You love a challenge,’ Jane reminded him. ‘Otherwise you wouldn’t keep sexually harassing me and Jill.’
‘Eh? Since when do I sexually harass anyone?’
‘Do you want the brief answer or the full list?’ Jill asked.
‘Well, I must say I’m deeply offended and disappointed,’ He said with a hang-dog look.
‘Yeah, you must say it, but do you believe it?’ Jill countered.
Pete’s phone rang and he held up a hand for silence as he picked it up. ‘Pete Gayle.’
‘Two out of three,’ Colin said. ‘PC French is on leave. The other two are on shift at ten.’
‘Great. You’ve got the dailies. Can you bring them up to speed and set them going while we’re out?’
‘Priorities?’
‘Defrim Januzaj’s known associates. Who might do him a favour of the type we’re looking at and who’s got an alibi for the time in question? We need to interview Philip Grover and Adrian Stiles and find out what they were up to at the time of death. And we need to get hold of Paul Harrison’s mobile phone data to see if it can give us any clues as to where he’s taking the cars he nicks and who he’s working with.’
Colin grunted and put the phone down.
‘Happy, Dave?’ Pete asked as he pushed his chair back again.
Dick groaned. ‘Don’t start him off on Fonze impressions.’
‘Who?’ asked Ben.
‘Fonze. Happy Days. Before your time.’
‘And not worth bothering to look up,’ Denny Shaw, one of Mark Bridgman’s DC’s chimed in, looking over his shoulder. ‘It’s crap.’
Dick’s eyes widened and he looked from Ben to Pete and around the table.
Pete raised an eyebrow. He led the way out and down the stairs, waiting until the door was closed behind them before he spoke.
‘We’re going to have to be a damn sight more careful than we have been if we’re going to keep this thing under wraps until we’ve got to the finish line.’



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Stuart Cramer lived in a terraced house with a square bay window on a dead-end road, a line of cars parked up the far side of the street. His small front garden was unkempt, unlike many of those to either side and across from him.
Pete rang the doorbell and waited. No response. He knocked. Still nothing. Turning to Jill, he shrugged. ‘Nobody home, by the look of it. Unless he’s seen your uniform and got scared.’
‘If not, his neighbours will have, with a bit of luck,’ she replied. ‘Should one of us go around the back, do you think? There’s a passage a couple of doors down.’
Pete nodded. ‘I’ll go.’
He walked back down the street, found the narrow walkway between two of the houses and went through. A path led across the backs of the houses, separating them from their gardens. He went along, opening gates at each boundary until he came to Cramer’s house and peered in through a back window.
He could see right through to the front of the property, where he could just make out the shape of Jill’s head through the frosted glass of the door. There was no other movement in the place and no sign of anyone having left in a hurry. He took out his radio.
‘DS Gayle for PC Evans. Give him another knock.’
‘Roger.’
He barely heard her knock through the double-glazed window, but it produced no response for a long moment. Then movement at the bottom of the stairs. A figure appeared. Not even as tall as the tiny, elfin Jill Evans, he approached the front door, reached up and opened it. Pete just had time to glimpse a well-muscled bare arm, a broad shoulder in a check shirt with the arms torn off, then the door was slammed shut and he turned away. Pete ducked back out of sight and waited. The back door opened. A foot emerged. Pete reached around the jamb, grabbed the front of the shirt and pulled.
‘Whoa!’ Cramer cried as Pete swung him out and around, aiming him face first at the brick wall beside him.
Pete kept the movement going until he’d come around almost full-circle. Then he let go. One of Cramer’s hands made it up to the wall in time. The other didn’t. He hit hard, yelling out as he bounced off the bare bricks, spinning fast. He came in low and hard, straight into the attack.
At over a foot shorter than Pete, what he lacked in height and reach, he made up for in speed and viciousness. His hard head hit Pete at the base of his ribs, knocking him onto the back foot as Cramer’s fists hammered rapidly into his thighs. Pete staggered. The pain in his big leg muscles was unexpectedly intense. He grabbed for the smaller man’s torso, tried lifting him off his feet as the man in the car park had done to him the day before. In this case it worked, but Cramer used the move to his advantage. He stiffened his spine and kicked forward. One foot caught Pete’s shin while the other went higher, hitting exactly where Cramer had been punching him. Pete staggered, almost falling. Then the money-shot: Cramer’s fist hammered into his groin.
The pain was so intense that Pete choked, almost puking as he dropped Cramer, the smaller man’s body under his chest the only thing that kept him upright. Cramer backed out of Pete’s grip and swung a foot high and hard, aiming for Pete’s face.
Pete saw it coming and reacted on instinct.
He wasn’t going to block it so, somehow, he found the strength to counter by lifting his torso despite the pain in his groin, arms coming up, crossed like a fireman’s cradle. As Cramer’s foot grazed past his shoulder, Pete’s stiffened arms swept up beneath it, caught it and carried on up.
Cramer cried out again as his foot was lifted high like an old-time can-can girl. They had the suppleness of practice, though. He didn’t. He started to fall backwards, but the fight hadn’t gone out of him yet. Knowing he was going over anyway, he spread his arms to absorb the fall and brought up the other foot, kicking out in a horizontal stamp that hit Pete in the chest, right where his head had been, moments ago.
It knocked the wind out of him. He staggered back, unable even to cough. But it did something else, too. Basic physics drove Cramer backwards and, almost at the same time as Pete hit the ground, Cramer’s head hit the wall behind him with an audible crack.
As Pete sat down hard on the cold blue bricks, he felt a flash of fear that the impact might have killed the smaller man. He finally coughed and caught his breath, gulping air like a landed fish. It took a few seconds before he could move, but then, still wheezing, he scrabbled forward to check the pulse in Cramer’s neck while at the same time feeling his scalp. Hot sticky blood smeared his fingertips, but the bone was solid and firm, pulse strong and steady.
Relief was countered by frustration, tempered by relief and, again, frustration. The man was alive but he wasn’t going to be talking for a while and they needed to interview him ASAP. Feeling like he’d been run over by a truck, Pete keyed his radio.
‘Gayle to Evans. Jill, call an ambulance and get around here. I’ve got Cramer, but he’ll need to go to the RDE.’
He released the button on the radio and sat back with a sigh. I hope to Christ the others are doing better than this.
*
Rather than disturb any of his team at what might be a crucial moment, Pete called Ops Support at Middlemoor HQ. He gave his ID and location. ‘I need a search team here ASAP. I’ll leave one of my PC’s to liaise. I need to accompany a suspect when his transport arrives.’
He was watching the prone man carefully as he spoke. He was muscular, but it looked natural rather than gym-built. A swarthy complexion beneath a thick head of dark hair. Two or three-days’ stubble darkened lean cheeks and an angular jaw.
‘Right, Sarge. What are we searching for?’
Pete knew what he meant. Would they need a dog or any specialised equipment? ‘Anything incriminating. We only came here to interview him as a witness, but he saw my officer and did a runner.’
Which gave them the right to search his property, especially as he’d left the door open.
‘OK. We’ll have some bodies there ASAP.’
‘Thanks.’ Pete ended the call as Jill stepped through the small gate onto the property. He glanced up and saw her eyes widen in horror. ‘Jesus!’ she gasped.
Pete ignored it. ‘I’ll go with him in the ambulance. You stay here. There’s a search team on the way.’
‘You look like you need an ambulance yourself. What did you tell them?’
‘Just the basics. As far as anyone’s concerned, we’re working the Paul Harrison case. Stump, here, was a potential witness who did a runner. While you’re here, you could have a chat with the neighbours and see what they’ve got to say about him. Give us a shout when you’re ready and one of us will come and pick you up.’
‘I’ll start on that while you baby-sit our boy there. I can point the ambulance crew round here when they arrive.’
*
Cramer woke in the ambulance.
They were no more than a hundred yards out from the hospital entrance when he jerked and grunted, squinting against the glare of the overhead lights. Pete was up and standing over him, holding him down by his upper arms in an instant.
‘Steady,’ he said. ‘You’re in an ambulance. You got knocked out.’
Cramer’s brown eyes snapped wide, his lips curling into a snarl. ‘What the fuck?’
‘I’m DS Gayle. We wanted to ask you a couple of questions, that was all, but you took off like a pebble from a catapult before we got the chance.’
His mind came into focus along with his gaze. ‘And you…’
Pete grinned despite the soreness of his face. ‘Yes.’
‘You want to pick on someone your own size.’
The ambulance drew to a halt and the paramedic stood up to open the rear doors.
Pete kept his smile. ‘I wasn’t picking on anyone. We are now, though. A couple of questions about someone else has turned into a full search of your house. We’re not going to find anything we shouldn’t, are we?’
‘Excuse me.’ The green-uniformed man clicked off the brakes on the gurney Cramer was lying on with one wrist handcuffed to its frame.
Pete helped him out with the prisoner, thankful that the man in the green uniform had seen to him too as far as possible on the way here, then let the two of them take over.
‘You’ve got no right to search my place,’ Cramer snarled.
‘You gave us that right when you did a runner from my officer,’ Pete told him, walking alongside the gurney. ‘Do you know Ray Blackburn?’
‘Who?’
‘Lived in the next street down from you. A bit of a shifter.’
‘Never heard of him.’
‘Would you tell me if you had?’
They stopped to book the man in at reception.
Cramer grunted.
‘I thought not,’ Pete said. ‘Especially as he’s dead. Of unnatural causes.’
‘What’s that mean?’
‘He was beaten to death. And, given your record and the fact that you moved in similar circles, we thought you might know something about it. Like who might have done it.’ 
‘Well, you thought wrong, didn’t you?’
‘We’ll see. I’ll wait while they sort you out, then we can have a longer chat down the station.’
‘Detective Sergeant Gayle. Back so soon?’ The doctor who had seen Pete the day before approached swiftly, white coat flapping around his legs.
‘Hello, doc. Not for me, this time. My friend here bumped his head a few minutes ago.’
‘There seems to be a lot of it going around lately.’
Pete smiled. ‘This isn’t the one I met yesterday. But he does need to stay in the cuffs.’
‘I see.’
‘Give me a shout when you’re done, eh?’
Pete waited until they’d gone through the doors to the inner section of the department before stepping outside to use his phone. He wouldn’t interrupt Louise at work when there was no need and he didn’t know how long or short Cramer’s stay would be, but he had plenty to catch up on himself.
He sat gingerly on a seat outside the A&E, aching all over but enjoying the warmth of the sunshine. He was poised to make a call, finger aimed at the screen when it rang. He tapped the green icon.
‘Boss?’
‘Dave. What’s up?’
‘Keith Decker. As far as I can find out, he doesn’t exist.’
Pete sat up straight. ‘Eh?’
‘We said earlier he had no police record. I can’t find any other record of him, either. Financial, electoral, DVLA, social media. There’s nothing. He’s a ghost.’
‘Or a figment of someone’s imagination.’
‘Yeah, but whose?’
‘I don’t know, but our only point of reference is the bloke who gave me his name. Nigel Deeley.’
‘Right. I’ll go and see him.’
‘OK. Where are you?’
‘Back in the office.’
That would save him a call. ‘How are Mike and Sophie getting on?’
‘I don’t know. The guvnor’s got them squirrelled away in an office downstairs, where they won’t be disturbed. Or overheard.’
Pete nodded. ‘Good plan. See if they need anything on your way out, eh?’
‘Will do.’
Pete ended the call and logged into the Police National Database. He typed in the name of Phillip Grover and hit enter. Results popped up on the little screen in date order. Pete scrolled through. The last entry was Grover’s conviction and imprisonment, nine months ago, on charges of possession with intent to supply class A drugs.
He was inside.
Inaccessible.
Damn.
He tried the man that Darren was clearly scared of, Adrian Stiles. There was a long list of entries for him on the PND, but this time it didn’t end in incarceration. He’d jumped bail and gone on the run.
‘Ah,’ Pete murmured. This was more promising. Between that fact and his reputation, he was definitely a person they needed to speak to. But where could a man with a swallow tattooed on his face go and not be noticed? Because, wherever he was in the UK, he would be arrested on sight.
His phone rang again. He checked the screen. Dick Feeney. He took the call.
‘Boss. Kevin Armitage is nothing more than your average long-term druggie. He’ll nick anything that’s not moving and some things that are, but he wouldn’t have the strength to beat a blancmange to death.’
‘Are you sure? You never know when they’re on drugs.’
‘Depending on the drugs, yes. But he also claims not to know Ray Blackburn and he seems believable to me.’
‘Fair enough. If you’re done with him, then, you could track down Mohammed Abedi and see what he’s got to say for himself, being the other fence we know of that might have taken over some of Ray’s business.’ 
‘Right.’
Dick rang off.
One down. Christ knows how many to go, Pete thought as he stood up stiffly and headed back inside.
He hadn’t been seated in the waiting room for more than five minutes when his phone rang again. He accepted the call.
‘Hang on a sec.’ He went back outside. ‘What can you tell me, Jane?’
‘Andrew James Trotter admits to knowing Ray Blackburn and even dealing with him. Selling on stolen goods, sometimes in direct exchange for drugs. But he says it was only small-time stuff: the odd burglary, hand-bag snatch, stuff like that.’
‘OK. When was the last time he dealt with him?’
‘He’s not sure. “It’s got to be a couple of years ago,” is the closest he can manage.’
Pete grunted. They knew that much. ‘Does he remember the last job he dealt with him on?’
‘A burglary, he said. Out of town. He nicked some jewellery and a briefcase. He couldn’t open the case, so he sold it on to Blackburn still locked. He remembers because someone came after him over it. Beat the crap out of him. He barely survived. Was in hospital for a month. The males who attacked him wanted to know what had happened to the case and if he’d seen the contents. I checked the records, but it doesn’t seem to have been reported.’
Pete felt a tingle of interest. ‘Who was the victim?’
‘The address he gave is registered under the name of Alexander Shehu.’
And here we go. Pete grinned. ‘That isn’t an English name, is it?’
‘Eastern European.’
‘As in Zivan Millocovic, Defrim Januzaj and our friend Petrosyan.’
‘Exactly.’



CHAPTER TWELVE
‘So, Mr Cramer…’
Pete adjusted his chair, across the table from the smaller man. His groin was no longer hurting, but the rest of his body was stiff with bruises – especially his chest and face. Jill sat beside him, the recording equipment humming quietly at the end of the table. Pete had made the official introductions and asked Cramer if he wanted anything. He’d declined.
‘PC Evans, here, had a good look around your house while we were at the hospital. Would you like to tell Mr Cramer what you found?’ he asked Jill.
‘Remarkably little in the end,’ she said, looking straight at Cramer.
Pete was watching him carefully. There was no more than a tiny shift in his expression. A hint of a smile.
‘Surprisingly little, given your reputation and charge sheet,’ she continued. ‘The only thing of consequence was the keys in your bedside table. Very wise to keep everything away from your home,’ she acknowledged. ‘A lot of people don’t bother, which makes our job a lot easier. Who’s going to take any notice of one innocent little key amongst a load of others on a ring, eh? Your only mistake was keeping the spares in the bedside cabinet, separate from any others.’
Cramer’s expression had shifted now. That tiny, smug grin was replaced with a much more obvious snarl of barely suppressed rage. Pete allowed himself a smile.
‘So, anyway, it being a Yale key and not fitting either of the doors on your house, I got curious. And, while the team continued the search, I did a property search under your name and guess what I found? Another house. This one rented out as what seems like an unregistered HMO. Naughty, that. But not as naughty as what we found in the spare room there, eh?’
‘What spare room?’
He did well, Pete thought, to lean back in his chair, the grin plastered back across his lips though his eyes still glittered with anger.
‘All the rooms in that place are let.’
That’s it: admit to a minor offence to throw suspicion off a larger one. A good tactic. Usually. ‘So, you know nothing of the baggies, the scales, the blocks of cannabis or the cash stored in there?’
‘The what? Where?’ He sat forward, elbows on the table.
‘What – you’re suggesting one of your tenants owns all that, are you?’
‘They must do. I don’t know anything about it.’
Pete nodded. ‘That’s a relief. You won’t mind that we’ve seized it all, then. So, moving on, what we were there to ask you about this morning was something entirely different.’
‘You said. Ray someone in the next street. How am I supposed to know everyone in the area? I keep myself to myself. Mind my own business and expect other folk to do the same.’
‘Fair enough. Except we’ve got witnesses to the fact that you did know Mr Blackburn. That you dealt with him on a number of occasions.’
They hadn’t, but Cramer didn’t know that, and it was a legitimate interrogation technique, to lie to the suspect.
‘Well, if I did, maybe it was just a casual thing. I didn’t know his name. You know how it is. You run a newsagent, you don’t know the names of your customers, do you? Except maybe a handful of the regulars.’
‘So, Mr Blackburn was a regular?’
‘I said I didn’t know his name.’
Pete smiled. ‘But you do know who I’m talking about.’
‘What is this? Are you trying to stitch me up for his murder or something? Because it won’t wash, I can tell you now.’
‘OK. One street down from you. A drug user, small-time pusher and fence. Longish dark hair, on the skinny side. Ring any bells?’
The sneer returned to Cramer’s face. ‘You mean that greasy little poof in the bed-sits?’
‘Ah! Now we’re getting somewhere. I didn’t know he was a poof, mind you. Who told you that?’
‘I don’t know if anyone did. He made no secret of it, though, if you’re on about who I think you are.’
‘What else do you know about him that might confirm it?’
‘He spent a bit of time in the Angel, down the bottom of town. He’d been chucked out of a good few other places for propositioning the customers, and the gay bar on Constitution Street didn’t want him in there. Brought down the tone of the place.’
Pete nodded, his mouth pulling into a grimace. That raised a whole lot of new possibilities. Had Ray come onto the wrong man in the Angel? Eric Tauber, for example? Or Philip Grover? ‘OK. He didn’t try it on with you at any point, I suppose?’
‘Me? Hah! If he had, he’d have been screaming for a week, never mind killing him quick.’
‘How do you know he was killed quick?’ Pete pounced.
Cramer frowned, sitting back, arms crossing. ‘I don’t. It was a figure of speech.’
Pete remembered telling him earlier that Blackburn had been beaten to death, which was no quick way to go. He allowed Cramer the point. ‘And you don’t know of anyone whose toes he might have stepped on in another sense? Invading their patch for example?’
‘I’ve told you – I didn’t know the bloke. Didn’t even know that much about him.’
‘OK.’ Pete nodded. ‘Which just leaves us with the small matter of the drug dealing from your second property.’
‘Oi! I was trying to be helpful here. You could have the decency to return the favour.’
‘Well, I do have a reputation as a fair man, don’t I, PC Evans?’
Jill nodded helpfully.
‘But I’m not sure if PC Evans mentioned we found your fingerprints and DNA on several of the items there, including the money and the scales. So, you see, my options are limited. Interview concluded at…’ He checked his watch. ’11:28 am.’
*
Pete tucked his seat in under him and looked around his assembled team. ‘Believe it or not, we’ve got yet another possible line of enquiry. It seems Ray might have been gay, with a propensity for propositioning men in pubs.’
Dave grimaced. ‘But Cramer’s out of the frame, you reckon?’
Pete nodded. ‘We’ve got him on possession with intent, but not this. What about Keith Decker? Anything?’
‘Not yet. I got a description of him from Deeley. Graham’s looking through CCTV footage from Fore Street on the day Deeley said he last saw him, to see if he can spot him. Until he does, though, we’ve got nothing.’
‘None of the gear he brought in is still in the shop that we could get prints or DNA from?’
Dave shook his head. ‘No such luck. Deeley’s a slime-ball though, isn’t he?’
‘Your Spidey-sense picked that up, did it?’ Jill asked with a grin.
‘You’ll develop one in time, Titch.’
‘Which is the one thing we haven’t got,’ Pete reminded them. ‘I’ll go and see Colin in a minute, see what he’s got on Harrison. I spoke to Mike and Sophie before we interviewed Cramer. Januzaj’s known associates include Zivan Millocovic, Gagik Petrosyan and Davit Achabahian. They also include Andy Trotter and Ray.’
‘All of them inaccessible apart from Trotter,’ Dick pointed out. ‘And he’s a non-starter, even as a witness.’
‘Unless we can use Harrison,’ Jane suggested.
‘How?’ Dave demanded with a frown.
‘Well, he’s got to be on something, to do some of the things he does, hasn’t he? And the major supply chain until we busted them was Petrosyan’s. Plus, if he’s running cars, is he running anything else? Ideal opportunity, isn’t it? And who better to ask about current dealings than former dealers?’
‘It’s a bit of a stretch,’ Dick pointed out.
‘Every little helps,’ she countered.
‘Talking of the car ring…’ Pete stood up. ‘Back in a minute.’
Colin was at his desk, phone to his ear. He waved Pete in and carried a typically almost one-sided conversation to its conclusion. Then he set down the receiver and concentrated on Pete.
‘What’s the latest on Harrison, Guv?’ Pete asked.
‘His phone barely leaves his house and never the city.’
Pete grimaced. ‘So he must leave it behind. Any regular contacts that might be useful?’
Colin shook his head. ‘Family. Mates. His wife.’
‘So, how else would he communicate with the ring leaders? They’re not daft enough to use social media, surely? Posts and messages are kept for months, the same as phone data. And they’d need immediate contact, even if only to arrange deliveries and meetings.’
‘A pay-as-you-go, then. We haven’t found one, but…’ He shrugged.
Pete sighed. Where would he keep it, if not at home or in the car? he thought.  ‘He hasn’t got a lock-up or anything that we know of. Does his tracking data take him anywhere on a regular basis?’
‘Only the shops, the pub and so on.’
‘So on, as in family?’
Colin nodded.
‘We need to check with them, then. Search if necessary. How many properties are we talking about?’
‘Parents. Sister. In-laws. Brother-in-law.’
‘It couldn’t take all day to talk to them and assess who might be helping him, however innocently.’
‘You haven’t got all day, remember.’
Pete grimaced. ‘No, there’s barely half of it left.’
‘I’ll go. Start with his parents.’
‘OK. Thanks. While we’re on the subject of Harrison, what do you reckon to the idea of the car ring he’s involved in also being tied up with drugs? If it’s possible, we could go and interview Petrosyan and some of his old cronies about it. Turns out they could well be linked to the other matter, too. Two birds with one stone and no splash-back.’
Colin raised an eyebrow.
‘Some of Ray Blackburn’s known associates also had links to Petrosyan, Millocovic and Achabaihan.’
Colin pursed his lips. His gaze grew distant for a moment. Then he nodded and thrust his chin at the door behind Pete. ‘Go on.’
Pete returned to his desk. ‘We could do with finding Adrian Stiles,’ he said. ‘Not that it’s going to happen any time soon. We think Harrison must have a pay-as-you-go stashed somewhere that we need to get hold of and we need to ID this vanishing man, Keith Decker, and see what he’s got to say for himself. Also, there’s this supposed burglary victim, Alexander Shehu.’
‘He seemed like a promising lead,’ Jane agreed, ‘But…’
She stopped as Pete’s phone began to ring.
He picked up. ‘Pete Gayle.’
‘Pete, it’s Graham. I may have got something for you.’
‘I’m on the way.’ He stood up again. ‘Graham,’ he said. ‘We might have got a break.’
Downstairs, he stepped into the dimly lit CCTV room without knocking. ‘Working your magic again, Dracula?’ he said.
‘You mind I don’t sink my fangs in your neck, now you’re in my lair,’ the stocky blond man retorted.
‘I reckon I’m safer than Jane or Jill would be,’ he grinned.
‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Graham protested. ‘I’m an innocent man, guvnor.’
‘Innocent today, maybe. What have you found for me?’
‘A minute before your shop keeper said Decker last went in there, this bloke walked down towards the place and vanished into the ether. Or the cameras’ blind-spot.’ He keyed up the footage on a side-screen and pressed play. A figure in T-shirt and jeans walked slowly down the narrow footpath, a large holdall in his right hand. He had scraggy, straight blond hair and a slender build, but that was about all you could tell from behind. ‘Five minutes later, he comes back up the street, minus the bag he was carrying.’ Graham fast-forwarded the footage briefly. ‘Here you go.’
As promised, the same figure ambled towards the camera, his step lighter than it had been, as if he was both relieved of the weight of the now-missing holdall and satisfied with the result of his trip. His face looked as lean as his narrow shoulders and slender build had suggested, but that was all Pete could tell from the screen. ‘Have you got anything closer on his face?’
‘Hang on a minute.’ He shifted cameras, cued it up to a few seconds before the shot they’d been viewing and hit play. ‘Let’s see.’
This camera, Pete recognised as being further up the hill towards the cross-roads at the start of the High Street. It was set no more than ten feet off the ground on a shop-front, catching a good view of everyone walking up the street towards it.
As they watched, the lean blond man sauntered into view and Pete saw his face in detail for the first time. As he came into focus he was looking across the street so all they got was his profile – a large beak-like nose over a receding chin, his forehead high beneath the Frankenstein hairstyle. Then he turned to face the camera. His deep-set eyes were intense, despite his relaxed gait, as if he was watching for someone, on guard.
What had changed since he left the shop, or was it all an act? They hadn’t seen him receive a phone call or react to anyone on the street – a shout, a whistle, a nod or a sideways glance. Or had he been as cautious as this all along, just not letting it show from a distance?
Pete felt a strong need to talk to this man who was calling himself Keith Decker.
‘I don’t suppose you recognise him,’ he said to Graham.
‘Nah.’
‘Can you print me a screen-shot then, so I can see if anyone else does?’
‘Full face and the profile?’
‘You read my mind,’ Pete grinned. ‘Almost spooky, eh?’
The printer in the corner of the small room began to chunter. It finished in moments.
‘There,’ said Graham. ‘Now get out of here before I chuck you out.’
Pete laughed. ‘Better men than you have tried that and failed, mate.’
‘Yeah, but they hadn’t got my superpowers, had they?’
*
‘Pictures,’ he announced, tossing half a dozen copies onto the desk as he returned to his workstation. ‘I’ve already passed them onto uniform, so they’ll be spreading them around to see if anyone recognises him.’
Denny Shaw, the nearest of Mark Bridgman’s team, turned in his chair, a few feet away, and extended a hand. ‘Let’s have a look, then.’
Shit. Me and my big bloody mouth. Pete picked up one of the sheets on which both pictures of the mystery man were printed and passed it across.
‘Who is he?’ asked the curly-haired DC, his glasses gleaming from their usual position, perched on top of his head.
‘He calls himself Keith Decker, but we know that’s false. Hence the need to ID him.’
‘For what?’
‘Burglary, handling, possession with intent, and as a potential witness.’
‘Blimey, and with a false name as well. Busy boy, isn’t he?’
Pete tipped his head in agreement.
‘Well, I don’t recognise him, but I can see if anyone else does.’
Decker was a peripheral player in the case, one that it was highly doubtful Simon Philips had ever come across, so it could do no harm, Pete imagined – as opposed to saying no and creating more curiosity as to why.
‘Thanks.’ He took his seat, his back to Shaw and grimaced at his team. ‘Oops,’ he mouthed silently.
Dick turned to Ben and Pete barely heard his comment, ‘Let that be a lesson to you, young ‘un.’
‘To all of us,’ Pete admitted. ‘The guvnor’s going out to talk to Harrison’s family, see if he can find out where the errant mobile’s stashed, as it wasn’t at his house. Dave, you’re with me. The rest of you, get out of here and take these around to your CI’s. Find out if anyone can put a real name or a location to him.’
‘Where are we going?’ Dave asked.
‘Prison.’



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
‘Gagik. How’s it going?’ Pete smiled as the stocky Albanian was led into the interview room.
Of course, he already knew the answer. He’d spoken to the warder beforehand, to find out how the former drug kingpin was doing inside.
‘Well,’ Petrosyan grinned, nodding deeply. ‘Very well.’
It never ceased to amaze Pete how inmates managed to maintain their activities on the outside while they were incarcerated. And how they managed to get drugs, phones and any number of other things smuggled in on a regular basis. The prisons must leak like sieves, he thought. It was a wonder there was still anyone inside them other than the staff.
‘A bit of a change of lifestyle for you, though. The same roof over your head for more than a week at a time.’
Petrosyan had stayed free for so long by never staying in one place for more than a few days. Most of his gang didn’t know where he was sleeping from one day to the next, never mind the authorities.
‘Life is simple.’
Petrosyan’s power base on the outside had been taken apart, his whole business destroyed. New figures had moved in and taken over in his absence. But, with most of his crew in here with him, he could use his viciousness and their back-up to pretty much run the place, at the inmate level. Pete was reminded of the sinister silver-haired figure in Ronnie Barker’s old TV sitcom, though the man seated across from him looked nothing like the actor. ‘So, you must know pretty much everything that happens in here, eh? Got your fingers in all the pies?’
‘Pies?’
‘An English expression. Ownership of available resources. You’ve got your finger in a pie, no-one else is going to eat it.’
Petrosyan grunted. He was admitting nothing – not with a warder in the room, standing dumbly beside the door.
Pete could understand that. ‘Thinking back to before your change of circumstances…’ He noticed the tightening around Petrosyan’s eyes, the tiny lift of his top lip, but carried on regardless. ‘I’ve got a question for you. There was a low-level chap, a street dealer, did a bit of fencing on the side, got himself killed a couple of years ago. We know he knew a couple of your guys, including Zivan and Defrim Januzaj. I’m not here to make accusations. I’m looking into why he was killed, as a means to who did it. As he was tied into your organisation, I wondered if you might know the answer.’
The Albanian’s grin returned, wide and smug. ‘You have someone for that, no?’
Pete nodded. He’d expected that level of knowledge, at least. ‘We have, but it may be that my colleague got it wrong. If the real killer’s still out there, I’d like to put it right.’
If he’s still out there, he thought. If you haven’t already dealt with him, your way.
Petrosyan’s lip twitched. ‘If is already right?’
Was this man behind the killing after all? Or did he know who was?
‘It may be, as far as the killer’s concerned, but what about the innocent man, who’s in here and shouldn’t be?’
Petrosyan shrugged. ‘Why would I care?’
‘Civic duty?’ Pete suggested with a grin. ‘To put one over on the people who’ve filled the gap you left in the market, if it was them? I mean, what did you get – seven years? Out in three or so. Then you’ll want to be getting back in business, won’t you? Except now there’s another crew out there, getting stronger by the day. And with a broader business base, so better resourced. You’ll have a job to muscle back in.’
The Albanian leaned forward, eyes glittering, staring hard at Pete for long seconds. ‘If I want, I take. Maybe now, maybe later.’ A grin widened his mouth but didn’t reach his eyes. ‘Anyone not arrested have accident or leave city?’
Was that an admission of revenge attacks? The assumption at the time would have been that his whole crew had been arrested, but if not…
The look in Petrosyan’s eyes shifted. ‘Or I may be reformed character.’
Pete laughed. ‘Either way, you won’t want a new crew trading on your old stomping ground, will you? So, any damage you can do to them has to be worthwhile.’
Petrosyan sat back in his chair, arms folded, legs spread wide. ‘If you can’t buy them, same applies to police.’
Pete felt a twinge run right through his torso. Was this man behind the attack on him in the car park? But if so, why “Back off.”? From what? Did that mean he was responsible for Blackburn’s death, after all? He wouldn’t have actually got his hands dirty. He had men to do that. Zivan Millic, Phil Grover? Adrian Stiles? Pete suspected so. And Stiles had, indeed, disappeared since Gagik’s arrest. Was that under his own steam or by some other means?
‘Now, that would be downright stupid,’ he said. ‘And I don’t think you’re a stupid man, Gagik. Many other things, maybe, and not all of them good,’ If any. ‘But not stupid. So, what about this new crew? Seeing as it would be to your benefit for us to do part of your job for you, what do you know about them? Where they’re based, what they’re up to?’
‘Everything. Cars. Women. Drugs. Weapons.’
Pete felt a twinge of horror. ‘Weapons?’
‘What I heard.’
‘So, where are they from?’
Petrosyan shrugged. ‘I cannot say.’
Can’t or won’t? Pete stared at the man across the table. His broad features gave nothing away. His posture, on the other hand – the way he was sitting forward in his chair, elbows on the table, holding Pete’s gaze, said a lot.
‘OK. We’ll find a way. We always do, right? So, back to Blackburn. Who did he piss off enough to kill him, if it wasn’t you?’
‘Maybe he grope wrong guy.’
Pete nodded. ‘I heard he was gay.’ Which took him back to the possibility that Tauber was lying. That he had, indeed, killed Blackburn in a fit of rage and disgust.
Petrosyan tipped his head.
This was getting him nowhere except around in circles. ‘All right, Gagik. I’ll let you get back to your exciting new life.’ He stood up to leave, then stopped. ‘Oh, one last thing. Does the name Adrian Stiles mean anything to you? Got a tattoo of a swallow on his face.’
He watched carefully for a reaction, but there was none. Just a small grimace and a shake of the head.
‘OK.’ Pete stepped around the table, clapped the Albanian on the shoulder as he passed and nodded to the warder to let him out.
*
It was almost an hour later when Pete crossed the cobbled yard towards the huge iron-studded gates of the prison. The guard let him out and he started across the wide expanse of the car park, the moor rising beyond, bleak and forbidding even in the bright summer sun.
He wondered how Dave was getting on. They had split up, as Petrosyan and his gang had been split between two prisons, according to the severity of the crimes they’d been convicted of. Dave would have had to surrender his mobile phone at the prison’s reception desk, just as he had, but if he hadn’t finished, he could leave a message. He took out his phone and used the speed dial function. Was surprised when it was answered by Dave in person.
‘Boss? How’d it go?’
‘Not all that productive. Petrosyan wasn’t much help. The one thing…’ He stopped as he came around the end of a row of cars and saw his, a few yards away. ‘What the bloody hell…?’
‘What’s up?’
Pete barely heard Dave’s voice and certainly didn’t register the question as he stared at his car in shock.
The side windows on the driver’s side were both smashed and the car sat slightly low on the tarmac.
The discomfort in his arm told him he’d still got his phone to his ear. ‘I’ve got to go,’ he said and hung up as he broke into a run.
The few yards along the row of parked cars took only seconds and he saw that both tyres on that side of the car were flat, punctured with some kind of blade.
‘And this in a prison bloody car park?’ he snarled, turning on his heel to head straight back to the big gates. He thumped on the door in the left one with the side of his fist. The gate swung inward, the guard’s mouth open to make a comment.
‘Where’s your CCTV kept?’ Pete demanded before he could speak.
The man blinked. ‘In the office behind reception. Why?’
‘Because somebody’s vandalised my damn car while it’s been sat out here,’ Pete snapped, barging past him.
‘What?!’ The guard looked like he was about to step out for a look, but then remembered his place. ‘I’ll let them know you’re on the way,’ he said instead. Pete ignored him, marching across the cobbled yard like a man on a mission.
Back inside, he was directed to the camera room and introduced to the operator. He was offered a seat but was seething too much to take it. Instead, he paced the room while the man brought up the camera covering the car park and, with over two hours to cover, wound the footage back at high speed. There was just the one camera out there, above the gates. It swept back and forth every minute or so to cover the wide open space.
‘There.’
The guard hit a button to pause the image. A man had driven into the car park less than a minute after Pete, parked a couple of rows back from him and stepped out, but not headed for the prison gates.
‘Can you zoom in?’
‘No,’ the guard said with a laugh in his voice.
‘Well, what bloody use is it, then?’
Pete regretted the words as soon as he’d snapped them out. ‘Sorry. It’s not your fault.’
‘I know what you mean. I suppose the point was to allow a warder to get out there and question anyone who looked out of place, but with all the cutbacks, we haven’t got the manpower to actually do that anymore.’
‘Hmm.’ Pete leaned closer to the screen. The car was a white hatchback. A medium-sized Peugeot 3-series. The man who had got out of it and headed towards his own car was stocky and dressed in black, including what looked like a padded jacket that made him appear broader still. Pete was reminded of the man who’d attacked him in the car park behind Princesshay shopping centre. ‘Damn,’ he muttered as he saw the figure’s face was in deep shadow. He thought at first it was against the sun, but then realised he was wearing a black ski-mask under his base-ball cap.
Another wasted chance to track the bastard down and find out what his game was.
Except there never had been a chance. He had carefully orchestrated the situation to prevent it.
‘OK. This is no use. Thanks anyway.’ Pete straightened up and stepped away.
‘Sorry we couldn’t be more help.’
Pete was calmer by the time he walked out of the prison again, but no less happy about his situation. He called the garage at Middlemoor as he headed back to his car to assess the damage. They would need to bring out a couple of tyres, at least. Then he called Graham in the CCTV room at Heavitree Road.
‘Can you check the traffic cameras between there and Dartmoor prison?’
‘I can. Why?’
‘I reckon I must have been followed out here. A Peugeot. Looks like a 308, maybe, in white. If you can spot it, you might get a reg.’
‘Why? What’s happened?’
‘The driver vandalised my car. In the prison car park.’
‘Ooh. That’s bold.’
Pete grunted. ‘All the more reason to have him for it,’ he said as he reached his damaged Ford and saw a note on the driver’s seat. ‘I’ll call you back.’ He put the phone away and took out a handkerchief to reach into the car and pick up the folded sheet. Shaking it out, he held it up to read.
The message was computer-printed in block capitals. Fear and rage boiled up inside Pete as he read it.
NEXT TIME WILL BE YOUR HOUSE. WITH YOU AND YOUR FAMILY IN IT. YOU WERE WARNED.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
‘I don’t think it was Petrosyan, although he didn’t say as much,’ Pete said into his phone, still struggling with the urge to call Louise and warn her about the threat. He desperately wanted to speak to her, but how credible was the message in his car? If he had a pound for every threat that had been made against him over his years in the force, he’d have been able to retire by now, and to go off half-cocked would just put her under more stress than she needed, for no good reason. He had to check it out first. Didn’t he? He grimaced and re-focussed his mind. ‘And, unfortunately, Eric Tauber’s either an Oscar-worthy actor or it wasn’t him either. And he can’t add much in the way of contacts or lifestyle information on Blackburn.’
‘You spoke to him?’ Colin asked.
‘To both of them, while I was here, plus Philip Grover - who turns out to be Eric’s cell-mate. How’ve you got on?’ Pete had photographed the car thoroughly, inside and out, before brushing the smashed glass off the seats. Now he was waiting for the recovery truck from Middlemoor. He held up the evidence bag he’d carefully put the note into before clearing the glass from the seats, staring at it speculatively. Should he mention it to Colin or wait for later?
Later would probably be best, he decided. Face to face.
‘None of Harrison’s family knew he had a second phone,’ Colin said. ‘He’s got some stuff at his parents, but it’s not there.’
‘He’d need to keep it close, but not where his wife could find it. I’m pretty sure she’s not in on the deal,’ he added. He’d spoken to her on more than one occasion and she’d allowed them to search the house. It wasn’t there.
His phone vibrated in his hand. He checked the screen. ‘I’ve got another call coming in. I’ll call you back.’
He ended one call and accepted the other. ‘DS Gayle.’
‘Hi. It’s Andy Serkiss. How’s it going?’
Hampshire traffic, Pete recalled.
‘Not so good at the minute. What can I do for you?’
‘I thought you’d like to know we’ve found something relevant to your man Harrison. The officer who was chasing him saw him throw something out of the car. They sent a search team out there in case it was something significant. It’s taken most of the day, but they found it in the end. A phone.’
Pete’s eyes widened, a grin twitching around the corners of his mouth. ‘We’ve been looking for that. We knew he had to have one. Is it in one piece?’
‘It’s fine. It landed in the weeds along the roadside.’
‘Excellent. We’re going to need the data off it, ASAP.’
‘I thought you might. We’ve already downloaded it. I can send you a zip file.’
‘Please. Can you get the tracking data off it, too?’
‘How far back?’
‘As far as it goes. We know some of what he was involved in, but we need to know where it took him.’
‘OK. We’ll get onto the service provider.’
‘Thanks. I’ll talk to you later.’ Pete ended the call and made another.
‘Boss?’
‘Dave. What’s happening at your end?’
‘Nobody’s admitting anything. None of them claim to know Ray Blackburn or anything about him. And none of them know Stump, either. What was all that about, a few minutes ago?’
Pete ignored the question. ‘We’ll have to see what we can find out about Blackburn on the streets, then. At least we’ve got another angle on him now, being gay.’
‘There was nothing to suggest that on his laptop.’
‘Not everyone uses the Internet for stuff like that. Some people prefer to stay old-school.’
‘So, gay haunts in the city? See if anyone knows him around them?’
‘Except, according to Cramer, he wasn’t welcome in the pubs that cater for that clientele.’
‘Well, there’s only one other place I know of.’
Pete nodded. He knew where Dave meant.
‘So, come on. What happened?’
‘Eh?’
‘A few minutes ago, when you cut me off.’
‘Oh.’ Pete told him what had happened to his car and went on to relay what Petrosyan had said. As he spoke, it struck him that he hadn’t picked up on something at the time.
‘Boss? What’s up?’
Pete realised he’d fallen silent. ‘I just remembered something. Petrosyan was talking about the police. He said, “If you can’t buy them…”’
They were both silent for a moment. Then Dave said cautiously, ‘Are we suggesting that DS Philips is – or was – playing both sides?’
‘We’ve got no evidence of that. And if we had, it would only apply to Ray Blackburn’s case, which I’m still not sure Petrosyan was involved in.’
‘He wouldn’t have said it for nothing, though.’
‘No, but that doesn’t mean it’s true. Or that it refers to Simon. Divide and conquer.’
‘Hmm.’
Pete could tell the seed of doubt had been cast in Dave’s mind and, if he was honest, there was a tiny trace of doubt in his own, too. ‘Let’s keep that little gem between you and me for now,’ he cautioned. ‘No need to spread it around without cause.’
Dave grunted. ‘It doesn’t stop me wanting to know if it’s true, though.’
‘I’d be disappointed if it did.’
‘So, how do we find out, just the two of us?’
‘For now, we don’t. We’ve got enough to deal with.’
‘Yeah, but…’
‘It makes no difference. We’re already working on the assumption that he was at least incompetent.’
‘I suppose.’
It wasn’t a satisfactory answer, Pete knew, but it would have to do for now.
*
‘Jane, are you still out and about?’
‘Yes. Just on the way back to the station, why?’
‘I need you to stop off somewhere. Have you got a picture of Ray Blackburn on your phone?’
‘Yes.’
‘Good. Take it to the Bear, see if anyone in there recognises him, especially the staff.’
‘The Bear?’ She was aware of what the pub was known for, he knew.
‘Yes. I got confirmation from a second source, that was Ray’s kind of haunt.’
‘That’s a new angle.’
‘And get Dick to do the same at the Wine Vaults and Jill at the Unicorn.’
‘Will do.’
‘Cramer reckons he was barred from all three, but we need to confirm that and see if anyone knows what he got up to after. Did any of your contacts have anything useful for us?’
‘No-one I know has got a clue who Decker is. One or two did confirm Cramer’s connection with Grover and his with Januzaj, though.’
‘Which puts the whole crew in custody, as far as we know. So, who’s been coming after me, and why?’
‘Eh? That sounds like something else has happened.’
She knew him too well, he decided, not for the first time. He sighed. ‘My car was damaged outside the prison. There’s CCTV, but not of any use as yet.’
‘Jesus! We can’t trust you to be out on your own for five minutes.’
He grinned. ‘At least it proves we’re doing something right. If only we knew what…’
‘You’re all right, though, this time?’ she checked.
‘Yes, I was inside at the time.’
‘That’s something, I suppose. Right, I’ll get down to the Bear. See you later.’
*
Pete was riding in the cab of the recovery truck about ten minutes from the city when his phone rang again.
He checked the screen but there were no contact details there. He accepted the call. ‘DS Gayle.’
‘Pete, it’s Graham.’ Hence the lack of details on the screen. Police numbers were withheld. ‘I’ve been looking at the traffic cameras between here and Dartmoor.’
‘Yes?’
‘That white Peugeot didn’t follow you out of the city.’
Pete frowned. ‘Didn’t? Are you sure?’ A shiver ran through him. If not, where the hell did he come from and how did he find me? he wondered.
‘Yes. I tracked him back to St Thomas, but I can’t get him any further back than that. And he was a couple of minutes behind you.’
‘So, how did he know where I was going? Don’t answer that,’ he added quickly. ‘Don’t even think about it.’
If it wasn’t an amazingly lucky guess, there was only one answer and he didn’t want to get Graham tied up in that nest of vipers.
‘No number plate, I suppose?’
‘Not off those cameras and there aren’t any ANPR ones out there.’
‘OK. Thanks for trying.’ Pete hung up and sat back in his seat.
‘All right?’ asked the driver.
Pete blinked and glanced across. ‘Yes, fine,’ he said. Except it isn’t. Not by a long way.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
‘Did you imagine I wouldn’t find out?’
Silverstone spun around to face Pete as he stepped into his office. Uniquely, he had been standing behind his desk, his back to the door.
Pete went suddenly ice-cold. He’d known in that instant that something was wrong and, deep down, he’d known this moment would come, but that didn’t make it any easier to deal with when it did. He met the DCI’s angry gaze. ‘No, sir. But before bringing it to you, I thought I’d best make sure there was a good reason to.’
‘So, you go behind my back, treat me like an idiot and expect thanks, as if you’ve done me a favour?’
‘No, sir.’
‘Well, it’s not happening, Detective Sergeant. And trust me – after this, that was the last time you’ll ever be addressed by that rank. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve warned you. No more. This is it. You’re out. Finished.’
Pete stiffened. ‘You could do that. My wife and daughter would certainly thank you for it. But this case isn’t going away, whether you want it to or not. The next place it’ll go is Middlemoor and I can’t imagine they’ll be nearly as covert or subtle as I’ve tried to be. The first thing they’ll do is suspend Simon and his team. And the second is, they’ll suspend you, pending a full enquiry. Another full enquiry.’
Silverstone’s face had grown redder and redder as Pete spoke. He was almost afraid the man would explode. Choking noises and low growls were coming from his throat while he kept his lips tightly clamped. His breathing was deep and laboured. His hands were clenched at his sides so tight they were white.
‘What the devil gives you the right to take on a job, without permission, that should, by every rule in the book, have gone straight to headquarters? That, in itself, is a disciplinary matter that deserves at least a suspension.’
‘Believe it or not, I was thinking of the reputation of this station. A witness came to me with evidence that Eric Tauber was nowhere near Ray Blackburn on the night he died. What was I going to do? Ignore it? Bef…’
‘What you should have done was bring it to me as station commander,’ Silverstone snapped, cutting him off.
‘With your name all over the paperwork? You, Simon Philips and probably me would have been drummed out for corruption, along with most, if not all, of Simon’s team.’
‘You think I’m corrupt now?’ The DCI’s voice had risen beyond its range to a strangled whisper.
‘I don’t think anything yet. I’m still compiling evidence. But it’s not about what I think, is it? And someone knew I was going out to Dartmoor this afternoon. I couldn’t have been followed otherwise.’
‘Well, damn you, Gayle. I’ll have that warrant card in my hand if it’s the last thing I do in this station. And that’s a promise.’
Pete’s anger had risen in line with the DCI’s, the only difference being he was managing it. Controlling and using it. He took his warrant card out of his pocket and held it out. ‘You’re welcome, if you want it.’
Silverstone’s face twitched and writhed as he fought the competing urges to snatch the leather case and, on the other hand, to save his own career. His eyes glittered with suppressed anger. Finally, his lip curled. ‘Get out.’
*
‘What was that all about?’ Dick asked as Pete returned to his desk. They were the only two of the team in the squad room, the others still out searching for information on Ray Blackburn at the gay pubs and hang-outs in the city.
Pete’s lips clamped together for a moment as he took a couple of deep, calming breaths through his nose. ‘He knows,’ he said. ‘Either we crack this or I’m out of here. Permanently. So, at the end of the day, it comes down to me or Simon Philips.’
‘Talk of the Devil,’ Dick muttered and thrust his chin towards the squad room door, behind Pete.
Pete glanced around to see the pudgy-faced DS leave the room. ‘Here we go.’
‘It won’t just be him, though, will it?’ Dick said. ‘Fast-track’s name’s all over those reports too. After that complaint enquiry, he’ll be going the same way.’
Pete’s wife had put in a complaint about reckless endangerment of police staff and the public after Silverstone decided to ignore a clear warning of danger to Pete and his family a few weeks ago, when two brothers, one of them a prison escapee, had threatened their safety. A mandatory enquiry into the allegation by Middlemoor had maintained the DCI in his position, but under close watch, his fast-tracked career path on hold.
‘Maybe.’
‘I wouldn’t have thought there’d be any maybe about it. He’ll have proved himself to be a liability they can’t afford.’
Pete grunted. He wasn’t convinced. It could well turn into a face-saving exercise on the part of the top brass, he thought. ‘Well, at least he can’t pull us off it now.’
‘No, but if he’s doing what we think he is at this minute, it’s going to create merry hell in here.’
Which is exactly why I was trying to keep it quiet, Pete thought. But, so much for that idea.
*
Pete was running the idea of calling Louise round and round in his head again. The list of possible sources for the threat against them was not narrowing and, without knowing who had made it, there was no way for him to assess its credibility. The safety of his family was his main priority in life. It was all he really cared about. Yet, to call her and worry her yet again was something he really didn’t want to do. He could guess what her reaction would be and it wouldn’t be a good one. Then he had an inspiration.
He didn’t need to.
For now, at least, there was a viable alternative, and one that, for one thing, she didn’t need to know about and, for another, DCI Silverstone had no way of objecting to and keeping his job.
He picked up the phone and dialled.
‘Duty Sergeant.’
‘Andy, it’s Pete. I need to ask you another favour, mate.’
‘Oh, ah? You’re starting to run out of them, you know. What do you need?’
‘A covert surveillance team, tonight and possibly subsequent nights.’
Featherstone grunted. That wasn’t what he’d expected. ‘Where?’
‘My place. A credible threat’s been received.’
‘What, again? You must be the most unpopular copper in the county.’
‘You don’t know the half of it, mate,’ Pete assured him. Wait ‘til you find out what’s been happening up here this afternoon.
‘OK. I might have to get onto ops support. If so, they’ll ring you direct.’
‘Thanks, Andy.’
Jane and Ben arrived back in the squad room as he was hanging up the phone, relief sending a wave of relaxation through him. They were settling into their seats when Simon Philips returned.
Jane looked up at the opening door and paused, then pulled in her chair and looked at Pete. ‘If looks could kill, we’d be carrying you out of here any second,’ she said to Pete. ‘What have you done now?’
Pete looked back at her and just raised an eyebrow.
‘He hasn’t…?’
‘Fast-track did,’ Dick told her. ‘He’s just passed the good news on to Simple Simon.’
‘Shit. So, what happens now?’
‘Now we get it solved or you get a new DS,’ Pete told her.
‘He can’t do that,’ Ben protested.
‘He can and, trust me, he will,’ Pete said.
‘But we were only trying to do the ungrateful bastard a favour.’
‘Yeah, he doesn’t quite see it that way. So, what good news have you brought, the pair of you?’ Pete asked, changing the subject.
Jane’s lips pressed together. ‘Not a lot,’ she admitted. ‘They do know him in the Bear but, like you said, he was barred. Which was why they hadn’t thought anything of the fact they hadn’t seen him in a while. They hadn’t expected to. We did speak to a few of the patrons, too, though. A couple of them said they’d seen him around since then. One of them said he was sure he’d been barred from the Unicorn.’
‘He had from the Wine Vaults, too,’ Dick confirmed.
‘So, at least we know that much is true. Anyone seen him at Bury Meadow?’
‘Not that we spoke to.’
‘They wouldn’t tend to admit it, though,’ Dick pointed out as Jill and Dave walked in and headed for their desks.
‘Hmm. We’re going to have to go down there and talk to some of the guys.’
‘Where’s that?’ Dave asked, approaching his seat.
‘Bury Meadow park,’ Jane told him. ‘You’ll enjoy that, after dark, won’t you?’
Bury Meadow park lay between the city centre and the university, beyond the Central railway station and nearby clocktower, and was a known meeting place for a certain section of the city’s gay community after dark. There were occasional police visits – raids, Pete admitted to himself, though the term was only loosely appropriate to such a venue – to deal with the public decency issues.
Dave grimaced.
‘Just don’t turn your back on them and you’ll be fine,’ Jill quipped.
‘Don’t even think it, Titch,’ Dave told her.
‘Don’t worry, there’ll be someone to hold your hand.’
‘Yeah, that’s not particularly reassuring,’ he said with a glum expression on his face.
‘So, we’re down there tonight, are we?’ Jane asked.
‘Yep. What did you learn at the Unicorn, Jill?’ Pete turned his attention to the tiny, dark-haired PC at the far corner of their workstation.
‘He was barred from there about three years ago. Conduct unbecoming, if that’s possible in a place like that.’
‘Hey, that’s not discrimination I hear, is it?’ Dave asked.
‘No, but have you been in that place?’ Jill retorted. ‘Dame Edna would look butch in there. It’s creepy.’ She grimaced.
Dave laughed. ‘You’d better keep your torch pointed at the ground tonight, then, or you’ll really get freaked out.’
‘Well, you need to get all this out of your systems before we go,’ Pete told them. ‘Because, we’re not going there to make arrests. We’ll be there to ask questions and get honest answers.’
*
Jane was distributing fresh coffees around the workstation half an hour later when Dick shoved his mouse away and looked up.
‘Cheers, Jane. So, we’ve got two numbers that Harrison called frequently from this phone – and that called him on it – both pay-as-you-go, so no means of identifying the owners.’
‘No,’ Ben said. ‘But we can get the tracking data, depending on which provider they’re with. It doesn’t get us an ID, but it does tell us their whereabouts. Along with his, when it comes through, that could tell us a bit about what’s going on.’ He glanced across at the data Dick had been processing. ‘Two out of three,’ he said.
‘What – ones we can get or ones we can’t, without a warrant?’ asked Dave.
‘Ones we can,’ Ben replied.
‘Hmm.’ Dave grimaced in surprise. ‘Not our usual run of luck.’
Ben made a note on his pad and picked up his phone.
He was still on the call when Pete’s phone pinged, letting him know he’d received an e-mail.
He brought up the account on his computer, where it would be easier to read.
It was from Hampshire traffic division. Andy Serkiss.
Data as promised. Hope it helps.
At the bottom of the page was an attached zip file. Pete opened it up and his eyes widened as it unravelled. ‘Christ, there’s enough of it. Let’s get it into that program of Ben’s and see if it’ll tell us when and where any of them met. We also need a warrant for the tracking data from the one we can’t get without it, and I’m not going to get any favours from our esteemed leader until he calms down a bit – which probably means tomorrow at the earliest – so who’s volunteering?’
‘I’ll go,’ Dave offered. ‘Gimme your truncheon, Titch.’
Jane laughed. ‘Subtle as ever.’
‘My middle name’s subtlety.’
‘Shame you never live up to it,’ Jill said from his other side.
‘Dick,’ Pete cut in. ‘In the guvnor’s absence, why don’t you put your experience and maturity to use?’
*
Pete stepped out of the back door of the station at just after five, the rest of his team close behind him, and saw Simon Philips waiting beside his car.
‘Hey up, here we go,’ Dave said from behind him.
‘Hand-bags at dusk,’ Dick added.
Pete grunted. ‘I’ll handle him. You lot get off. I’ll see you later.’
With the final set of phone tracking data not due until morning, they’d arranged to meet in the small, tree-lined square by the clock tower at nine that evening, to go across to the park and speak to as many people there as possible in an effort to track down someone who knew Ray Blackburn.
Without pausing, he continued across to his car, a few rows back in the tarmacked space.
Philips stood straighter as he approached. ‘You’re taking this stupid sour-grapes bullshit way too far now, Gayle. I’m going to see you out of here for this.’
‘Better men than you have tried that and failed.’
‘Whatever you find won’t stand up. Conflict of interest, apart from anything else. And you know there’s only one reason I couldn’t find your boy, don’t you? He didn’t want to be found.’
Pete laughed. ‘And you call yourself a copper? Most of what you’re paid for is finding people who don’t want to be found.’
Philips’ lip curled. ‘Yes. They’re called criminals. Like your Tommy.’
‘And mostly, they’re adults with the ability and facilities to go on the run, not thirteen-year-old boys. Grow up, for Christ’s sake. If you’d done your job properly in the first place, none of this would have happened.’
His eyes widened. ‘If I did my job properly? I’m not the one trying to get over my guilt at being a lousy father by ripping up the rule book in a pointless vendetta against a colleague.’
Pete stiffened, rage swelling in his brain. He could so easily have let it go and floored the useless prick preening in front of him like a chubby prima donna. But that was the aim of all this, wasn’t it? To provoke him into something that he could be sacked for on the spot. Instead, he grinned. ‘If I wanted to pursue a vendetta, you’d have known about it long since. And so would the rest of the station.’
‘Oh, they will. Trust me. And it won’t be your sorry excuses they’ll be hearing.’
‘I’m not the one needing excuses, though, am I?’ Pete retorted. ‘I’m not the one who failed to track down a school kid. And do you really think you can spread rumours like that around here and not have it get back to Middlemoor? Talk about professional suicide…’
Now Philips grinned. ‘Yes but, when it does, it’ll be my side of the story that gets there, won’t it? And you only get one chance at a first impression. When they hear you’re coming after me and breaking all the rules to do it, that’s the view they’ll be working on the basis of. You’ll be the one on the back foot, having to prove your innocence. Which doesn’t exist, so you won’t be able to. So, your career’s over, mate.’
Pete could have lashed out, thrown the truth of the situation back at him, and he was sorely tempted to but, as with the station chief, he had to hold back for now, keep his cards close to his chest until he could figure out who was guilty of what. Then would be the time to hit them with what he had. Car key in hand, he stepped forward, crowding Philips in the confined space between the cars. He saw the flash of combined fear and triumph in the smaller man’s eyes and forced his lips into the tiniest grin as he pressed the remote control. The car beeped beside them and Philips blinked in surprise.
‘You’ll need to go away and grow a pair before you come back and play with the grown-ups,’ Pete told him. ‘Out of the way. Some of us have got work to do and the ability to do it.’
Careful to keep his hands away from the other man, Pete crowded him back until he could open the car door and climb in.
‘Let’s see how many of your friends stand by you when they find out how you’re setting out to ruin the reputation of this station,’ Philips crowed as Pete started the engine.
The temptation to roll down the window and flip him the bird was almost overwhelming, but Pete somehow resisted. He slipped the car into gear and drove away, leaving the other man standing there, alone, like a spoiled brat throwing a tantrum.
But Philips was at least partly right. While Pete had to keep quiet and bide his time, he could do a lot of damage, both here at Heavitree Road and at Headquarters. Even if he was proved right in the end – which he was certain he would be – it would take a lot of time and effort to rebuild his reputation after this.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
‘Again? Christ, I thought I’d managed to talk some sense into her.’
‘Obviously, it didn’t sink in too well.’ Louise tilted her head.
‘So, what did she do this time?’
‘Fighting. Again.’
‘What? Give me strength! How long’s she got this time?’
‘Forty minutes.’ Louise glanced at the clock on the mantle. ‘They should have called by now.’
‘Give it a few minutes,’ he said. ‘What about you? How’s your day been?’
‘Calmer without you in there,’ she said.
Pete smiled. ‘In my defence, I did run him off before he could do any serious damage.’
If you only knew what was going on outside now, he thought, hating the need to deceive her. Or, at least, to keep something from her. It was not in his nature, and certainly not a part of their relationship, to hide things. Yet, to tell her would only add extra stress to her life at a time when she certainly didn’t need it.
‘Yeah, but why did you need to? Who was he? Not just some random mugger, surely? How ironic would that be?’
He smiled again. ‘To be fair, I am plain-clothes. But no, I don’t think it was random. I don’t know who it was or what it was about, though, yet. I’ve been a bit busy or I’d have been going through the mugshots. Excuse the pun.’
‘No, I won’t. It’s not funny.’
‘So, what are we going to do with Annie?’ he asked to change the subject. ‘We don’t want her going the wrong way now.’
She grimaced. ‘Don’t remind me. I see the aftermath all too often.’
‘I know. And she’s just at the age now when that kind of thing can start, but how do we keep her from it after all she’s gone through?’
‘We’re doing everything I know of that might work,’ she said.
‘Well, the only thing I can think is to try and pull her focus away from that side of things. To calm her down a bit, find a release that’ll take her in a positive direction.’
‘Like what?’
He shook his head. ‘I don’t know. You often hear of boxing in that respect, but I think she’s too close to that already.’ He tried a grin but got a frown in response. ‘That’s why I suggested the photography thing the other night.’
‘Where the hell is she?’ She checked the clock again. ‘It’s a good half-hour since she should have been ready to come home.’
‘Is it worth phoning at this time of day or should we just go round there?’
‘We can’t both go, in case they call while we’re out.’
‘Hmm.’ His lips pursed. ‘OK, I’ll go.’
‘Right. I’ll call you if I hear anything, and you let me know if you’ve got her with you.’
‘OK.’ Pete kissed her and stood up to leave.
He was releasing the handbrake moments later when she appeared in the doorway, phone in hand and waved urgently. He rolled down the window and stuck his head out.
‘She’s just phoned. She’s ready and she’s sorry she’s late.’
‘Why is she late?’
‘She didn’t say.’
‘OK. I’ll go and get her. See you soon.’
He slipped the brake and reversed out of the drive. Louise stood on the doorstep, offering him a wave as he drove off.
Where the hell is that night watch? he wondered. And will he follow me or stay put?
He hoped that, wherever the man had secreted himself, he would stay put. Louise’s safety and that of the house had to take priority while Pete wasn’t there.
*
‘What happened? Where’ve you been?’
Pete shoved the passenger door open for Annie to climb in. She was looking calmer than he’d expected as she walked out of the school’s front doors. For a young girl who’d just endured a punishment, she seemed almost chipper.
‘Here, of course. I just got tied up in what I was doing, that’s all. Sorry,’ she said, making no effort to sound as if she meant it as she closed the door and reached for her seat belt.
‘What do you mean, “What you were doing,”? I thought you were in detention.’ Pete reached for the ignition and fired up the engine.
‘I was, but there wasn’t anyone to take it, so they stuffed us in with the chess club.’
‘The chess club? What’s that got to do with anything? You don’t play chess.’ He’d tried to teach her some time ago, back before Tommy disappeared. It had been less than successful. He checked the road and pulled out of the school gates, turning towards home.
‘I was bored. Obviously. I watched them playing and I thought I could do just as well as they were, so I asked if I could join in. Mr Matthews said he’d show me.’
‘What the hell were you doing in detention again, anyway? I thought we’d sorted all that, the other night? You were going to think before you reacted.’
‘I was, but there wasn’t the chance. A bunch of boys were being really cruel to Daisy Everly behind the bike shed. I heard her crying and they were laughing and teasing her. I looked for a teacher and couldn’t see one, so I went round there and sorted them out myself. The two who were picking on me the other day were amongst them. I was just punching one of them when Miss Watkins came round the corner and Daisy was in too much of a state to say anything, so it was my word against all theirs.’
‘And this Miss Watkins believed them over you? How many of them were there?’
‘Five.’
‘Against two girls, as far as she knew?’ He had picked up on her description of the other girl as being in no fit state to help.
‘Yes, but three of them had bloody noses by then, and, like I said, two of them were the ones I’d had trouble with before, so they played on that.’
Pete shook his head. He couldn’t chastise her for what she was describing. He ought to be praising her if anything. All their worries earlier in the evening faded away as he reached over to ruffle her hair.
‘Dad!’
‘What?’
‘Don’t do that.’
He grinned. ‘You know I love you fit to burst, don’t you?’
She sighed. ‘I know,’ she said with an impish grin.
‘But you should have called us to say you were staying on. Your mum was worried sick.’
‘Sorry. I lost track of time. The club goes on for an hour and a half.’
‘Don’t explain it to me. Explain it to your mum.’
He made the final turn into their street, still with no idea where whoever was keeping an eye on their place was hiding.
Then an awful thought flashed through his mind like a streak of lightning across the sky. Is there anyone out here? Andy Fairweather had made the promise, but that didn’t mean DCI Silverstone had allowed him to keep it.
Surely, if not, he’d have called HQ though, wouldn’t he? Or at least let me know it wasn’t going to happen?
‘Dad? Dad?’
He blinked. ‘Button?’
‘What’s up?’
He shook his head. ‘What do you mean?’
‘We’re here. Why aren’t we going onto the drive?’
‘Oh, sorry. I was miles away. Thinking.’ He put the car into gear and reversed onto their drive.
‘Had you ought to be driving distracted? Isn’t that illegal or something?’
He smiled. ‘Without due care and attention, it’s called. But I wasn’t driving. As you pointed out, we’d stopped.’
‘Still, it didn’t look like a good place you’d gone to.’
‘It wasn’t, but it’s nothing for you to worry about,’ he said, pulling up the handbrake. ‘Come on, missy. You’ve got some explaining to do.’
*
They were half-way through dinner, an hour later, when the phone rang in the hall.
Pete glanced at Louise and went to answer it.
‘Pete Gayle.’
‘Boss,’ Jane’s voice came over the line. ‘I just found something interesting on the web.’
‘Like what?’
‘You remember those artefacts on the sideboard in his sitting room?’
‘Yes.’
‘Well, there was another one in his office upstairs. Not Portuguese like those. It was from Petra, according to the label. And it turns out there isn’t any legal trade in artefacts from there. The Jordanians are very strict on archaeological looting.’
‘So, Eric was being a naughty boy, after all.’
‘Yes. So, I looked into those bits in his sitting room. They aren’t legal either.’
‘I wonder if that’s actually what the argument with Blackburn was about, then? Eric dealing in black-market antiquities. If Ray found out somehow and decided to blackmail him…’
‘There’d be a hell of a financial motive there, as well as the risk of getting caught and prosecuted.’
‘I think we need another word with Eric Tauber. Thanks, Jane. Nice work.’ He put the phone down and returned to the kitchen table.
‘What was that about?’ Louise asked as he picked up his knife and fork.
He glanced down at his hands. The tell-tale sign that it hadn’t been an urgent call, he realised and looked up again. ‘It seems like our supposedly innocent man may not have been so innocent after all.’



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
‘Sorry, gents. I need to interrupt your evening just briefly,’
It was almost ten at night. Pete had followed the dark footpath down the tree-lined side of the park and along the backs of the short terrace of houses that faced onto the main road, almost to the pretty light grey lodge in the corner when he met the two men coming towards him hand-in-hand.
One was tall and slim, wearing a suit that Dave Miles would have been proud of, the other younger and smaller, in jeans and T-shirt.
‘Are you filth?’ the younger one demanded, chin thrust out aggressively.
Pete stemmed his initial response. ‘I’m police. I’m not interested in what you get up to here. I’m looking for information on a man who used to come here.’ He held out a photograph of Ray Blackburn, aiming the light of his phone at it with his other hand. ‘Do you know him?’
‘What are you playing at?’ It was the younger one again.
‘I said: looking for information about this man. People who knew him.’
‘Yeah, I bloody know him. Bastard. In jail, is he, where he belongs?’
‘Why would you say that?’
‘You know why. You wouldn’t be here else. Trying to catch me out, are you?’
‘If I knew the answers, I wouldn’t be asking the questions,’ Pete said. ‘So, why don’t you tell me?’
‘Fucker assaulted me, that’s why.’
Pete saw the older man’s hand tighten on the speaker’s as his eyes widened in shock.
‘And not just me - he got a reputation for it,’ the youth continued. ‘People got to carrying, to protect themselves. I never heard what happened to him, though. He just stopped coming round here, that’s all I know.’
‘And you’re sure it was this guy?’
‘’Course I’m bloody sure. I told you – he attacked me. Like a bloody maniac, he was. I couldn’t work for a week after.’
‘Why would he do that?’ Pete was genuinely confused. If Blackburn was gay himself, why would he attack other gays?
‘I dunno. He didn’t bother saying. Just came at me out of the blue. And like I said, I wasn’t the only one.’
This was the first Pete had heard of it, but the victims weren’t likely to report it, in the circumstances. They were engaged in at least one illegal activity, themselves.
‘Did he take anything from you?’
The lad sneered. ‘Nah. Wasn’t the point, was it?’
‘So, do you know who else he attacked?’
His eyes widened. ‘Now I know you’re taking the piss. Do I look that stupid?’
Pete sighed. ‘All right. The reason I’m asking questions about him is he’s not in prison. He’s dead. Somebody killed him.’
‘Good,’ the youth interrupted. ‘Good bloody riddance. But it wasn’t me.’
‘I never suggested it was. But I am trying to find out who it was.’
‘Well, you ain’t going to find out from me. Far as I’m concerned, he got what was coming to him. Whoever did it needs a medal, not a murder charge.’ He stepped forward past Pete, the older man in tow.
As they moved away, Pete heard him say something else in a low tone. Probably either further mutterings about Ray Blackburn or an apology to his “date” about his attitude with Pete, he guessed.
Pete pursed his lips. That was a new wrinkle in the situation as well as a possible new motive. He moved on towards the main road. Dick Feeney was already at the entrance, waiting for him.
‘Anything?’ he asked.
‘A couple of propositions, but that was all,’ the older man reported. ‘You?’
‘Yes. Yet another motive. Apparently, he was known around here for attacking the regulars.’
‘What – mugging them?’
‘No, just attacking. There was no robbery involved, as far as I know.’
‘Why would he do that? We’ve got it from at least two sources he was gay himself.’
Pete shrugged. ‘I’ve got no idea,’ he admitted. ‘But it’s the last bloody thing we need right now.’
He heard female footsteps approaching from behind and turned to see Jane and Dave coming from the end of the narrow road that led down the side of the park.
‘You don’t sound happy,’ she observed.
‘We’re not,’ Dick told her. ‘Did you find out anything?’
‘Only that he was about as popular here as in the gay pubs,’ Dave said.
‘Yeah, that’s the impression I got,’ Pete agreed. ‘But, what’s it all about?’
‘Maybe he was in denial,’ Jane suggested. ‘Hated the others for openly being what he couldn’t bear the thought of being, but knew he was.’
Dave looked at her, eyebrows raised. ‘Very deep.’
‘Well, what’s your answer then?’ she asked.
‘I haven’t got one,’ he admitted. ‘Except for hate crime.’
‘Either way, it makes revenge another motive to chuck into the mix,’ Dick said.
Pete tipped his head in agreement. ‘And gives us a whole new set of suspects to eliminate.’
*
‘So, how come Simon Philips didn’t come up with any of this?’ Ben asked.
They were all at their desks despite it being only 8:00am, before most of the other detectives in the station arrived.
‘Because he didn’t try,’ Dave said. ‘Too busy shoving his nose up Fast-track’s backside to bother with anything as inconvenient as facts.’
‘Harsh, but fair,’ Dick agreed. ‘Not that it helps us.’
‘So, on a more useful note, where do we go from here?’ Jill asked.
‘We need to know more about Stuart Cramer,’ Pete said. ‘We need to follow up on the tracking data from the contacts on Paul Harrison’s phone. We’ve got Jane’s discovery last night that Eric Tauber was dealing in stolen antiquities, which might fit him back into the frame if Ray found out about it. Dick managed to pretty much cross Mohammed Abedi off the list. He only deals with middle eastern and Turkish clients, from what both he and his neighbours say. But we need to find Keith Decker, or whatever his real name is. We also need to have a close look at this guy Shehu, whose house got burgled and the resulting items shifted on to Ray. And now we need to look further into the idea that Ray may have brought it on himself by attacking the gay community.’
‘So, what about after lunch?’ Dave quipped.
‘After lunch we find proof of who actually killed Ray Blackburn. Towards that, Ben, you can do your thing with the tracking data once that warrant comes in. Which you could chase up, to start with. Dave, if Eric was dealing, his internet history or his phone records would show it – either his mobile, land line or work phone. Jane, you and Jill can look into Alexander Shehu. See if he’s got a record and if he’s on the lists of known associates for Gagik Petrosyan or any of his cronies. And Jill, in between times, can you set up a case board for these car thefts? Dick, we need to...’
‘What are you lot trying to do? Ruin all of us?’ The voice came from behind him.
Pete turned, recognising the voice immediately. Dean Carter, one of Simon’s team, was staring at him belligerently from just inside the doorway.
‘What we’re trying to do, DC Carter, is do the job that “you lot,” as you put it, couldn’t. If you’ve got a problem with that, take it up with DI Underhill.’
‘You know this is going to screw your reputation, don’t you?’ he persisted. ‘Sour grapes because we didn’t find your boy.’
‘Grow up, Dean,’ Jane told him. ‘You know better than that.’
‘So, why else does he start pissing about with our cases? We all know if there was a good reason for it, Headquarters would have taken it on.’
‘Do you really want Professional Standards peering over your shoulder?’ Dave asked him. ‘This case alone would get the whole lot of you suspended. It was a sham.’
Carter laughed. ‘You tell that to the chief and see what happens. You’ll be the one on suspension.’
‘And the chief would soon follow him,’ Jane asserted. ‘He’s on thin ice already.’
‘Yeah, and whose fault’s that? Takes us back full circle, doesn’t it?’ Carter shrugged out of his leather jacket and stepped forward.
Pete felt the anger flare again and fought to control it. ‘Whether you can see it or not, Detective Constable, what we’re doing is potentially saving your embarrassment and the reputation of this department,’ Pete told him. ‘If it turns out you got the right man, it ends here and doesn’t go to Professional Standards.’
‘And who’s going to decide that? You?’
‘The facts.’
‘Yeah, right.’ He headed for his desk. ‘How to lose friends and influence, in one easy lesson.’
Pete took a deep breath and somehow remained in his seat.
‘Who needs idiots for friends?’ Jill muttered.
‘Unfortunately, what we do need is the ability to work together,’ Dick said. ‘Idiot or not, he’s part of the larger team. Time will come, we’ll need their help.’
Pete sighed. ‘Dick’s right,’ he said. ‘But so are we, in taking this case as far as it goes. If it makes me unpopular, that’s a risk I’m willing to take, but that doesn’t mean the rest of you have to.’
‘We’re a team,’ Jane told him. ‘Where you go, we go. Right?’ She looked around at the others.
‘That’s right.’
‘Yeah.’
‘Too true.’
Nods came from all around.
Pride and gratitude welled up in Pete’s chest. He felt a lump form in his throat and tried to swallow it down before he spoke. It didn’t work. ‘Thanks, guys,’ he said hoarsely.
‘Let’s get to it, then, shall we?’ Dick suggested briskly. ‘I take it you were going to ask me to follow up with the gay community and find out more about Blackburn in that respect?’ he asked.
‘Yes. And I’m going to try to track down Adrian Stiles and Keith Decker.’
*
Pete stepped into Andy Fairweather’s office on the ground floor and let the door swing shut behind him as the duty sergeant looked up from the big spreadsheet on his desk.
‘You’re pushing the envelope, aren’t you?’ Fairweather said. ‘And your faith in your fellow officers.’
‘You’ve heard, then.’ Pete felt a slump of disappointment.
‘Most of the station have by now, I’d imagine.’ He shook his head. ‘Subverting one of your own? Not the best way to build – or even maintain – your popularity around here.’
‘What was I supposed to do? Ignore the girl?’
Andy tipped his head.
‘The idea was to stop it spreading. Keep it in-house if possible. That way, HQ wouldn’t need to know unless it proved to be warranted. And I did get permission before pursuing it.’
Andy laughed. ‘Not from the chief, I bet!’
Pete pursed his lips. ‘No, but that would have been a conflict of interest, wouldn’t it, with his name all over the original case.’
‘Yeah, just a tad. What can I do for you?’
‘It’s good to know you’re still willing to do anything for me at this point. Any news on this Decker character?’
Andy shook his head. ‘No-one on-shift yesterday recognised him.’
‘Hey, who did you put on outside my place last night? They were bloody good. I went out, never saw hide nor hair of them.’
‘It was Joe Wilkinson.’
‘Well, it’s worth making a note to give him that sort of job again.’
Andy nodded. ‘Good to know. You need it continued?’
‘Hah! Even more so now, I should think. If you can drum up any volunteers. But, yes, unless we can figure out who’s behind the threats. I’ll let you know if we do.’  
‘OK.’
Pete’s phone rang in his pocket. He took it out and checked the screen. Eyebrows raised in surprise, he said, ‘I’d better take this. I’ll see you later.’
He stepped out into the corridor and accepted the call. ‘Pete Gayle.’
‘Detective Sergeant. This is Ted Sayers, deputy governor at Dartmoor. I’m calling to inform you that, following your interviews with Eric Tauber, he’s now in our hospital wing. He was attacked last night, on the way to his cell.’
‘Christ! Who by?’
‘Unclear, at this stage. And likely to remain so, I’m afraid.’
‘How is he? What happened?’
‘We have a full A&E capability here, as you can imagine, so he’s alive at least. Critical but stable. As to what happened, all I can tell you is the injuries he suffered. Three stab wounds, one to the right kidney.’
‘Attacked from behind, then.’ And lucky to be alive, he added mentally.
‘Quite. It’s thankfully rare, but that is one of the standard methods.’
‘I can think of one or two likely suspects for it,’ Pete said, an image popping into his mind’s eye of the stocky figure he’d been sitting opposite only yesterday afternoon.
‘As can I, in the circumstances. But sadly, without evidence, we can do little about it and we’re not likely to get any witnesses coming forward. If they did, the same would happen to them, sooner or later, and we haven’t the staff to prevent it.’
‘Well, thanks for letting me know.’
Pete put his phone away, his mind whirring. They’d certainly stirred up a hornet’s nest by going to the prisons yesterday. Was Petrosyan responsible for this, directly or otherwise? Had one of his gang taken it upon himself without checking with the top man? It didn’t seem likely, but it was possible. Or was it down to something else entirely? Linked, perhaps, to Ray Blackburn’s death or Eric’s dealings in illegal artefacts? As seemed usual in this case, there were more possibilities than could easily be coped with. All he could say for sure was that someone wanted Eric Tauber silenced. Permanently.
And, apart from Petrosyan’s need for control and secrecy, someone had a hell of a financial motive in keeping Tauber quiet about his black-market activities. Some of those pieces could be worth a fortune.
Not that any of that helped them figure out who had killed Ray Blackburn if it wasn’t Eric Tauber.
Pete sighed and headed back up to the squad room.



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
The squad room was three-quarters full now. It went quiet almost instantly when Pete walked in. An unfamiliar swoop of tension, dread and something else that he couldn’t identify left his stomach hollow and his head tingling as he felt all the eyes in the room focus silently on him. He resisted the urge to look around, focussing instead on the workstation in front of him and the nearest seat there – his own.
Was this what it was going to be like? Was this how they were going to treat him from now on? He felt like a constable walking alone into a bar full of criminals. He knew he was right, but everyone else resented, feared and hated him in equal measure, knowing he could arrest any one of them but equally, in the circumstances, they could kill him and maybe even get away with it.
‘The warrant’s in,’ Dick reported as he reached his chair.
‘Good. Let’s get the data processed then. We need to find out if any two or all three of them met up and if there’s anywhere they all go at different times. And see if there’s any link between their phone conversations and those meetings, to confirm they were pre-arranged, not just chance encounters. If we’re looking at an organised gang, we need to prove it. While you do that, I’ll go and give Paul Harrison one last chance to do the right thing.’
‘Yeah,’ Jane snorted. ‘I can see that appealing to him. Not.’
‘Well, that’s not the way I plan to put it to him,’ Pete said. ‘But you never know. I might find a way that’ll work.’
Pete left the squad room again, heading briskly out to the car. As he stepped outside it felt like an escape into freedom and fresh air. The relief was marvellous. This must be how a convict feels when he walks out of prison at the end of his sentence, he thought. Then another thought struck him. Is this how it’s going to be, from now on?
Pursing his lips, he fought down the dread and headed across to his car, calling ahead to the city jail as soon as the communications system had connected.
By the time he’d got there and signed in, Harrison was waiting for him in one of the spartan interview rooms. He stared silently at Pete as he walked in, a warden holding the door for him. Pete sat down, never breaking eye-contact. He pulled the chair up under him and rested his elbows on the table between them.
‘How selfish are you?’ he asked.
‘Eh?’ Anger pulled Harrison’s face into a frown.
‘It’s a straight question. On a scale of one to ten. Come on.’
‘What the hell is this?’
‘I want to know how selfish you think you are.’
‘Why?’
‘To judge whether you’re willing to jump under the bus for your boss or more inclined to save your own skin. Because, like it or not, he is your boss, isn’t he? The guy you’re protecting by not saying anything.’
‘I haven’t got a boss,’ Harrison sneered.
‘No? What do you call him, then? Not a partner, that’s for sure – you running around doing what he tells you. Assuming it is a him, not a her. A bloke like you wouldn’t be seen doing as he’s told by a woman, eh?’
Harrison’s expression changed ever so slightly. ‘How do you know? I might like it.’
Pete laughed. ‘Yeah, right. Either way, from where you’re sitting now, you’ve got two choices. At this moment you’re looking at aggravated vehicle taking, assaulting a police officer and attempted murder.’
Harrison’s eyes widened.
‘And, by the way, the sentence for assaulting a police officer was doubled a few months ago. Six to twelve now. So, you’ve got anything up to twenty-five years to sit and ponder your decisions in life. Or you could talk to me, here, now, and reduce that by anything up to two-thirds. Good behaviour, you could be out in five or six. So, again – how selfish are you? Do you want to carry the can on your own for anything up to twenty-five years or do you want to share it for five or six?’
Harrison’s lips tightened.
‘One-time offer,’ Pete said. ‘Once it’s gone, it’s gone. You earn it or you don’t.’
He watched as the man’s gaze turned inwards, weighing his options. He waited several seconds.
A blink and Harrison’s gaze re-focussed, meeting his again.
‘I can’t. I grass him up, I’m a dead man.’
Pete nodded. ‘Tempting, I must admit, but there are ways around it. Different prisons, a new name, vulnerable prisoner wings. You’d be surprised how often it’s done.’
‘Maybe, but it still gets out. Look at them two lads up north, killed that toddler. People have to know, and people can be bought, one way or another. Especially with the amount of clout these blokes have.’
‘What do you mean, clout?’
Harrison’s expression closed down. He looked away. ‘I’m not saying no more. You figure it out.’
Pete watched him for a moment, weighing, assessing, but this big, belligerent and violent bully was genuinely scared. He wasn’t going to get anything more out of him, no matter how he pushed.
‘All right. Have it your way. See you in court.’ He stood up, still watching the other man. Saw the relief take hold in him and leaned down, hands on the table. ‘You know we will catch whoever it is, don’t you? They will be joining you inside, whether you help or not.’
Harrison looked up and met his gaze. ‘Not with my help, you won’t. And not without it, either.’
Pete gave him a wink and nodded to the guard. It was time to leave. But, as he walked back along the stark, pale green corridor towards the reception desk, his mind was whirling. What did Harrison mean? “Not with my help, and not without it.”? Not with it, he could understand, but why not without it? He didn’t know what Pete was capable of. Then another of the man’s comments came back to him. “Especially with the amount of clout these blokes have.” Clout could mean more than one thing, of course, but it usually meant either social or political power. Like they were high-up in society, outwardly upstanding citizens.
A dark thought tickled at the edges of Pete’s mind, but he pushed it to one side. It was too much of a coincidence to be viable, surely.
And, on a lighter note, Harrison was going to help, whether he liked it or not, and whether he knew it or not.
A message beeped on Pete’s phone when he switched it on outside the prison. He picked it up as he crossed the car park.
‘Boss, it’s Ben. We got the warrant. Sorry. You knew that. The bad news is, the company only keeps the data for a year.’ Pete felt the familiar slump of disappointment as Ben’s voice continued in his ear. ‘I’ve started on what we’ve got though. It should, at least, point us in the right direction.’
Two steps forward and one step back, Pete thought, not for the first time on this case, as he reached his car and unlocked it.
*
Three doors up from Nigel Deeley’s junk shop, on the corner of a narrow side-street, was a small newsagent. Pete stepped in and waited for the two customers queueing at the till to be served before approaching the counter.
‘Can I help?’ the tall, lean man asked automatically.
Pete held up his warrant card. ‘I’m DS Gayle, Exeter CID,’ he said. ‘I wonder if you recognise this man?’ He swapped the leather wallet for a photo of the man they knew as Keith Decker.
The shop keeper shook his head. ‘No. Never seen him.’
‘OK. And this one?’ He switched photos to one of Adrian Stiles.’
The man’s eyes widened. ‘Definitely not. I’d remember him.’
‘All right. Thanks.’ He put the pictures away and headed up-hill towards the High Street.
Whoever Keith Decker was, he was of a type. Almost certainly, he was a small-time thief, the huge majority of whom were also drug addicts. He would be unable to resist all three of the minor vices of cigarettes, booze and gambling. It was just a question of finding the right outlet and the one thing Pete knew for sure was that, as Decker left Deeley’s shop, he headed uphill. Somewhere in this direction, there would be someone who’d seen him, spoken to him, knew at least a tiny bit about him. It was just a matter of finding them.
He’d walked the entire length of the High Street, enquiring in betting shops, newsagents, off-licences, a penny arcade and the pool hall without success and was about half-way to Ray Blackburn’s old address before he got his first break. He went into a betting shop and showed Keith Decker’s picture to the woman behind the reinforced glass above the counter.
‘He used to come in here regular,’ she said. ‘Haven’t seen him in a while.’
‘Do you remember a name for him?’
Her gaze turned inward, a tiny frown creasing the skin between her brows as she tried to recall. Then she looked up. ‘Kev, Keith: something like that.’
Which fitted with the name he’d given Nigel Deeley. Pete nodded. ‘Anything else you remember about him?’
She grimaced. ‘It’s been a while. A few months. He wasn’t a big-money type. A quid here, a quid there, sort of thing. Came in regular-ish. Maybe once a week, once a fortnight till he stopped. Never seen him since.’
Pete nodded. ‘Thanks for your help. I’ll let you get on.’
So, a fairly regular small change gambler, he thought as he stepped out of the shop, continuing towards the Old Tiverton Road. Then suddenly stopped. Why? Had he moved? Either within the city or beyond? If that was the case, he must have lived somewhere in this direction, at least until then.
He could see a pub sign swinging in the light breeze further up on the far side of the street. Perhaps he’d learn more in there.
*
Two minutes later he was on the phone. Standing outside the pub, on the tiny tarmac car park, he called Headquarters.
‘Ops Support, please. This is DS Gayle, Heavitree Road.’
He was put through.
‘Operations Support Team. Can I help?’
‘I hope so,’ Pete said. ‘I need a canvassing team ASAP in the Old Tiverton Road area. We’ve got a possible suspect in a murder case, name unknown, living in the area. I’ve got a couple of CCTV images of him and a potential first name, but that’s all.’
‘Jesus! You don’t want much, do you? OK, send us the pictures and details. We’ll get onto it.’
Pete had struck out in the pub and there wasn’t time for him to take on such a huge task alone. Nor was there any point in maintaining secrecy on what he was doing any longer. He headed back towards the station, sending what little he had on Keith Decker through to the people in the maze of old red-brick buildings at Middlemoor as he walked.
He had better things to do with the limited time at his disposal. Among them, now that the cat was out of the bag, a call to make.
He finished what he was doing and keyed in a number from memory.
‘CID.’
‘Jim, it’s Pete. Quick question. Have you ever come across an Adrian Stiles? Vicious bugger, got a tattoo of a swallow on his cheek.’
‘Not familiar. And talking of cheek…’
‘Yeah, yeah. The fact is, I had permission from up the chain, and I was trying to keep it quiet in case there was nothing in it.’
‘Really? That’s not the story I’ve heard.’
‘You know me. I’m not the vindictive type.’
‘I thought I did. Something like what happened to you can change a man though.’
‘It can, but it didn’t.’
Jim grunted. ‘Well, the answer’s the same. I don’t know of him.’
‘OK. Possible drug connection so I thought I’d ask.’ He hung up with a shake of the head. If Jim Hancock could question his motives, anyone in the station could, and that meant it was just a matter of time before the brass at Middlemoor did, too.
He needed to make as much progress on this as possible before that happened, so he could justify his actions without dragging Colin Underhill into the shit pile with him.
So… Adrian Stiles. Who was he, who were his family and friends, and would those facts lead to where he was hiding?



CHAPTER NINETEEN
By the time he reached his desk, Pete was feeling that tingle of apprehension again. The custody sergeant had kept her head down, ignoring his greeting as he passed through. Then, as he entered the squad room, there had been the slightest pause in the hubbub of voices.
Was he being over-sensitive? He wasn’t sure, but it was not a good feeling.
Jane and Ben were at their desks, the others out in the field. He sat down and looked from one to the other. ‘How are we doing?’
‘There are several points of convergence,’ Ben reported. ‘I’m going through now, checking the locations.’
‘Jane?’
‘Alexander Shehu hasn’t got a criminal record, but he has been under investigation by HMRC. He lives in Clyst Honiton. Nice, big house.’
‘And how does he pay for that?’
‘Well, there’s the rub, isn’t it? Hence the HMRC interest. He’s one of the directors of French and Alexander Imports Ltd.’
Pete’s Spidey-sense sparked once more as she quoted the name of the company Eric Tauber had worked for. ‘Is he now?’
‘Only, although they’re not making a fortune despite the buoyancy of the construction industry, he’s living it large, as if money’s no object. So, the question is, where’s he getting it from?’
‘And is there a French that we might be able to ask?’
‘There was, but he left.’
Pete’s eyebrows rose. ‘Curiouser and curiouser. I reckon we might find it useful to track him down and have a chat with him.’
Jane nodded. ‘So, where’ve you got to?’
‘Half-way to Ray Blackburn’s place in pursuit of our Keith Decker character. I’ve sent Ops Support to do the rest of the leg-work there while I carry on with Adrian Stiles.’
He powered up his computer.
‘So, all roads lead to Old Tiverton Road, at least on that branch of the job,’ she observed.
‘That’s right.’
He opened the investigation file and brought up what they had on Stiles.
‘Can’t be a co-incidence, can it?’
Pete shook his head. ‘They’re all linked, it’s just a matter of finding out how.’
‘Would it be worth asking Cramer if he recognises Decker?’
‘You reckon he’d tell us, bearing in mind it’d probably implicate him further in the possession with intent charge?’
She shrugged. ‘It depends how you approach it, I suppose. But even if not, his reaction might be useful.’
Jane hadn’t suggested that she should do the job, but she was quite capable of interviewing the man. ‘OK. When you’ve finished with that, go for it.’
‘I’ve got four common locations between the phones,’ Ben announced.
Pete’s attention was immediately caught. ‘Where?’
‘Near the motorway junction on Honiton Road; Cullompton; that big industrial estate down past Chudleigh Knighton; and down between Clyst Honiton and Hill Barton.’
Jane’s eyes widened. ‘Christ, I wouldn’t want to be taking a high-end sports car down some of those lanes. They’re not much more than dirt tracks.’
‘A good place to hide, though,’ Ben argued.
‘Yeah, if there was a car-wash handy.’
Pete tipped his head. ‘If there was, though… Is there one in Hill Barton, for instance?’
‘I don’t know, but I know who will,’ Ben said, picking up his phone. Moments later, he was connected. ‘Hello, yes. I hope you can. This is PC Myers, Exeter CID. I’m wondering if you’d know if there’s a car-wash facility out there, maybe on the industrial estate?’ He paused, listening. ‘Ah. OK. Thanks.’
He put the phone down and looked up. ‘There is. “One of those stand-alone places, run by foreigners,” is what he said.’
‘Which would be perfect,’ Jane pointed out. ‘No cameras, no questions, cash business. What more could you ask if you were storing and shipping out nicked cars?’
‘Handy, too, if you live at Clyst Honiton,’ Ben said.
‘Steady,’ Pete cautioned. ‘There’s nothing to say he’s linked into this. Not yet, at least.’
‘Worth finding out, though,’ Jane said.
Pete tipped his head in agreement. ‘Do we happen to have a common link between Harrison’s phone and the other two?’ he asked Ben. ‘One that all three called?’
‘Yes, but it’s another pay-as-you-go. And the tracking data doesn’t help. It seems to be left for long periods with the battery and SIM card taken out. Then, when it is activated, it’s constantly on the move.’
‘He’s not daft,’ Jane commented.
‘Is there any pattern to when or where it’s switched on?’ Pete asked.
Ben paused, checking. ‘It doesn’t look like it. Gaps of anything from four to nine days and locations all over the shop.’
‘So, an average of once a week,’ Jane said.
‘Thereabouts, but you can’t set your watch by it.’
‘What about the times?’ Pete asked.
Again, Ben checked. ‘Not as such, except they’re all at night. It’s switched on at anything from 5 o’clock onwards in the winter or nine-thirty in summer, and no later than 1:00 am.’
‘And left on for how long?’
‘Again, it varies, but anything from ten minutes to an hour and a half.’
‘The ten-minute ones would be just checking for messages,’ Jane suggested.
‘Well, there isn’t enough there yet to get anything done about it,’ Pete concluded. ‘And there isn’t the man-power to put a speculative watch on any subject we’ve got in mind, just in case.’
Jane pursed her lips. ‘OK, but it’s a starting point. Nice one, Ben. In the meantime, which do you want? Cramer, French or Stiles?’
‘Sounds like a firm of solicitors,’ Ben smiled.
‘A firm of some sort,’ Jane retorted.
‘Let’s just make sure some of them need solicitors pretty soon, shall we? I’ll stick with Stiles for now if you want Cramer,’ Pete said. ‘And Ben, if you want to see if you can track down Mr French…’
‘Will do.’
Pete returned his attention to his computer. Adrian Stiles, he soon learned, had been born in Plymouth, moving to Exeter when he was nine. His criminal history started soon after that but was, of course, sealed now, up to the age of eighteen. By then, though, it seemed like he was experienced and prolific, if not the cleverest of villains. Violence was his forte, whether drunk, drugged or sober, and there seemed to be no pattern to his victims. Some were acquaintances, others not. Some were in public, others in their homes, and still others simply wherever he could find that was isolated and free of witnesses.
Pete frowned.
That last suggested premeditation. There couldn’t be that many people he wanted revenge on. Was he doing at least some of this for someone else? Either as part of an organised gang or freelance?
He flipped through to the list of known associates.
They were in date order, simply added to over the years as new cases arose and were investigated. At the top of the list, his parents were listed as deceased. His father had two sisters, his mother a brother and a sister, all of them last known living in Plymouth. He had a sister in Plymouth and a grandmother in Portwrinkle, a few miles further west. All of these would have been questioned when he went on the run, Pete knew. It was standard procedure.
At the other end of the list – the most recent entries – were a few names Pete was more familiar with, among them Philip Grover and Ray Blackburn, but also the late Zivan Millocovic, AKA Millic, and Defrim Januzaj.
So, he was tied to Petrosyan’s gang, despite the Albanian denying any knowledge of him. Not that that meant Gagik was lying, of course. Separation was the key to his business-model. But it was a firm link: a thread to be pulled. And both Grover and Januzaj were readily available, if they were willing to talk to him. In some ways Grover seemed like the best bet, but Januzaj was a little more distant, so perhaps more willing to give up what he knew.
Pete shut down the computer and stood up. ‘Right, I’m off out again. You aren’t going to need baby-sitting here on your own, Ben?’
‘I’ll cope, boss. I know where the coffee machine and the toilets are,’ he said with a smile.   ‘Ah. Got him. Current address for Mr Clifford French, former director of Alexander and French Ltd, is in Bramley, Surrey.’
‘Blimey, he ain’t poor, is he?’ Jane said, one hand over the mouthpiece of her phone.
‘Ill-gotten gains or a pay-off to bugger off, do you reckon?’ asked Ben.
‘Either way amounts to the same,’ Jane pointed out. ‘Thanks,’ she said into the phone and put it down. ‘I wonder if HMRC have been looking at him, too? Either way, someone needs to have a chat with him.’
‘Well, we haven’t got time to go swanning off over there. Get the guvnor to arrange something,’ Pete said to Ben. ‘I’ll see you in a bit.’
*
‘So, Defrim – you don’t mind me calling you Defrim, I hope? – I’m here to ask about a friend of yours. Adrian Stiles.’
Pete was sitting across the table from Januzaj in a small room almost identical to the one in which he’d interviewed Gagik Petrosyan the day before, in a different prison. Horfield Prison was an hour and a half from Exeter, so he’d had plenty of time to arrange the interview while already on the road.
‘Stiles?’
‘Swallow tattoo on his cheek. A bit on the aggressive side.’
‘Ah, Stiles. Not a friend.’
Pete tipped his head. ‘OK. Associate then. Only, unlike you, he’s out there in the big, wide world, as free as a bird – except with a crick in his neck from looking over his shoulder for the likes of me.’
Januzaj grinned. ‘He will not worry. He’s not the sort.’ His accent, Pete noted, was as strong as Petrosyan’s but his grasp of the language and its structure was much better. He’d clearly made much more of an effort to fit in.
‘He’s still out there so he’s not stupid.’
Januzaj shrugged. ‘Why would I care?’
‘I didn’t say you should. In fact, I hope you don’t. But I also hope you’ll tell me what you know about him.’
Januzaj chuckled. ‘Why would I do that?’
‘Maybe because he’s gone beyond assault this time. We want to talk to him about a murder so, if you don’t and we find out later that you could have, you could be charged with aiding and abetting a fugitive, which would add to the sentence you’re already serving. Or, if we can prove that you were involved in the murder, or in ordering it, we’d have you for conspiracy to commit.’ Pete watched the man’s face carefully as he said it. The brief flash of shock and anger told him what he needed to know before he spoke.
‘I had nothing to do with whatever it was. Who did he kill?’
‘A small-time dealer who you also knew. Ray Blackburn.’
Again, Januzaj’s physical response gave him away. ‘What makes you think I knew him?’
‘Several witnesses.’
‘They’re lying.’
‘They might be, but your face didn’t when I just mentioned his name.’
‘I’m saying nothing.’
‘Why? You’re not afraid of him, surely? Not while you’re tucked up safely in here?’
‘I don’t need to be afraid of him. I need to be afraid of others in here. If I talk to you on one thing, I could talk on another. That makes me a risk they cannot afford.’
Pete nodded and something clicked in his mind. Could that have been the motive behind the attack on Eric Tauber? He wasn’t a committed gang member, after all. ‘You make a useful point,’ he said.
‘Useful? How? I told you nothing.’
‘No, but it was useful anyway. Something to run with.’
‘Wait.’ Fear widened his eyes now. ‘What do you mean?’
‘Well, it gives me something to look in more depth at Gagik Petrosyan for.’
‘No, it doesn’t. He was not involved.’ The fear had crept into his voice now.
‘How would you know that, if you knew nothing about it?’
‘I… It’s not the way he operates. He…’ He fell abruptly silent.
‘He what? Keeps himself at a distance? We know that. He has people like you to take the actual risks.’ Pete leaned forward, elbows on the table. ‘And, of course, there’s more than just you from his merry band in here.’
Januzaj closed down again. ‘I wouldn’t know.’
Pete smiled. ‘But, if it could be shown that you were actively protecting him, that would go a long way towards ensuring your safety, wouldn’t it? And giving me what you know about Stiles would achieve that because then I could go after him instead of Gagik.’
The convict’s mouth tightened. He kept his dark eyes locked onto Pete’s as he weighed his options. Finally, he blinked. ‘I don’t know much.’
‘OK, but I’ll need all of it.’ He sat back in his chair, ready to absorb whatever the Albanian could tell him.
*
‘Mr Grover. Have a seat.’ Back in Dartmoor, Pete waved to the chair that Gagik Petrosyan had sat in only hours before.
The big man sat down and pulled his chair in towards the table, resting thick arms on the grey Formica surface and meeting Pete’s eyes with a flat, dark gaze. ‘What do you want?’
‘We’ve had another issue come up, related to the case we spoke to you about yesterday.’ He took out the two pictures of the man calling himself Keith Decker. ‘What can you tell me about this chap?’
The big man leaned back, legs spreading, his hands folded in his lap and a sneer on his face. ‘I ain’t that stupid. I know how this works. You know all about him or you wouldn’t be asking.’
Pete tipped his head, a tiny smile playing at the corners of his mouth. ‘Well, not quite all. That’s why I’m looking to get the rest from the horse’s mouth. It might let me do you a favour.’
A frown creased Grover’s brow. Had Pete gone too far? ‘What kind of favour?’
Pete shrugged. ‘A good word can never go to waste. Especially from someone who can aim it in the right direction. So, why don’t you tell me all you know about him?’
‘What – other than he’s dead?’



CHAPTER TWENTY
Pete hoped he managed to hide his shock by glancing down at the two images and sliding them towards him. ‘Well, yes, obviously.’ He raised his eyes to Grover’s again, leaving the full-face image on the table, facing the other man but closer to himself so it was more visible in the periphery of Grover’s vision.
Grover sighed. ‘He changed names like shirts. Keith Decker, Carl Donovan, Chris Denton.’ He shook his head. ‘I don’t know what else, but I don’t reckon any of them were real and he never talked about where he came from. I just know his accent was more Dorset than Devon.’
Pete’s eyebrows rose.
‘I’ve got an ear for that sort of thing,’ Grover said. ‘He got to know Ray Blackburn through the drugs. Then he wanted in deeper. Got a bit pushy about it. I told him to back off, but he wouldn’t. And drugs weren’t the only thing he was into, was it?’ He gave Pete a look that said, you know that.
Pete nodded. He knew nothing, but he was learning. ‘So, what? You reckoned he was a copper?’
Grover’s eyes widened. ‘I didn’t reckon anything. I just passed on the information, that’s all.’
‘That he was pushy? You don’t kill somebody for that. Not in your business.’
‘Yeah, well, I didn’t have anything to do with that. I don’t make the decisions; I just follow the orders.’
‘What – you did it?’
‘No! And I don’t know who did. I just know what I said and who I said it to.’
‘And who was that?’
Grover’s expression changed, head pulling back, brows lifting in the centre: Are you serious?
‘I told you. This is an all or nothing deal,’ Pete reminded him.
Grover’s lips pressed together, his eyes searching Pete’s.
Pete held his gaze, keeping his expression even. Would he crack or wouldn’t he? Would he take that final step or bottle out?
Finally, Grover drew a breath. ‘Well, you haven’t got him, have you.’ The way he said it made it a statement rather than a question.
Here it comes. Pete felt a tingle of anticipation. ‘Who?’
‘Ade.’
Stiles. ‘Not yet, no,’ he admitted. ‘But we’re working on it.’
Grover laughed. ‘Good luck with that.’
Pete smiled. ‘You’d be surprised, Philip. They don’t call it the long arm of the law for nothing. And a man that distinctive’s going to stand out wherever he goes.’
*
It was almost six when Pete walked back into the squad room, but his team were all still there along with a handful of people from the other three teams of detectives. Also, he noted, Colin Underhill’s light was on, the big man seated at his desk in the half-glazed office at the far end.
He headed for his seat, threw his jacket over the back of it and glanced around the workstation. ‘What do we know that we didn’t this morning?’ he asked.
As usual, Dave spoke first. ‘It looks like Tauber had been dealing in antiquities for a while before he got nicked. He’d got accounts on Craig’s List and several forums on the subject. Of course, Craig’s List is supposed to be hard to get into – that’s the point of it – so we haven’t got the details yet, but I’ve sent his computer on to Tech Support, up the road. His phone records appear to confirm it, too. Lots of calls to different people, all over the country, probably arranging sales and collections, from the look of it.’
‘So, we’re waiting on the tech guys,’ Pete concluded.
‘What for?’ Colin Underhill asked from behind him.
‘Access to Eric Tauber’s Craig’s List account,’ Pete told him, turning in his seat.
Colin stepped forward and perched on the edge of Pete’s desk. ‘Carry on.’
‘Jane?’ Pete asked.
‘I spoke to Stuart Cramer. He claims he never met Decker, but there’s a problem with that.’
Pete’s eyebrows rose. ‘Which is?’
‘Ops Support found Decker’s address. They happened on a couple of neighbours who recognised him. They found the back door unlocked so went in to do a welfare check. No-one home but the place had been ransacked. Basic forensics showed up a couple of fingerprints that came back to Cramer. They only called in a few minutes ago, so I haven’t been back to ask him how come.’
‘It throws a bit of a spanner into my works, though,’ Pete admitted. ‘I’ve got Phil Grover suggesting his pal Adrian Stiles might have done for Decker. They thought he might be one of ours, under cover.’
Jane’s eyes widened. ‘Was he?’
‘I don’t know. Maybe that’s something you could check on, guv?’ he suggested, looking up at Colin.
The DI nodded.
‘Well, all we can say for sure at this point is that Stump was in there sometime recently,’ Jane concluded.
‘Fair enough. How’ve you got on, Dick?’ Pete turned to the oldest member of the team.
‘Nobody knows of anyone in the gay community who might have done Blackburn in,’ he said. ‘Although there’s plenty who would have, if they’d had the bottle. He wasn’t a popular chap.’ He shrugged.
‘I don’t expect any of them have got alibis though,’ Colin put in.
Dick shook his head. ‘Not from two years ago. But then, who can remember what they were doing on a specific day that long ago unless it was a family birthday or their wedding or something?’
‘We can’t rule them out then.’
‘Talking of which, how did you get on with Surrey?’ Pete asked.
‘They interviewed French. Shehu bought him out. He doesn’t know how or why but he wasn’t going to argue. The business wasn’t that huge and his old man was getting ill back in Godalming, so he took it. They checked. He was telling the truth.’ He stood up. ‘When you’re finished,’ he said to Pete, thrusting his chin towards his little office and ambling away like a big, tweed-coated bear. 
*
Pete shut the door of Colin’s office without being asked.
‘Anything else of interest?’ the DI asked.
‘I’ve told Ben to keep on at the phones linked to those stolen cars,’ he told him. ‘If we can track one of them down, that could lead to the others and the ring-leader. As for Ray Blackburn, we’ve got two suspects now – one of them supposedly dead and the other in the wind. We’ll have to confirm Decker’s death, of course.’
‘With no body?’
Pete shrugged. ‘It’s recent, though. It could well turn up.’
‘How long’s this other one been in the wind?’
‘Over a year now. Since around the time we arrested Petrosyan and his crew. There’s nothing to say he hasn’t been back, though, on the quiet. Especially if he was asked to by one of the Albanian’s lot. A quick in-and-out with an alibi set up miles away in case we finally catch up with him, maybe.’
‘I hear there’s been ructions,’ Colin said, sitting back and meeting Pete’s gaze as he changed the subject abruptly.
‘One or two views aired by those who don’t have the full facts,’ Pete admitted.
‘You OK?’
‘I’ll cope.’
‘What about these threats?’
‘Andy put a watch on last night. I think he’s arranged something with HQ for tonight. Hopefully we’ll get it sorted before long.’
‘You can always come and stay with us for a night or two, the three of you.’
Pete blinked. ‘Thanks. I’m trying to keep it away from Lou and Annie if I can, though. Don’t want to worry them if there’s no need, after all that’s happened this last year or two.’
‘Hmm. The offer’s there, though.’
‘And appreciated.’ Pete’s phone began to ring in his pocket. He took it out and checked the screen. Number withheld. A police number, then. He accepted the call. ‘DS Gayle.’
‘Control. Just letting you know: there’s been a 999 call to your address, Sarge.’
Fuck! Pete felt the bottom fall out of his stomach and his world. His breathing shortened, his mind went fuzzy with terror. ‘What sort of call?’
‘Fire.’
‘Occupants?’
‘Unknown at this point. A neighbour called it in.’
Which didn’t help Pete’s sense of panic.
‘Thanks. I’m on the way.’ He felt his hands start to tremble as he killed the call and spun around.
‘What is it?’ Colin demanded.
‘Fire. At home.’
Pete was already launching himself through the door. He barely registered the scrape of Colin’s chair and the big man pounding after him as he ran down the length of the squad room, ignoring his jacket on the back of his chair as he went straight for the stairs.
‘My car,’ Colin barked as they got outside.
Pete blinked, searching for the DI’s dark green SUV. Colin passed him at a lumbering run. Only then did he see the Range Rover three rows back towards the right side of the car park. With a shake of his head, he sprinted towards it.
‘I’m driving,’ Colin said as Pete passed him.
‘No.’
Colin was too slow and steady for what Pete needed now. He needed to be there. Instantly. Never mind driving, he needed teleportation.
‘Yes,’ Colin snapped. ‘You’re not safe.’
Anger flared white in Pete’s mind. He was about to snarl a reply when he realised the big man was right. Behind and to his left, a door slammed, then another. He heard an engine spring to life. Then he was dodging around the front of the big car, grabbing for the door handle. The locking mechanism bleeped, and he snatched at it again. This time it opened. He scrambled in as Colin reached the far side. Pete sat there, desperately impatient as the big man climbed in and clipped in his seatbelt with one hand as the other inserted the key and turned it.
The big car rumbled, vibration running through it. Colin drove surprisingly swiftly across the car park. Jane’s little green Vauxhall was waiting for them at the end of the front row, Dave filling the passenger seat. Pete frowned. What were they doing out here?
Blue lights reflected off the side of the building as they went quickly down the narrow driveway. Colin must have turned them on while he wasn’t paying attention. With nothing physical to do, his mind filled with images. Other blue lights reflecting off other walls. Flames bursting from his house. Water arcing into it.
Where were Annie and Louise?
He almost choked at the thought that they might be inside there as the message had threatened.
‘No!’
He didn’t realise he’d spoken aloud until he felt Colin’s hand on his arm. A quick, reassuring squeeze then he flicked on the sirens and peeled out of the station entrance. Traffic was heavy going into town, lighter in the direction they were headed. They’d passed the hospital site with its dark mass of trees out front before Colin overtook his first vehicle.
Thank Christ and the council for this bus lane, Pete thought as they drove fast up the wide road, passing other vehicles that had room to pull over for them. After a while, though, the road narrowed. A driver in front had nowhere to go, so put their foot down until they could pull into the entrance to a church. Pete sat rigid as they passed him.
Calmness emanated from the man beside him, economy of movement and efficiency of driving combining to somehow pull Pete back from the brink of full panic until a white car looked like it would pull out in front of them from a garage forecourt.
‘Shit,’ he gasped.
Colin flipped a switch on the side of the steering wheel column and leaned on the horn. At the last moment, the white car’s nose dipped as the driver slammed on the brakes. Buildings closed in on either side of them, the sirens echoing back off the walls.
Would they ever get there?
Houses gave way to walls and hedges. Junctions flashed by on either side.
Come on!
Finally, the big tyres squealed and the car tilted as Colin swung too fast into Pete’s estate, narrowly avoiding the little central island and a van waiting at the far side of it for the traffic lights.
Modern houses took over from the older 1930s ones that lined the main road. Soon they were rounding the bend to pass the Co-op and fish and chip shop. A right turn and they could finally see the two fire-trucks outside Pete’s house, a patrol car behind them and a confusion of dark figures moving around it, hoses snaking across tarmac, water arcing into the house while smoke billowed black and dense from broken windows and wisped here and there through the roof tiles.
A small bunch of people were standing on the pavement, watching all the activity. A couple of them glanced back at the sound of Colin’s sirens, then refocussed their attention on the firemen. Pete recognised two of his near-neighbours among them. Then Colin killed the blues and twos, the big car dipped to a rapid halt and Pete was out of it almost before it had stopped moving, running towards the blue and white tape.
A police officer he didn’t recognise stretched out his arms. ‘You can’t come through, sir.’
‘That’s my house.’
‘Still, sir.’
‘Let him through,’ Colin barked from behind Pete.
The man lifted the tape and Pete lunged forward, searching for the fire chief. He spotted the man directing operations from beside the truck and ran over.
‘Has anyone been inside?’ he demanded.
The man turned. About ten years older than Pete, taller and heavier, he didn’t look like a man to be trifled with. ‘Who are you?’
Pete shook his head. ‘Pete Gayle. CID.’ He took his warrant card out and showed the man.
A glance. A nod. ‘Not yet, no. The smoke’s too thick.’
‘Is… Do we know if anyone’s in there? Who reported it?’
‘As far as we know, the occupants were absent. It was reported by a neighbour across the road.’
Pete felt a wave of relief. His shoulders slumped, his eyelids dipped and the breath soughed out of him. ‘Thanks.’ He turned towards the crowd and found Jane at his side, Colin and Dave talking to the onlookers. Colin was talking to a woman in her fifties with curly blonde hair and too much make-up who Pete recognised as living on the other side of the road, two doors along, though he didn’t know her name. He walked quickly across.
Colin turned at the sound of his feet on the pavement. ‘Mrs Forsyth phoned it in. Saw the smoke when she came out to her car. Is Louise at work?’
Pete blinked. He hadn’t even thought of that. He checked his watch. ‘Finishes at eight tonight.’
So, Annie would be safe too, at her friend’s. He was due to have picked her up when he left the station. ‘God!’
He grabbed for his knees to keep himself on his feet, head dropping, eyes closing as he fought against the need to just collapse in a heap.
Not in public, Pete. Not in public. He pulled in a breath, lifting his head and standing upright again. He looked from Colin to Mrs Forsyth and back. ‘Thank you.’
‘Who’s Annie with?’ Jane asked.
‘Uh, Millie Perkins. Lives over near the school.’
‘I can get her if you want to go to Louise,’
Pete frowned, head shaking as he tried to process the situation. Where would Jane take her? What was he going to tell Louise? How could he have allowed this to happen?
‘She can come to mine for a bit,’ Jane suggested. ‘Fish and chips and a go on the Wee.’
Pete smiled. She’d love that, but… ‘What’ll you tell her?’
‘Just that something’s come up. You’ll see her later. She’ll just assume it’s work.’
He nodded. Of course she would.
‘Dave can stay here and find out the details,’ Colin said. ‘Come on, I’ll take you to the hospital.’
Pete’s expression shifted as he realised that Colin’s presence would make things easier with Lou. Then he cringed at the thought that he needed support to deal with his wife – with the woman he’d known, loved and lived with for the past… Well, known and loved for twenty years, though they’d only been married for fifteen of those. He was about to say no, he’d handle it himself, but logic prevailed. They were part-way there already and Colin was the one with the car.
‘Thanks, all of you.’



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
‘What? Jesus Christ! What happened?’
Louise’s voice was louder than she’d intended. Pete saw a couple of the nurses at the station just outside the tiny tea-room turn to look.
‘We don’t know,’ he said. ‘I got a call from Control. Colin took me straight there. Dave stayed to find out the details while we came here to…’
‘What about Annie?’
‘Jane’s gone to fetch her. She’s taking her back to her place.’
Louise was shaking her head. ‘I don’t understand. Everything was fine when I left this morning.’ She met his gaze again. ‘How much damage is there?’
‘No-one had been in yet when we came away, but it looks pretty bad from outside. The front windows are blown out. There was quite a bit of smoke.’
‘God, when are we going to get some good luck?’ She looked close to tears, but she blinked them back.
Pete felt the shame well up inside him again – this time for not having told her the full facts and having no intention of it if he didn’t have to. She had enough to worry about. She knew there were risks involved in police work, but this was way beyond what she – or he – could ever have expected when he went into it. ‘I don’t know,’ he said. ‘But it can’t come soon enough.’
‘You can stay at ours,’ Colin said, repeating his earlier offer.
Pete knew he had a couple of spare rooms, kept for when his grown-up children visited with their families. He glanced across at the senior man. ‘Thanks.’
Louise was nodding. ‘Thank you.’ Then her gaze returned to Pete. ‘What are we going to do about everything that’s in there?’ Her face began to crumple. ‘All the…’ She sobbed.
He knew what she meant. All the memories. Photos. Tommy’s room and its contents. He reached for her hand. ‘We don’t know what the back’s like. We only saw the front. It might be OK. And clothes and stuff can be replaced. We’re safe, that’s what matters.’
‘I know, but… It’s like everything… Our whole life before now… It’s all gone.’
‘We don’t know that yet. Like I said, Tommy’s room – Annie’s even – might be OK.’
‘That doesn’t alter the fact that he’s gone. And Annie’s growing up. It won’t be long she’ll be taking her exams. Might be off to university.’
‘Christ, that’s years away!’ he argued. ‘She’s not even a teenager yet.’
‘It’s only a few months away, though.’
‘I know, but it’s no good wishing our lives away.’
‘I wish today hadn’t happened.’
Pete grunted. ‘Too right. But that’s one day, apart from the on-going consequences. It’ll pass.’
‘It’ll pass!’ she flared. ‘What, the fact that we’ve potentially lost everything in our home? Our whole history? That’ll pass? How? How d’you reckon we’re going to get it all back, eh? We’re not. Ever,’ she choked.
Pete took her in his arms. She stiffened, but he didn’t let her pull away. ‘I know what’s gone is gone, but most of it can be replaced and, what can’t, we’ve got the memories of. We’re still here. Still healthy. That’s all that matters at the end of the day. You. Me. Annie. We’re safe.’
Even as he said it, he felt a twinge of doubt. Were they safe? Was this an accident? Or, was this the fulfilment of the threat that had been made against him?
Louise must have felt something. ‘What?’
Fear swamped the doubt. ‘Eh?’
‘You tensed. Why?’
‘I don’t know. Because you’re right, I suppose. We just lost at least part of our home. Our lives. In a practical sense, our clothes. They’ll at least be smoke-damaged. We’ll have to…’
His phone rang in his pocket. He let it ring again. Again. A fourth time before he let go of her and reached for it, saw the number and accepted the call. ‘Dave?’
‘Boss. I’ve just had a quick check inside. It’s pretty bad, but more downstairs than up. The focus seems to be around the TV in the sitting room, but it spread upstairs, mostly to your room. The doors to the others were closed, so that helped, I suppose. At least you’re all safe, eh?’
Pete let go a sigh. ‘Yeah. Thanks, Dave.’
‘What are you doing tonight?’
Pete felt a swell of emotion at the knowledge of the offer that would be made if it was needed. ‘We’re staying with Colin. I’ll see you in the morning.’
‘Are you sure? About tomorrow, I mean.’
‘We can’t let them get away with it.’
He felt Louise shift against him, pulling back. Saw the look on her face.
‘No, but…’
‘No buts. Whatever happens, we can’t let people like that walk the streets.’
‘I’ll see you tomorrow, then.’
‘Bye.’ Pete lowered the phone from his ear.
‘Can’t let who get away with what?’ Louise demanded.
‘The case we’re working on,’ he said, thinking fast. ‘It’s a murder, and a particularly convoluted one. However clever they think they’ve been, we can’t let them get away with it.’ He turned to Colin for support.
‘Pete’s right. Although we’d understand if he took a day or two to get sorted.’
He felt his shoulders slump. ‘But…’
‘I can take over for that long.’
‘I know. I was trying to keep you one step back from it, though.’
‘I’m a big lad. I can look after myself.’
Pete smiled. That much was obvious. ‘I know, but still, it’s my mess.’
‘That I gave you permission to play in.’ He turned to Louise. ‘Come on. We’ll have a word with the sister.’
‘But…’ she glanced at the clock on the wall.
Colin shook his head. ‘You’re two of a pair. Go.’ He thrust his chin at the door.
*
Pete snatched the envelope off the front door, where it had been taped, and ripped it open, not even thinking of forensics. He tore the single sheet of paper out of it and shook it open. Three words were printed in block capitals in a large, black font. YOU WERE WARNED.
Louise turned on him. ‘What the hell does that mean? You were warned? Who by? Why?’
The sun was already high, despite the early hour, and it shone directly into her face, making her squint, but the anger was still obvious as she stared at him.
A mix of dread, fear, shame and anger – not at her, but at the man who’d left the note: who’d probably also set the fire – almost overwhelmed Pete. He felt his face redden as he somehow maintained eye-contact. His jaw tightened. His nostrils flared. This note hadn’t been there last night when they came back on the way to Colin’s, but weren’t allowed in until the fire safety officer had OK’d it. Now was their first chance to see the extent of the damage in daylight and the soot on the bricks, the shattered windows and twisted, browned frames spoke volumes about the intensity of the blaze.
‘I don’t know,’ he said. And, technically it was true. He didn’t until he could prove it. But that didn’t stop the guilt of lying to her from overtaking the other emotions that were swirling like a boiling cauldron in his brain.
‘You don’t know? Then why does that read like you do. “You were warned.” What of? Who by?’
‘I don’t know,’ he insisted. ‘But you’d better believe I’m going to find out.’ He felt his lip curl as anger took over now. ‘They’re not getting away with this, whoever they are.’
‘Well, you’d better make it quick because they know where we live. This was targeted. At you, because neither me nor Annie’s got that kind of enemies.’
‘Well, I’d figured that much out. But all that bloke said in Princesshay car park was, “Back off”. He didn’t say what from or even, “Or else,” so what was I supposed to do? Drop everything?’
Her eyes flared. ‘That fucking job of yours is going to get one of us killed sooner or later. I swear, if you…’ She shook her head, stopping herself.
She was fully aware that his job was as important to him as hers was to her. As Colin had said, they were two of a pair. He guessed that was the only thing that stopped her from demanding he quit the force right now. Instead, he watched her face crumple, her eyes moisten, and she spun away from him with a strangled cry.
Pete reached for her, but she shook him off and took a step away. ‘No. Just… Go,’ she said. ‘Go and find the bastard and, preferably, send him to me on a bloody stretcher so I can make him hurt as much as he’s hurt us.’
Pete knew full well she meant it, but he also knew that, when the time came, she’d be unable to carry out the threat. She was too much of a nurse, too much of a carer. He, on the other hand, was a copper. It was his job to detain suspects and to use “reasonable” force in doing so. And the term “reasonable” was open to interpretation, especially when his family’s safety was concerned.
‘I’ll get him. You can bank on it.’
An image of the two Southam brothers in the mangled wreck of the stolen car they’d been driving when they slammed into a metal fence on an industrial estate across town flashed into his mind. They’d threatened his family too. And now they were dead, not that he’d meant for that to happen. He wouldn’t get away with anything like that again, but he could do more than snap the cuffs on the son of a bitch that had done this.
Louise turned towards him, her face smeared with mascara-stained tears. He reached for her hand and she let him take it, but it was limp and unresponsive.
‘You know I’d do anything to protect you and Annie, don’t you?’ he said.
Her lips squeezed together. She stared at him, her eyes still glistening with tears. Her voice was barely more than a whisper when she finally spoke. ‘I know.’ Then she seemed to rally. ‘So, go and do it. I’ll fetch Annie and take her to school, sort out the insurance and whatever.’
‘Is she going to be OK to go to school?’
Louise shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I’ll ask her, see what she says. I just thought she might prefer to be occupied, rather than hanging around with me and Jackie all day.’
Pete recalled the horror on Annie’s face, the tears, the lashing out when they’d told her what had happened – why she’s spent the evening at Jane’s before they picked her up to take her to Colin’s for the night. The poor kid didn’t need any more stress at a time like this. And, as willing as Jackie was to help, was it right to ask it of her? He nodded. ‘Whatever takes the stress off the poor kid.’
‘Exactly.’
Pete felt a surge of gratitude sweep through him. He stepped forward to embrace her but she brought her hands up between them.
‘Go,’ she repeated.
It was Pete’s turn to press his lips together in acceptance. ‘I love you,’ he said. ‘More than this job. More than anything.’
She blinked. ‘Then, go and prove it. Use the job. Catch the bastard and make him pay.’
*
Faces turned towards him, eyes widened in shock as he stepped into the squad room.
‘We thought you were staying at home to sort stuff out today,’ Jane said.
Pete sat down at his desk. ‘Lou’s idea. She’s doing that while I come in here to catch the bastard that did it. I’ve already dropped the hard drive from our computer off with tech support at Middlemoor, to see if there’s any recoverable CCTV. Now, we need to do what we can to close out both these cases because it’s bloody certain that fire was related to one of ‘em. Ben, I need you to work your magic. Get onto the PND and
find any mid- to high-end car thefts in the area over the last… What? Nine months. Then compare them to the tracking data from those three mobile phones. If there’s a link, then we need to find out where they went.’
‘Right.’ He bent to his keyboard and started typing. ‘But, you’re OK, you and your wife and daughter, boss?’
‘Yes. Thanks for asking.’ Pete looked at the rest of the team. ‘As to who ordered what happened, we’ve got two…’ He grimaced. ‘Actually three choices.’
‘Three?’ Jill asked.
‘Whoever killed Blackburn, whoever’s behind the car thefts that Harrison’s involved in and, I don’t like to even think it, but…’ he jerked a thumb over his shoulder.
Jill’s dark eyes widened in shock. ‘You can’t believe that, surely?’
‘Whoever set that fire didn’t know for sure no-one was home. Or, if they did, they’d have to know us too well to be a stranger.’
‘That or they’d been watching the place,’ Dave said.
‘And we know that’s not true because we had someone watching it for us last night. And the night before.’
‘How’s that?’ Dick asked.
‘I had Andy Fairweather set it up.’
‘Ah.’ He nodded.
‘Anyone we know?’ Dave asked.
‘Joe Wilkinson.’
‘I know him,’ Jane said. ‘He’s a good bobby. Been on the force a good fifteen years, I should think.’
‘So, if I wasn’t followed home, it’s got to be someone who knows me. One thing I did get out of Harrison is that whoever he’s been working for has clout, as he put it.’
‘What does that mean?’ Jane asked.
‘Don’t know. That’s all I could get out of him. He shut down like he was scared.’
‘Well, to me, it means legal, political or job,’ Dave said.
“Job,” meaning police, Pete knew. ‘That’s my thoughts, too.’ Which brought them back full circle. ‘I didn’t recognise the man in the car park the other day, but he could have just been a paid thug. So, the best way forward is to close both cases ASAP. Who killed Ray Blackburn and who’s behind these car thefts?’
‘As far as the second option, boss, I’ve got twenty-five likely ones over the past nine months in our area,’ Ben said.
‘Jesus!’ Dave said. ‘How come we never knew about it, then?’
‘I expect traffic would be handling it,’ Jane replied.
‘All right, run the dates, times and locations against the three mobile phones. See if any of them match up,’ Pete suggested.
‘I’m doing that now,’ Ben told him.
‘What are you doing here?’ Colin’s deep voice rumbled from behind Pete.
He turned in his seat. ‘Louise insisted. To quote: “Get in there and catch the bastard.”’
Colin’s natural scowl softened almost to a smile. ‘Best get to it, then.’
‘While you’re here, could I have a word, guv?’ Dave asked. ‘In your office.’
Colin looked to Pete, who shrugged.
He nodded and turned to head back up the squad room, Dave getting up to follow while Pete turned back to the rest of the team.
‘Not wanting to add extra work,’ Jane said. ‘But there’s another option here. Eric’s illegal artefact imports. They weren’t investigated before so, now they are being, it might be scaring someone who’s been making a lot of money out of it.’
Pete frowned. ‘Would that still be relevant, two years down the line?’
Jane shrugged. ‘You never know. He might not still be in business, but he’d want to protect his name, at least.’
Pete grimaced. ‘OK, I’ll give you that.’
‘Sorry.’
‘So, how do we find him? Eric’s financial records won’t give us anything straightforward. You’d be talking about off-shore accounts and so on. We haven’t got the resources to look into that kind of thing. It’d have to go to the National Crime Agency and they’re not known for their speed.’
‘Well, it’s no good having off-shore accounts if you can’t use the money in them,’ Dick pointed out. ‘Would there be transfers into his account or significant purchases that didn’t come out of it?’
‘He hasn’t got a Ferrari on the drive,’ Jane said.
Ben looked up from his screen. ‘Maybe it got nicked,’ he suggested with a grin.
Jill laughed. ‘Now, that would be an irony.’
‘How about you look into what he owns and what he doesn’t?’ Pete suggested to her. ‘Cars, property, safety deposit boxes. And what family has he got that he might have put anything significant in the names of? Jane, you could check on that. Get his next of kin and search out from there. Start with his police file.’
‘Do you want me to see if I can connect Decker and Stiles?’ Dick asked.
‘Good idea. In the meantime…’ He picked up his phone and dialled. ‘Hello, Doc,’ he said when it was answered. ‘Pete Gayle.’
‘Peter. What can I do for you? I’m not aware of any fresh bodies.’
‘I hope not. What I’m looking for is one from the last week or three that hasn’t been identified. Male, thirties, average height, on the thin side, light hair.’
‘Hmm. I’ve got nothing like that. Do you want me to phone around colleagues in the surrounding areas?’
‘That would be a help if you could.’
‘I’ll get back to you.’
‘Thanks.’ Pete hung up.
‘Hey, boss,’ Ben said. ‘Have a look at this.’
‘What have you got?’ Pete stood up to cross behind Dick Feeney.
‘Here.’ Ben pointed to his screen.
Pete leaned over to read. He’d got a wide table set up on the display. On one side were the dates, times, locations and models of the more expensive cars that had been stolen in the area from Plymouth to Seaton and from Torbay to Tiverton over the past nine months. On the other was the tracking data for the three pay-as-you-go mobile phones they knew were connected to the case, each in its own column. There were more rows with red highlighted strips across than without.
‘Nice work,’ he said. ‘Now all we’ve got to do is track down those phones.’
‘Yeah, that’s not quite as easy,’ Ben said. ‘I can get to within a few hundred yards of them, but that doesn’t help much, does it?’
‘Well, a good start would be to print me out a version of that with just Paul Harrison’s phone on it, plus a list of the others,’ Pete said. ‘If we confront him with that, it might get us somewhere, although he’s pretty bloody scared of the man in charge of the whole set-up. In case Dave’s right, I’ll go back through his arrest record and known associates. Jane, get onto traffic and see if they’ve got any likely suspects on the car thefts, or even a portion of them.’
Dick shut down his computer and pushed his chair back. ‘I’m off out for a quick chat,’ he said. ‘Won’t be too long.’
‘You got something?’ Pete asked.
‘A possible common thread to unpick.’
‘OK,’ Pete nodded. ‘Go for it.’
Dick stepped away, pausing to allow Dave to cross his path on the way back from Colin Underhill’s office. As Dick opened the door, Dave sat down.
‘So, what was that about?’ Jane asked him.
‘The possibility of that fire last night being set by one of ours. He’s going to look into it.’
‘I still can’t believe it,’ Jill said.
‘Well, if it was linked to the attack on the boss in Princesshay, it’s got to have been someone who knew what we were up to at that stage,’ Ben said. ‘Which would be all those we’d talked to by then and people they might have told about it.’
‘And one or two others,’ Dave added, pushing his chin towards the workstation behind Pete.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
‘Get it down on paper so we can go through it,’ Pete said.
‘What?’ Dave asked.
‘That list Ben just mentioned: everyone we talked to about all this before that meeting of minds in the multi-storey. Then expand it to people they might have told.’
‘Jesus! I thought we were in a hurry here.’
‘We are.’
‘So, chop-chop,’ Jane said with a grin.
‘Oi,’ Dave said in a warning tone. He dragged his notebook towards him and picked up a pen.
Pete concentrated on his screen. He had brought up Paul Harrison’s arrest record. Scanning down it, he recognised a couple of the arresting officers, but they were all uniformed constables and only two of his six arrests were by the same man. Looking deeper into the reports, he saw another officer in more than one case, but again it was only in two of them – and only one of those in common with the other pair. He halved the screen and made a note of all the relevant names, putting stars by the two who appeared more than once, then replaced the arrest records with the list of Harrison’s known associates.
There were no obvious connections.
In a way, he was relieved, but that was only the first stage of the process. Now, he had to check all those on the list of known associates for arrests and any other relevant links.
He had barely begun when his phone rang.
He picked it up. ‘DS Gayle speaking.’
‘Peter, it’s Tony Chambers. A body was found about 9:30 yesterday morning by a farmer outside a little place called Bishopswood near Buckland St Mary. My opposite number in Taunton picked it up as it’s just over the border into Somerset. The body is that of a male in his mid-thirties, five feet ten inches in height, average build but thin face with what she described as dirty blond hair. Dirty in colour as opposed to the condition he was found in, which was also dirty. Apparently, he was poorly buried in an old muck heap in a field off a tiny lane. The owner moved some cattle into the field and noticed something pale in the edge of the pile as he was leaving. At first, he expected it to be a fungus but, when he got closer, he saw it was a hand.’
‘And there’s no identification?’ Pete checked.
‘No.’
‘So, if I sent you a picture of the man we’re looking for, could you pass it onto your colleague for possible identification?’
‘Of course.’
‘Thanks, Doc.’ He put the phone down and looked up at the others. ‘We might have found Keith Decker,’ he said. ‘Outside Buckland St Mary.’
‘Somerset,’ Ben added.
‘But in the right direction for Alexander Shehu,’ Jane pointed out.
‘Hmm.’ Pete picked up his mobile phone and sent the best of the images he had of their suspect to the pathologist. ‘We need something definitive to make that link. Or at least indicative.’
‘We know what Shehu drives,’ Ben pointed out. ‘I wonder if there’s any cameras out that way.’
‘What, out in the sticks like that?’ Jill said with a frown. ‘I doubt it.’
‘They are civilized in Somerset,’ Ben argued. ‘They’ve got electricity and everything nowadays.’
Jane chuckled. ‘Yeah, only recently though.’
‘We’ll ask the expert,’ Pete said and picked up his phone. ‘Graham,’ he said when the connection was made. ‘Can you find out if there’s any traffic cameras between here and Buckland St Mary?’
‘On the 303? Of course there would be.’
Graham’s tone was not as jovial as usual, Pete noted. Not him as well? ‘What’s up?’ he asked. ‘You need a donut or something?’
‘What exactly are you looking for?’ Graham asked.
‘A tan-coloured Porsche Cayenne going along there and back, probably at night, between when we saw Keith Decker on that CCTV and yesterday morning.’
‘Right.’ Graham hung up.
‘Got out the wrong side of the bed this morning, did he?’ Jane asked.
‘Or he’s heard the rumours going around the station.’
She grimaced. ‘He’ll get over it. If he doesn’t, I’ll go and see him.’
‘I can stand up for myself,’ he said.
‘Yeah, but this isn’t Princesshay car park,’ she retorted with a grin.
‘And look where that got me,’ he replied. ‘A&E.’
‘That wasn’t Graham though, was it?’ Jill said. ‘I could take him out.’
Dave laughed. ‘Yeah, you’d bite his ankles.’
‘Whatever gets the job done,’ she said, straight-faced.
Pete concentrated on his screen again. There was more than plenty to do. He didn’t have time to worry about Graham.
*
‘Well, I’m no financial analyst, but all I can find in the way of irregularities in Eric Tauber’s financials is a couple of rental properties he owns outright,’ Jill announced into the quiet of the workstation a while later. ‘And he bought them both at auction, which they reckon is a lot cheaper, don’t they? There’s that program on telly about it. And he doesn’t seem to spend extravagantly in any other way so he could have saved up enough for them.’
‘I haven’t quite finished yet, but I can’t say there’s many options left for family that he’d use as alternative owners for things, either,’ Jane said. ‘I’ve got his parents, a brother and a couple of sisters. His grandparents on one side are both deceased and, on the other, just his grandad is left. There’s cousins on his mother’s side, but none on his dad’s. I’ve still got to check how he gets on with them and what they appear to own that might not be justifiable on their incomes.’
‘How’d you get all that?’ Jill queried.
‘It’s all in the public records. Ancestry’s got the family links – even up to date stuff.’
‘Huh! How’d you even think of that? Been doing your family tree, have you?’
‘Ray has. Got back to the sixteen-hundreds on his mum’s side.’
‘So that’s how he spends his time while you’re here in the evenings, is it?’ said Dave.
‘A bit geeky, perhaps, but it keeps him out of mischief.’
Dave laughed. ‘He’ll be stamp collecting next.’
‘Or train-spotting,’ Ben added.
‘I said a bit geeky,’ Jane reminded them. ‘And you’ve met him. Can you see him standing outside in the rain long enough for train-spotting?’
‘Back to the chess club then, is it?’ Dave suggested.
Pete looked up, his attention piqued. ‘Maybe he could teach Annie a few moves. She’s started that at school.’
‘She never said,’ Jane said.
Pete shrugged. ‘Why would she, unless he had a board out?’
‘Fair enough.’ They focussed on their screens again but were immediately interrupted by Dick Feeney’s return to the squad room.
‘Hello. You’ve got a bit of colour in your cheeks,’ Dave observed as the older man took his seat opposite.
Jill looked closely. ‘Must be your eyes,’ she said to Dave. ‘He still looks grey to me.’
‘Funny buggers,’ Dick said.
‘Was the exercise worthwhile?’ Pete asked.
‘I’ve got witness evidence that Keith Decker and Adrian Stiles knew each other, or at least met more than once.’
‘Yes?’
Dick nodded. ‘We know Decker lived up near Chris Durrant and Stump Cramer. There’s a little arcade of shops near there. Mini supermarket, fish-and-chip shop, dentist and hairdressers. The assistant I spoke to in the minimart recognised the pictures of Decker although she didn’t have a name for him. She also recognised Stiles. Said she’d seen them in there together more than once, though they didn’t chat, just nodded to each other.’
‘Still, a nod is as good as a wink,’ Jane said.
‘Or a hello,’ Jill added.
‘Exactly,’ Dick agreed. ‘So, on that basis, I asked to see the CCTV footage from the last time she’d seen them together, which she said was about three weeks ago. Turns out it was three weeks and two days. There’s footage from inside and out. I found them inside, then checked the outside to see what they did after they left. And the answer was, they walked off together and got into a small hatchback. It was dark out, so I couldn’t tell the colour. The shape looked like that Spanish hot hatch, though. Seat something.’ 
‘Ibiza,’ Ben said.
‘Nothing since then?’ Pete asked.
‘I haven’t had chance to go through it all,’ Dick said. ‘But I did bring it back with me.’
Pete tipped his head. ‘You said there was another source?’
‘Yes. A bookie’s on Sidwell Street. Two or three of the patrons recognised Decker.’
Pete nodded. He recalled speaking to the woman behind the counter.
‘They also recognised Stiles. Not a nice man, they said. Belligerent. Didn’t like losing and didn’t care what anyone thought of him. Argued with the manager more than once about being asked to leave when he was getting stroppy. But he did know Decker. They haven’t seen either of them for a while, though.’
‘No, I got that,’ Pete admitted. ‘On Decker, at least. I didn’t know Stiles had been in there.’
‘Well, there’s the link you wanted,’ Dick concluded.
‘Whose car was it they got into?’ Pete asked.
‘I couldn’t see a registration, but Stiles got in the driver’s side.’
‘So, we assume it’s his. I wonder if we can get a colour on it, at least. What did he buy?’
‘Milk, fags and beer.’
‘A lovely combination,’ Jane said.
‘Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it,’ Dave told her with a grin.
‘You would,’ she retorted.
‘It sounds like he might be a regular in there.’ Pete said. ‘With the milk and the fags at least.’
‘So, he might have been there in daylight,’ Dick agreed. ‘I’ll have a scan.’
‘What, with your old eyes?’ Jill demanded. ‘Give it here, I’ll do it.’
Dave’s phone rang. He picked it up. ‘Dave Miles.’
He listened straight-faced. ‘OK.’ He put it down and stood up. ‘Back in a minute.’
Pete was expecting him to head for Colin Underhill’s office but, instead, he went straight to the door and left the squad room.
What was that about?
Pete’s phone rang again. He picked it up.
‘Peter. Tony Chambers. Just calling to say, you got a hit. Your photos were of the deceased male found at Bishopswood.’
‘Thanks, Doc. Now we just need to find out who put him there.’
*
‘Morning, Paul.’ Pete slapped a thin folder on the table and sat down opposite Paul Harrison again. ‘Do you remember where you were on the night of the fifteenth of last month?’
Harrison’s eyes narrowed. ‘No. Why?’
Why was good. It meant he was engaged. He was trying to keep his expression neutral, but it wasn’t working.
‘OK. What about the third of the same month? Or the twentieth?’
Harrison’s eyes narrowed. He’d been rumbled and he knew it. One date might have been coincidence, but not three. His lips tightened.
‘Or the nineteenth of May? How about that one?’
Pete had memorized the relevant dates before he came in here. He also knew what cars had been stolen on those dates and where from.
‘Have you ever driven a grey XJF?’
‘If you know so much, what are you asking me for?’
Not an admission, but pretty close, Pete thought and opened the folder. ‘I’m giving you the chance to come clean. To do yourself a favour when you get to court.’ He let Harrison see the series of papers, tabulated data highlighted in bright colours on each of them. Sorting through, he found the one he wanted. Not right at the bottom of the stack, but far enough down for him to have to sort through, showing Harrison the amount of data they had. ‘Here we go.’ He picked up the sheet and held it out. ‘Whose phone is that?’ he asked, pointing to the number.
Harrison glanced at the page then met his gaze with a scowl.
‘Come on, Paul. This is stage one. Do you think he’s going to be as quiet when I ask him the same question about your number?’
Harrison’s frown sharpened. Pete could see his brain working. Have you got him, too? Then his expression shifted slightly again. Or are you bluffing?
He stamped that on the head as soon as it appeared. ‘Or how about this one?’ he asked, pointing to another number on the page. ‘We’ve got the whole list. You think pay-as-you-go means untraceable?’ He laughed. ‘Not these days, mate,’ he said with a shake of the head.
‘Like I said, if you know it all, why ask me?’
‘And like I said, I’m trying to do you a favour. First past the post gets the prize; you know that. And the prize for co-operation… I’m not going to lie and tell you there won’t be any jail time, but it’ll be minimised for the one who breaks the chain. Months instead of years.’
‘Well, you can forget it then.’
Pete sat back in his chair. ‘What? You’re already in here. You’re afraid of a little bit more of the same? I thought it was the unknown that people were afraid of more than anything.’
‘It is. The unknown as to how long I’d survive if I squealed.’
Pete smiled. ‘Again, you’re already in here. It’d make far more sense for whoever you’re worried about to shut you up before you talk to me rather than after, wouldn’t it?’
A look of horror spread across Harrison’s features. ‘Then you’d better get me back to my cell right now,’ he said. ‘Because I’m done here. I’ve got nothing more to say to you. Guard!’
Pete laughed. ‘That’s the thing, though, isn’t it?’ he said as the guard stepped in. ‘Not nothing, but nothing more. Like it or not, it’s too late. The die’s cast.’
‘What the…?’ he looked up at the uniformed man at the door. ‘Get me out of here. I’m not talking to this pig.’
‘That’s what you say now,’ Pete said. ‘But the cat’s out of the bag now, isn’t it?’
‘What are you on about?’ Harrison demanded as the warder reached for the handcuffs that held his wrists down to the bar in the table. ‘I haven’t told you a thing.’
Pete tidied the papers he’d spread across the table. ‘Oh, no. Nothing at all.’
Harrison now resisted the man who was trying to lead him away. ‘What are you trying to do?’ he demanded of Pete. ‘Get me killed?’
Pete carried on with what he was doing. ‘Much as the idea appeals, no. I’m trying to prevent loss of life here. The general public’s at least.’ He closed the file firmly on the table.
‘I need to be in a secure wing,’ Harrison told the warder as he began to lead him away.
‘Don’t you all? Sorry, but there’s no room at the inn.’
‘Well, then… Stop. Let me sit down again.’
‘Sure?’ asked Pete. ‘All or nothing. No going back.’
‘You’ll need to protect me.’
Pete tipped his head to the warder. ‘I get that.’
He waited while Harrison was re-attached to the table and the warder left the room, the door lock clicking behind him. ‘So. Spill it.’



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
‘We need more than the confession of a man already inside, but he’s given us a starting point and a set of targets,’ he told the team when he returned.
‘Really?’ Jane’s eyes lit up at the prospect. ‘Did he tell you who was running it all, then?’
Pete grimaced. ‘He didn’t get as far as that. Claimed he didn’t know. They just nick the cars to order, drop them at a pre-arranged place and leave.’
‘So, how do they know what to take and where from, or even where to drop it?’ Ben asked.
‘By messaging through TOR,’ Pete told him.
‘Shit.’
‘That’s what I thought.’
‘So, what have we got?’ asked Dave.
‘Three new names, plus confirmation of the one we suspected.’
‘Who? Shehu?’
Pete nodded.
‘It wasn’t him that took the body out to Bishopswood,’ Dave said. ‘At least, not in the Cayenne.’
‘What about the other three?’ Jane asked Pete.
‘I’m about to look them up, see if they’ve got records.’ He waggled his mouse to wake up his slumbering computer, brought up the PND and started typing.
Dominic Travers.
The search results came up almost instantly. IC1 male. Age:34. His last known address was listed in Exmouth. Previous convictions: car theft, burglary, dangerous driving and possession of a controlled substance. His latest conviction, for dangerous driving and failing to stop for a police officer, had been nine months ago and resulted in a driving ban of two years and eight months and a fine of £280 plus expenses.
Pete saved the file to his computer and typed in the next name.
Jeremy Harman.
Results: IC1 male, age 29, previous convictions for dangerous driving, failing to stop, resisting arrest and assaulting a police officer. He was last known to be living in the St Thomas area of Exeter and had last been convicted two years ago, from which he was released from prison nineteen months ago with a driving ban that still had almost a year to run.
Pete saved his file and moved on.
Anthony Gibbons.
IC3, 22 years old with a record that stretched back into his under-age years, what was visible of it mostly for car theft, dangerous driving, failing to stop and possession. Last conviction: six months ago, with a three-month custodial sentence and a three-year driving ban.
He emailed the files to the rest of the team, then stood up to note the basics on the case board Jill had set up across from the end of their workstation.
‘We’re going to need a bigger board soon,’ Dave observed.
Pete looked across at him. ‘And that’s just the basics. Now it’s time for the deep dive. Known family, hangouts and associates on all three. Plus, have a word with traffic. Anything that might tie them into this business.’
*
‘Right, all three are well known to the traffic division,’ Pete announced to the team a while later. ‘And they now know that, if they encounter any of them, we need to talk to them. So, what about your list, Dave?’
‘I emailed it to you. It’s a bloody long one.’
Pete tipped his head. He opened his email and found the one Dave meant. The attachment was called, Possible fire starters. Pete opened it.
Dave was right – it was by no means short. There were Rebecca Frietas’ friends from the dig, along with Professor Tuthill and the clerk at the university who Pete had spoken to; Paul Harrison and all the known associates of his who they’d spoken to in trying to track him down; Christopher Durrant; Eric Tauber’s solicitor; several of Eric Tauber’s and Ray Blackburn’s neighbours; Ray’s friend from the pub, Lee Dexter; Nigel Deeley of the little junk shop; and anyone any of them might have told about it. Pete looked up at Dave. ‘Christ, and that’s just from this one case. We’ll need to prioritise them in order of likelihood.’
‘That’s what I thought. I’ve already spoken to the two students – Warren Moore and Patricia Barrett. They’ve both got alibis and neither mentioned it to anyone.’
Jane laughed. ‘Start with the easy ones, eh?’
‘Got to start somewhere,’ Dave said.
‘I reckon Chris Durrant’s next on the list,’ Pete said. ‘If anyone on here’s dodgy, it’s him.’ Chris Durrant, he thought. Dexter had mentioned a Chris. No surname, as far as Pete could recall. He’d have to check on that. He looked up and saw the others watching him. ‘Just had a thought,’ he told them. ‘One of our subjects said something I forgot about that could be relevant. And, before we re-interview any of them, we need to make sure if they’ve got police records.’
‘Well, the efficient way is for one of us to stay behind and do that while the rest get out there, knocking on doors,’ Jane pointed out.
Pete nodded. ‘Exactly. Volunteers?’
‘I’ll stay,’ Ben said.
Pete picked up on his resigned tone. ‘Someone else can do it.’
‘No, it makes sense,’ he said. ‘A woman’s touch is sometimes better on the doorstep and Dick’s fingers are too slow.’
Pete saw Dave’s eyebrow rise, but he stayed quiet for once while Dick sat back in his chair.
‘Cheeky sod. No donuts for you this afternoon.’
‘Were you going to buy some?’ Jane asked.
‘I might.’
‘Yeah, and you might not,’ Jill retorted.
‘True, but if I did, young Spike would be off the list for a comment like that.’
‘Right,’ Pete interrupted. ‘I’ll ask the guvnor to get Ops Support out there as well, re-canvassing with photos of Cramer and Stiles. Now, let’s dole out the main subjects. I’ll take Lee Dexter and then Chris Durrant.’ He glanced down at the screen and began to assign interviewees to each of them.
*
‘Christopher. You haven’t been entirely honest with me, have you?’ Pete said as soon as Durrant opened the door.
‘What?’
‘You didn’t tell me you knew Stump. You didn’t tell me you knew Eric Tauber before you identified him as the suspect leaving Ray Blackburn’s address on the night he was killed. And you didn’t tell me you knew Blackburn himself.’
‘Eh? Where’d you get all that crap from? I don’t know any of them.’
‘And yet, you played pool with Blackburn and Tauber on several occasions and you live on the next street down from Stump Cramer. I have it on good authority that you dealt with him on several occasions, too.’
Durrant frowned. Pete could almost see the cogs whirring in his brain. ‘Cramer?’ he said. ‘If you’d said Cramer, not just Stump, I’d have twigged it, wouldn’t I? Yeah, I know him. Of course, I do. And as for playing pool with the other two – I didn’t lie about that. You didn’t ask.’
Pete narrowed his eyes, leaning forward over the smaller man, despite the fact that he was standing on the inside of the doorway, a good four inches higher than the path Pete was on. ‘Is there anything else I ought to know about your associates?’ he asked. ‘Anything at all that might be even vaguely relevant to Ray Blackburn or Eric Tauber? Because if there is and I find you haven’t told me, I’ll be back here with an arrest warrant for lying to a police officer, wasting police time and obstruction of justice. As well as a search warrant for your little abode and anything attached to it. I don’t expect your neighbours would appreciate that, would they?’
Durrant tried to look offended, but it didn’t work. ‘There’s no need to get cantankerous, Sergeant. I answered the questions you asked. I ain’t psychic, am I? And no, there isn’t anything else about either of them. I met them in the pub occasional, had a game of pool, a bit of a natter. That’s it. What’s it got to do with anything?’
‘I don’t know,’ Pete said. ‘Yet. I take it, when I check, I won’t find you were there when they argued that day, for example?’
Durrant’s frown was genuine, though brief, quickly turning to triumph. ‘No, I wasn’t. But there you go. That supports what I said, doesn’t it? Motive.’
Pete shook his head. ‘Not when you know what the argument was about and how it was resolved, it doesn’t.’ He took out a picture of Keith Decker and held it up. ‘Do you know this chap?’
Durrant peered at the picture then looked at Pete. ‘Not very sharp, is it?’
‘CCTV,’ Pete explained. ‘Big brother’s watching, wherever you go, Christopher. Have you seen him?’
Durrant grimaced. ‘Not as I recall.’
Pete nodded, believing him. ‘What about Adrian Stiles? I don’t need a picture of him: he’s got a swallow tattooed on his cheek.’
He detected the tiniest shift in Durrant’s expression before it froze. ‘What’s he got to do with anything?’
‘So, you do know him.’
Durrant’s eyes widened. ‘I never said that.’
‘No, but it’s true. You know perfectly well who he is. The question is, do you know where he is?’
‘If I told you that, I’d be as good as dead.’
Pete nodded. ‘And that’s why we want him in custody. Because someone else is dead and we’ve got reason to believe he did it.’
‘Well…’ Durrant trembled. ‘There you go, then. You ain’t going to protect me, are you? You couldn’t if you wanted to.’
‘And yet, here I am talking to you. In public. The tiniest little typo in the appeal for information that’s going out tonight, and you’d be out here with nowhere to hide.’
Horror widened Durrant’s eyes, drawing his brows up and together as his lips form an O. ‘You… You can’t do that.’
‘I’m not doing anything. I’m just saying – mistakes happen.’
‘Well, you can fuck right off, then. I ain’t talking to you. And I don’t know where he is.’ He moved to close the door in Pete’s face.
Pete put a foot in the jamb, blocking the move. ‘I’ll have a word with the rest of the residents, then.’
‘You can’t do that. This is private property.’
‘Doesn’t apply to HMO’s, Christopher. Different rules.’
‘Bollocks.’ Durrant was still trying to push the door closed against him.
Pete wasn’t sure that what he’d just said was true, but he knew Durrant wouldn’t know and, while he was here, it made sense to check with the rest of the tenants. He pushed back and his superior size and weight prevailed.
Durrant gave in, backed away and headed for the stairs. ‘I’ve said all I’m saying to you. You want any more, call my brief.’
Pete let him go and turned to the nearest door. He could smell the distinctive aroma of marijuana before his hand touched the door. There was no point in talking to anyone in there. He’d report the drug use to uniform when he got outside. He turned and rapped on the door across the hall.
*
‘I’ve got a number on that Seat that Stiles was driving,’ Jill said as soon as Pete answered the call on his mobile. ‘It comes up as having been nicked in Seaton a month ago.’
Pete grimaced. He’d finished with the last of the bed-sits in the HMO where Chris Durrant lived and spoken to two neighbours across the road, was on his way to a third when the call came through. ‘He’s not likely to keep it much longer, then. He’ll dump it and take another one.’
‘Yeah, but what surprises me is that he’s still around. Why hasn’t he done a runner? Left the country, or at least the county?’
‘Tidying up loose ends? Completing a job he’s been paid for?’
‘What – honour among thieves? I doubt it, boss.’
‘It’s not a question of honour, Jill. It’s survival. You do as you’re told, or you pay the price. And organised criminals can have quite a reach, one way or another.’
‘OK, but that still leaves the question of why.’
‘Well, we know he’s associated with Januzaj and therefore with the rest of Petrosyan’s gang, including Phil Grover. But they’re all inside so, unless we’re rattling their cages, he must be working with someone else too. Which begs the question of whether that someone else is linked to Petrosyan in some way. Or, would the Armenian let him moonlight like that?’
‘Assuming he’s part of the gang, not just a freelancer,’ Jill pointed out.
Pete nodded. ‘Good point. But we’re not going to know until we catch him and ask.’
‘No, but I’ve already passed the number plate and details onto traffic and got Graham onto back-tracking on ANPR.’
Pete grunted.
‘By the way, Graham was very apologetical about this morning. He was under the impression that you were going against the grain with this case. Dave put him right when he went down there earlier and I reinforced it.’
‘Well, thanks, both, but I can…’
‘Yeah, we know, boss. You can look after yourself. But that’s not the point here, is it? We need to stay a team. No frictions. No tensions. Us talking to him instead of you eases that, doesn’t it?’
Pete could see where she was coming from. ‘OK. So, are you and Ben coming out in the sunshine yet, or what?’
‘I’m on the way now. Ben will be another few minutes. I was thinking of going to see Patricia Barrett. She might be able to tell us a bit more on the archaeology side of things and the group they had out there. You never know – teens and their hormones. I know they’re late teens, early twenties, but they’ve spent all that time in education, it must stunt their growth.’
Pete laughed, the irony of that comment coming from her not lost on him.
‘OK,’ he said. ‘Go for it.’
You never knew what you might learn, especially about a man like Tauber who was interested in the type of work they’d been doing, if only on the periphery of it.
*
The realisation hit him like a hammer blow to the head.
He was driving across the bridge towards St Thomas when he almost slammed on the brakes. Heart hammering in his chest, he checked his mirrors. The heavy traffic would have been absolute mayhem with an accident at this bottleneck, at this time of day. The whole city would have reached gridlock in a matter of minutes. With a sigh of relief, heart still thudding, he signalled right and headed around the gyratory and back over the other bridge towards Western Way and the station.
Minutes later, he walked in and through the custody suite. Bob nodded from behind the desk, but Pete didn’t attempt their usual banter. It was still too soon.
Instead of continuing towards the stairs, he switched corridors towards the CCTV room.
‘Graham,’ he said as he stepped in.
The stocky man didn’t respond, keeping his eyes fixed on the screens in front of him.
‘Give me the viewing screen. I need to check something.’
Graham finally scooted backwards and spun to face Pete, his expression hard to read in the dim light. ‘What are you looking for?’
‘Princesshay car park, mid-afternoon, three days ago.’
Graham’s lips pressed together and upwards. ‘Not my footage. I’ll have to get onto the council.’
Pete grimaced. ‘How long will it take?’
Graham sighed. ‘I’ll do it now.’ He turned away, lifted his phone and dialled. ‘Sorry about earlier,’ he muttered as his fingers tapped at the keys.
‘Eh?’
‘I said sorry about earlier,’ Graham said more clearly. ‘I didn’t have all the…’ He paused, sitting straighter in his chair. ‘Hello. This is the CCTV room at Heavitree Road police station. Can you send me the footage from Princesshay car park, around this time three days ago?’ A question was asked. ‘About an hour, I should think.’
Pete felt the slump of disappointment.
‘OK, thanks.’ Graham put the phone down and turned back to him. ‘They’re on it. Fifteen minutes.’
Pete’s mood lightened.
‘I didn’t have all the facts,’ Graham continued. ‘Just Simon Philips’ take on it.’
‘Well, that would have been a bit negative,’ Pete admitted.
Graham grunted. ‘Sour grapes, I suppose. But he put that the other way around. Dave explained this morning when he came down about the A30 and 303 footage. He told you there was no sign of that Porsche?’
‘Yes.’ Something tickled at the edges of Pete’s mind, but he couldn’t pin it down.
‘So, what are you looking for now?’
‘Whatever cars are leaving the multi-storey in the few minutes after I met that bloke in there.’
‘And it’s taken you this long to get to that?’
Pete’s lips tightened. He was still not over what had happened between them that morning. ‘I’ve been sort of busy.’
Graham grimaced. ‘Yeah, I’ve gathered. Sorry. Too soon?’
Pete sighed. ‘This mess has made me a bit sensitive, I suppose.’
Graham laughed. ‘Yeah, I can see how it would. You need a coffee and a donut. Can’t help with the donut, but there’s a flask over there.’ He nodded towards the corner of the room ‘I’ll have a top-up too, while you’re at it.’
Pete poured them a cup each and sat down to wait while Graham returned to monitoring the city centre, taking the occasional sip as his attention flicked from one screen to another.
Time passed slowly and quietly, but it was not the tense quiet of animosity. Pete did need to unwind a little, he realised as he sat there. And, in the enforced inactivity, he was beginning to do so when something on Graham’s desk pinged and he glanced across at it.
‘There we go. As requested, and even a bit early. Hold on a sec.’ He tapped at his keyboard then raised a hand towards the viewing screen to one side of his main array. ‘All yours.’
Pete scooted across and took the control mouse. He scrolled quickly through to the time the big man had jumped him, then hit play and fast-forward so the image ran through at double speed. Seconds later, he hit pause. A small red hatchback approached the exit. He let the footage run at half-speed until the car stopped at the barrier then slowed it again, watching frame by frame as an arm emerged to slot the ticket into the machine. A slender, feminine arm, he saw and sped the footage up again to double speed until another car approached the barrier; a dark grey BMW. It stopped and again, Pete slowed to watch frame by frame. The window was lowered, an arm emerged, thick and powerful. A tingle ran through him. Was this him?
Number plate recognition data showed at the bottom of the screen.
Another memory triggered as Pete took out his mobile phone and he paused, trying to capture it. Thick-set man, unseasonably thick dark coat: where had he seen him? His eyes flashed wide as the memory locked in.
There’d been two of them. Walking towards and past him and Darren as they went up towards the Guildhall that same day, not long before the attack in the car park. If they’d recognised him – even been following him – was Darren all right? He’d heard nothing to the contrary, but would he, necessarily? The term confidential informant meant, by definition, that no-one other than he and Darren knew of their relationship. And if these men were linked to the attack, where was the second one while the first pounded on him in the car park?
He peered more closely at the screen. It was difficult to see through the glare on the windscreen of the car, but he thought, squinting, he could make out what might have been a second figure in the passenger seat.
‘Hmm.’
But, one thing at a time. Pete brought up the DVLA data log on his smartphone. Inputting the registration, he hit enter and a ping sounded almost immediately with an alert. Cloned plate.
Pete’s stomach clenched. It had to be him. But caution forced him to note the details and move on. He ran through another fifteen minutes and twenty-three cars before finally concluding that he had his man. He went back to his notes. A cloned plate meant there was already an alert out on the vehicle. It hadn’t been stopped in the last three days, but was there any further indication of where it had been in that time?
He closed the car park footage and turned to Graham. ‘I need anything and everything on this car over the past three days.’ 
Graham scooted over towards him. ‘Mind yourself.’ He took over the keyboard in front of Pete and tapped quickly, accessing a new screen and inputting a password. ‘There. That’ll give you all the ANPR data.’
‘Thanks.’
Pete keyed in the car’s registration and a timeframe and hit enter. The screen changed, displaying a table of data. There were only two entries, the rest of the screen glaring white.
The first was almost right outside the station – the camera just a couple of hundred yards up the road.  ‘Cheeky sod,’ Pete muttered, then looked at the next one. Minutes later, the car had passed the Blackhorse intersection at junction 29 on the M5 motorway. ‘Shit.’
Which way had he gone from there?
The camera was on the Honiton Road, just before the junction. He could have gone straight on, turned north or south on the Motorway or cut off into the lanes around Clyst and the science park.
Which, Pete realised, would give him access via back roads around the airport towards Alexander Shehu’s home. But again, that was circumstantial. It wasn’t enough to act on. The motorway would have taken him past other cameras that would have picked him up, as would continuing up the Honiton Road. But still – while going off around the science park could have taken him out towards Clyst Honiton and points east from there, it could equally have let him cut back into the city through Pinhoe or Monkerton.
He felt a shiver run down his spine.
Both those options would take him straight towards Whipton. An image popped into Pete’s mind of his home there, ravaged and blackened by fire, and a deep rage swelled up inside him. This wasn’t chance. He knew it, deep in his gut. He’d still got a lot of work to do to prove it, but there was unquestionably a connection here.
He took a picture of the screen with his phone, saved the data and closed the program.
‘Now, let’s see when that Beamer arrived at the car park. If you line us up again, I’ll get us a top-up.’



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
His phone rang as he was walking along the top-floor corridor towards the canteen. He took it out and checked the number on the screen. He stopped walking and hit the green button. ‘Jill. What can I do for you?’
‘I’ve just finished talking to Patricia Barrett. She wasn’t much more helpful than the other day, but I did learn a couple of things from her. One: she’s married now to a guy who works at the Met Office. Kept her maiden name because of her career, which is what made it easy for us to find her. And two: Francis Tuthill drives a Land Rover to work but, at home, he’s got a nice new, bright and shiny one of those big fast-back Tesla’s that look like a Jag and cost as much as a Brixham bungalow.’
Pete recalled Jill’s dislike of the professor, but it was interesting, nevertheless that a man on a university salary could afford a car like that. ‘So, what are we thinking?’ he asked. ‘That he’s got ties to the drugs trade, as he works at the university, or to the car-theft ring that Paul Harrison’s part of, or the trade in illegal artefacts that Eric Tauber’s tied into?’
‘Or any combination of the above,’ she countered.
‘OK. Grab Dick Feeney when he’s finished what he’s doing and go and have a chat with the good professor. See what he’s got to say for himself.’
‘Right.’ She sounded almost surprised. ‘Thanks, boss.’
Pete ended the call and continued towards the canteen. Once more he got a cool reception at the till, but he’d got used to that now. He no longer cared. He bought two coffees and two donuts and headed back down to the black hole, as they sometimes called the CCTV room.
‘Here you go,’ he said as he stepped in.
Graham looked round and his eyes widened. ‘Ooh, nice. No need for bribery, you know. It’s me who was in the wrong.’
‘I know that,’ Pete said as he took the spare seat. ‘And trust me – I won’t forget it. Are we lined up yet?’
Graham gave a grunt. ‘Right at the moment they left the place.’
‘Good.’ Pete took a swig of his coffee and scooted closer, handing the other mug over, along with one of the donuts. ‘Back it up from there. Let’s see when he arrived, shall we?’
*
‘There.’ Graham pointed to the screen a minute or so later. ‘That’s it, isn’t it?’
‘Uh-huh.’ Pete nodded, his mouth full of sugary dough. The time stamp said the car had arrived barely a minute and a half before he was jumped. They’d been cutting it fine, but it confirmed his theory that they’d been following him. ‘Which way did he come from?’
‘There’s a camera outside the library,’ Graham said. ‘Hang on, I’ll check that.’
He wheeled himself back over to his bank of screens, picked the camera he needed and tapped rapidly on the keyboard. The image on one of the screens changed abruptly as Pete watched. It was a view up the hill, the camera not far from the roundabout at the bottom of Heavitree Road. He could see the entrance beside the tourist information centre near the left edge of the frame.
Graham hit a key and the cars, bikes and pedestrians on the screen began to move. Moments later, the grey BMW rolled into view, coming towards the camera.
His lips compressed. ‘So, where were they parked before they came down there?’ he mused. ‘They were on foot down by… Must have been in the Grosvenor Centre. But when I saw them, they were walking towards it, so where had they been before that?’
‘If you reckon they were following you, where had you been?’
‘I went to see a lad on Fore Street. That’s who I was with when I saw them. I left him and went along to the Central railway station and back to Fore Street to talk to someone else. Then back up through the car park. So…’
‘Central station or Fore Street. Your choice.’
The damage they’d inflicted on him, Pete hoped they hadn’t replicated on either Darren or Mick Duggan, but it seemed unlikely. Too public. ‘Fore Street,’ he said. Nigel Deeley was tucked away in a shop that had few enough customers that closing it for a bit while they questioned the proprietor wouldn’t create a fuss.
Graham brought up the footage from the same camera they’d found Keith Decker on. He wound it back to the right time span and turned to Pete. ‘Ready?’
‘Go.’
Graham took a decisive bite of his donut and hit the button.
It was almost spooky seeing himself walking up the street towards the camera, but Pete focussed on the surroundings, scanning the image for the familiar figures. ‘There.’ He pointed at the screen. The two men had stepped out of the end of a side street near the pool hall, conversed briefly, then parted, one ducking back into the shadows of the side street while the other stepped out across the road, angling away from Pete and the camera towards Deeley’s shop.
There it was.
Yet, Dave had said nothing about the shop owner looking out of sorts in any way when he’d spoken to him the next day. What did that mean? That he was in on it? Or that the man had been satisfied with his answers? It had to be one or the other. A further chat with the shopkeeper would hopefully confirm which but, before that… ‘So, one’s going back to the car while the other goes to see Deeley and either asks him if I said where I was going or follows me from there. That accounts for why only one of them was there in the car park. He could have guided the other one in on his mobile. Leave it running. Let’s see which it is.’
The clock at the bottom of the screen ticked onwards. A minute. Two minutes. Then the man sauntered into shot, coming up the hill after Pete. Not following then, but going to meet his partner after the fact.
‘Here he comes.’
‘Yup.’ Graham sat with one hand poised, ready to strike. As the man drew close to the camera, but not too close to distort the angle of view too much, he hit the button. ‘Got him.’
‘Now all we need is the same from the Grosvenor car park of the other one and we’ll have a set,’ he said as the printer in the corner of the room whirred and clacked. ‘But I can’t hang around while you get it. Sorry and all that. I need to see if I can get an ID on this one.’ He took the image off the printer and raised it in salute. ‘Thanks for this, mate.’
*
Pete leaned one shoulder against the wall, watching as a skinny young male with a haircut that left him almost bald and a tattoo of a swastika on top of his skull along with others across his knuckles that, from here, Pete couldn’t read, was booked into custody for assaulting a police officer, resisting arrest and the primary crime of theft.
When he was finally led away to the cells, Pete stepped forward and slapped the photo of the man on Fore Street down on the desk, facing the custody sergeant.
‘Bob. Do you happen to recognise this handsome chap?’
Bob glanced down then met Pete’s gaze. ‘Are you going to shop me if I deny it?’
Pete sighed. ‘Philips?’
‘What are you playing at?’
‘I’m not playing, Bob. He screwed up. And not only did he screw up, he did it deliberately. He put the wrong man in prison for murder. Would you let that stand?’
‘I’d pass it on to Professional Standards. If I thought it was true.’
‘That’s the point – to see if it is true before passing it on to them. And it is. You haven’t seen the case file. There’s so many holes in it, your average prostitute would look at it as leg-wear.’
Bob’s expression said he still didn’t believe Pete. ‘So, how did he get the CPS to take it on?’
‘He didn’t. Our esteemed leader did. As to how – Christ knows! But the point is, the wrong man’s in prison and there’s actual evidence to prove it. Now, do you recognise this joker?’
Bob grunted. ‘Ned Parsons. He’s been in here a few times.’
Pete felt that familiar flash of joy at a step forward in an investigation. ‘Thanks. I thought you knew me better than to think I’d mess with anything like that if I had a choice in it.’
‘So did I. Except Simon didn’t manage to find your boy, did he? And him dying like he did. That can change anybody.’
Pete nodded. ‘It changed me, but not in that way.’
He headed out to the car, calling Ben on the way.
‘Boss?’
‘Are you still in the squad room?’
‘Just leaving.’
‘Don’t. Have a look on the computer for a Ned Parsons. Big bruiser of a bloke. Got a history of arrests. See what you can find on him – especially known associates and where we might find him. And when you’ve done that, get the guvnor to give you an arrest warrant for him.’
‘What for?’
‘Conspiracy to assault a police officer. Me. And I’ve got CCTV evidence if he asks.’
‘Right. I’m on it.’
Pete ended the call as he reached his car. There was no time for a stroll today. He’d drive, as convoluted as the route might be with the one-way system around the city centre.
*
‘Mr Deeley.’
The bell above the flimsy old door was still jingling as he greeted the man on the high stool behind the till. He let the door close behind him as he stepped forward, watching the thin man carefully.
Deeley set down the book he’d been reading. ‘Officer… Gayle, wasn’t it?’
‘Detective Sergeant.’
‘What can I do for you?’
‘Last time I was here another man came in a couple of minutes later. A big, hefty individual in a jacket that was too thick for the weather. Looks like one of Mama Stone’s bouncers.’ He saw Deeley’s expression begin to close down. ‘Ned Parsons,’ he said, watching for a reaction.
There was none. ‘A gent came in here after you, I think, yes.’
‘You think. And what did he want?’
Deeley’s gaze drifted away. ‘He…’ He nodded and refocussed. ‘Yes, he said he was a colleague of yours, I think. Asked what you had to say – that sort of thing. In case you’d forgotten anything, he said. Seemed a bit odd, but…’ He shrugged. ‘I’m sure he went off after you. Didn’t catch you up, then?’
Pete looked for any hint of humour or malice in his eyes but could see nothing. The guy was either an Oscar-worthy actor or completely innocent. ‘No, he didn’t. And he wasn’t a colleague, either.’
Deeley’s eyebrows rose. ‘Really? Who was he, then?’
‘Someone I’d really like to catch up with. I don’t suppose he gave you any snippets that would help with that? A name or a location, for example?’
Deeley shook his head slowly. ‘Not that I can recall. No, he just asked after you and, when I told him I couldn’t help, he went on his way. Went the same way as you, if I remember. Up the street.’
Pete knew that much already. ‘OK. Thanks.’
He turned to leave. As he opened the door, the bell above it chiming again, his phone rang. He let the door close behind him and answered it.
‘Boss.’ It was Ben. ‘I’ve got a last known on Parsons.’
‘Where?’
‘Alphington.’ He gave the address.
‘How recent is it?’
‘Nineteen months ago, when his parole ended.’
‘So, was he living alone there or was anyone else with him?’
‘It’s his parents’ address, boss. He had another address before he went inside, but that was with a girlfriend who he’d beaten up, which is what he went in for.’
Good for her, for having the guts to send him down, Pete thought. Another reason, if he needed one, to catch up with Ned Parsons. They’d dealt with a similar but far more serious case recently, in which the female victim had died horribly. ‘Right. Get yourself out the back when you’ve finished what you’re doing. I’ll pick you up and we’ll go and see if Mr Parsons is at home. Hopefully, we’ll both come away unscathed this time.’
‘Right.’
‘I’ll be there in a few minutes.’ Pete hung up and crossed to his car. As soon as he was rolling down the hill towards the ring road, he activated the hands-free comms system and called the Ops Support team.
‘I need some uniformed back up,’ he told the control room operator. ‘Alphington. Subject has markers for violence, so I need a taser-trained officer and a couple of others. Myself and a PC will accompany.’
‘Soon as, I take it?’
‘We’ll be on the way from Heavitree Road in ten.’
‘Roger.’
*
Despite their being three times the distance from the subject address, Pete and Ben got there first. Pete parked up to wait a couple of hundred yards back from the bend that would take them from the long, straight road of 1960s bungalows and houses into the area of rougher-looking council houses where the Parsons’ lived.
It was another ten minutes before two police vans came up the road behind them.
Pete keyed his radio mike. ‘Go straight in heavy-footed,’ he said. ‘No room for manoeuvre and no chance of a getaway. We’ll be right behind you.’
‘Received.’
Pete started the car and drove up behind the two brightly coloured vans. The first of them was pulling up in front of the house, just beyond the bend in the road, when the front door opened and a bulky figure emerged, running.
Pete saw him and swore.
The big man turned left out of the gate before anyone could open the doors of the van and ran, surprisingly fast, up the road then angled across and down a narrow alley between a house and some garages, disappearing from view as the first of the uniformed men emerged. He’d already gained forty yards or more, Pete saw.
He heard an engine roar and tyres screech as the first of the coppers went into the alley.
Pete slammed the Ford into reverse and shot back ten yards, ready to intercept a fleeing vehicle. A grey BMW emerged from the far end of the garages, turning towards them, engine revving hard.
‘Jesus!’ Ben gasped. Parsons was aiming to ram anyone who got in his way. The last of the four Middlemoor men was about to disappear into the alley. He stopped and turned towards the hard-revving vehicle, then dove into the narrow opening as the grey car sped directly at him.
Pete pulled out from the kerb, angling the car across the road to block the big man’s flight, but the BMW didn’t slow. He saw Ben wince, once again in the firing line, and backed up fast, just enough to let the car scrape through in front of him if the driver dared.
He did.
The impact was surprisingly loud as the car bucked beneath them and the BMW pushed past, its far side scraping the brick garden wall on the other side of the pavement. Pete gunned the engine, trying to force the other car sideways and drop its back wheel over the edge of the slope beyond the wall, but it had too much momentum. Pete saw Parsons bent forward in the driving seat, concentrating on where he was aiming the car, determined to ram his way through. He heard bolts pop in the front of the Ford. The BMW bucked and jerked sideways as it hit the garden gatepost, Pete’s own car jerking, the loud scraping of metal on metal setting his teeth on edge.
This was going to get him another bollocking, even if he did manage to stop and arrest his man. When it was clear the grey car was not going to be stopped here, he backed up fast and rammed the Ford into first to surge forward, bucking over his detached bumper and heading after the other car down the long, straight residential street.
‘Call it in,’ he snapped to Ben.
The young PC keyed his radio and reported the situation tersely to dispatch.
Pete flipped on the blues and twos. ‘Are you OK?’ he asked over the screaming siren.
‘Available units on route to intercept,’ the voice came back over the radio.
Ben grunted. ‘I haven’t had a long life, but I just saw it all back again.’
Pete grinned as he powered down the road after the BMW, which was spraying sparks from the tarmac where a wing was partly detached. ‘Anything you’d change?’
‘Getting in this car, this afternoon.’
Pete was gaining ground gradually. He was thankful that the afternoon was young so there was no-one about on the streets or he’d have been forced to consider calling off the chase and letting his suspect get away. As it was, they reached the end of the road in seconds. The BMW barely slowed for the T-junction, swinging right, bonnet dipping, tyres squealing as it drifted wide around the corner, the sparks reduced as the loose panel was lifted away from the road surface.
‘Suspect right, right, right onto Palmer’s Avenue,’ Ben reported over the radio.
Pete powered through the junction after him, his advanced training gaining him a few more precious yards. The road curved away to the left, still bordered on either side by brick-built houses and bungalows, all white render and dark roof tiles, cars parked on concrete drives and gardens neatly manicured.
‘Traffic light, safe to continue.’
If he could gain that last few yards, he could give the BMW a nudge on the left rear corner and force him to spin out but it was gaining that last little bit of ground that was proving difficult as Parsons forced the grey car ever faster down the road. A junction flashed by on the left. Another on the right. A car had just pulled out and was coming towards them. Pete saw the expression on the driver’s face as they passed. Stark terror was the description that popped into his mind.
For himself, he was just thankful that the middle-aged man had turned left out of the junction, not right. That could have had serious consequences.
The BMW’s brake lights flared and it slewed around. The engine roared afresh and it surged up the steep hill of a side turning.
Pete braked hard, hauling up the hand brake to aid in getting the car around the junction as the BMW slammed sideways into a parked car at the side of the road. More sparks, the partly detached wing buckling upwards as the car bounced away from the impact and roared onwards, fish-tailing as the tyres spun, the engine’s power wasted on smoking rubber rather than momentum.
Pete released the hand brake and accelerated hard, aiming the car carefully and precisely. His near-side front wing, already damaged in the previous impact, clipped the off-side rear corner of the bigger car and he kept his foot down, powering through the move, using Parsons’ attempt to correct for his collision with the parked car against him. The grey car’s bonnet spun left, aiming straight across the pavement at someone’s garden wall and the lawn beyond it.
He lifted off the throttle, but the car still bounced up the kerb, undercarriage grinding on the concrete edging before the front grill slammed into the low wall beyond.
Pete stopped his car with the back of it blocking any chance of escape for the BMW and had his seatbelt off and door open in one smooth move. ‘Go, go, go!’ he yelled, leaping around the open car door and the bonnet towards the other car’s driver’s door, which opened as he leapt over the remains of the wall.
The big man came out at him like a bull from the chute at a Calgary Stampede, roaring his rage and frustration as his arms rose, huge fists clenched.
Pete kept going, gaze fixed on the man’s eyes rather than his hands. He ducked low, driving a shoulder into Parsons’ abdomen to knock him back into the car. He heard Ben yelling something but didn’t register what as Parsons sat down hard, hands clutching instinctively at the sides of the doorframe.
Pete used his hands to push himself up and back off the man’s knees. ‘Stay put,’ he shouted. ‘You’re under arrest.’
He was tempted to shut the door on Parsons’ fingers but somehow resisted. Instead, he glanced up. ‘Ben. Cuffs,’ he shouted.
Ben was coming around the far side of the grey car.
Attention diverted, Pete missed the start of Parsons’ move. He lifted a foot up and back to slam it into Pete’s thigh and surged forward, using the door frame for leverage. Pete staggered, head and torso dipping forward as pain seared through his leg.
Parsons grabbed his head with both hands and used his weight to pull back while his knee came up again, aimed at Pete’s face. Pete saw it coming and fell into the move so that the knee hit the top of his sternum and his own hands grabbed Parsons’ ears. He dug his fingers in, twisting. Parsons bellowed, jerking his body upwards, his knee releasing its pressure on Pete’s chest.
Pete let his knees drop so his thighs rested against the sill of the door and pulled backwards. Parsons seemed to get his hands under him and push, his body folding downwards at the same time as he tried to release the pressure on his ears.
Ben must have seen what was happening. In two seconds, the door behind Parsons was jerked open and Pete heard the snick of a handcuff snapping into place. But that was just one arm. The thick wrists would be too far apart and his full weight bearing down on them on the soft and giving seat would prevent Ben connecting them. 
He kept the pressure on Parsons’ ears, holding him in place in the confined space.
‘Get off me, you fucker,’ the big man bellowed.
‘Not happening,’ Pete said. ‘Ben. Baton.’
Ben knew exactly what he meant. He drew his baton and snapped it out, flipping it around the front of Parsons’ throat and pulling him back and down. Pete released his hold, darting backward to grab his ankles as Ben bore him down, face-up, across the gear lever and hand brake. He howled again, jerking this way and that. His hands came out from under him to grab at the truncheon and Pete seized his chance. He dove in over the man’s thrashing legs and grabbed the cuffs in one hand, the thick, flailing wrist of the man’s free hand in the other and snapped them together.
It didn’t stop him fighting, though. He lashed out as best he could with manacled hands and hard-soled feet.
Pete felt the blows from the man’s knees and feet in his ribs and thighs but ignored them as he pushed himself backwards out of the car and grabbed once again for the flailing feet.
‘Ben, have you got a leg-restraint?’
‘Yes.’
‘Get round here and use it, then,’ Pete told him as he tried to hold on to Parsons’ jerking, kicking feet, hauling back to stretch the legs out as far as he could without losing his grip. He saw Ben slip his collapsible truncheon away from the prone man’s neck and dart backwards out of the car. Then the younger man was beside him, the long black strap in hand. Pete pulled back on Parsons’ ankles but this time, he misjudged. Parsons jerked one leg back out of his grip then kicked out, trying to free his other leg. His shoe grazed the side of Pete’s wrist but he held on. ‘Get the one leg, then,’ Pete told Ben. He quickly complied and Pete switched his grip to the strap with one hand, the other going for the electric window winder. He hit the button and, with the engine still running, the toughened glass slid down. Pete hauled on the leg strap and wrapped it several times around the exposed frame then wound the window back up again. ‘Stay put,’ he barked at Parsons, then turned to Ben. ‘Well done. Now, where’s that van and the bloke with the taser?’
*
‘So, Mr Parsons, now you’ve calmed down a bit, perhaps we can have a sensible conversation,’ Pete said as he sat across from the big man, Ben at his side, in an interview room at Heavitree Road.
Parsons had been booked in and brought straight here. ‘He can see his cell later,’ Pete had said to Bob. ‘Nothing like striking while the iron’s hot.’
Parsons sat stoic, the digital recorder making more noise than he was.
‘Your rights, as they were quoted to you in your car still apply, but I’ve got to say, you’ve done well this week. You’ve just about doubled the length of your charge sheet in three days. Assaulting a police officer, dangerous driving, conspiracy, failing to stop, all topped off with attempted murder.’
He was watching the man’s reactions carefully and noted the tiny twitch of his brow at the conspiracy charge as well as the sneer at attempted murder.
‘The question is, are you going to take the fall on your own and protect your mate and your boss, or do the sensible thing and reduce your sentence?’
The sneer intensified, the voice deep and gravelly when he spoke. ‘I’ve got nothing to say to you.’
‘That’s fine. We’ll see if your mum and dad feel the same way. A quick phone call and they can be brought in here, too.’
Parsons’ big hands slapped the desk as he leaned forward aggressively. ‘You leave them out of it. You’ve got nothing on them.’
Pete chuckled. ‘I didn’t have until you went running back to their place. Now I’ve got them for harbouring a fugitive and maybe that conspiracy charge, too, depending on what they’ve been up to since you legged it out of their front door.’
‘What’s that mean?’ His expression changed from rage to confusion.
Pete shrugged. ‘We’ll see if you end up with a brief of your own or one provided by your boss, won’t we? Bearing in mind you haven’t called him so, if he sends one, they must have. Which means they’re in on anything you’ve been up to.’
Pete saw Parsons’ face writhe as he tried to figure a way around that.
‘They dunno nothing about it,’ he asserted.
Pete chuckled. ‘And you expect me to just take your word? Sorry, matey, it doesn’t work like that round here. We like proof. And we’ll have it soon enough.’
‘I told you. I’m telling you nothing,’ he said, his expression almost sullen now.
‘OK. Have it your way. It’s not like I need a confession or anything. We’ve got you on camera anyway. Those ski-masks only work when you wear them over your face. So, I’ve just got two questions for you.’
A knock came at the door.
‘Ben,’ Pete said with a nod. He waited while Ben opened the door and allowed Dick Feeney to enter.
‘Detective Constable Richard Feeney has entered the room,’ Pete said. ‘What is it, Dick?’
The older man leaned down, cupping his hand over his mouth, and whispered in Pete’s ear. As he spoke Pete allowed a grin to spread slowly across his face, keeping his eyes fixed on Parsons. ‘Thank you, DC Feeney,’ he said when Dick was done. ‘That’s very helpful.’
He waited for Dick to leave the room and leaned back in his chair. ‘OK, so my two questions have just changed. We know who your mate out there the other day was – the one you were with when you were following me. Carl Gacey. So, the two remaining questions are: which particular case were you trying to get me to back off from, and who was paying you to do it?’
Parsons’ expression closed stubbornly.
Pete sighed. ‘What, you think they’re going to do the same for you, do you?’ He leaned forward. ‘The only chance you’ve got of not going down for the full term on this – and conspiracy to murder carries the same sentence as murder, by the way – is to tell me what you know. Then I can have a word with the CPS. But without that…’ He shrugged again and sat back, waiting.
Nothing.
‘OK. We’ll see what Carl has to say when he comes in. And your mum and dad. Interview concluded at…’
‘No. I told you – my parents know nothing about any of this.’
‘They knew they were harbouring a fugitive. I’ll have them for that, at least. And if they don’t know anything else, they’ve got nothing to trade with, have they?’
Parsons’ lips drew tight. ‘You really think you’ll get away with this, you bastard? We’ve shown you what we’re capable of. You think that’s it? That’s just a taster. You’re done, mate. Finished. And your family. You screw with us, there’s no way back.’



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
‘What did he mean by that? Who the hell’s behind all this?’ Ben demanded as they went along towards the stairs, having sent Parsons to his cell.
‘If we knew that, we’d have arrested them already,’ Pete pointed out. ‘But it’s obviously someone with, as Paul Harrison said, “clout.”’
Ben shook his head. ‘Yeah, but to openly threaten you like that, knowing it’s being recorded…’
‘He’d probably forgotten about that,’ Pete said. ‘He’s the muscle, not the brains of the operation.’
‘Yeah, but what operation?’ Ben said as they reached the end of the corridor and Pete waved his badge at the lock. They went through and onto the stairs.
‘Well, it’s not Gagik and his crew,’ Pete declared as they climbed. ‘We’ve spoken to him and some of the others more than once lately and had no hint of it.’
‘Yeah, but…’
‘It seems to me we’ve got three options and one of those is just based on finance. The car theft ring hasn’t got real power – just money to pay for muscle like Parsons, back there. So, we’re left with… We’re left with the need to get the mug-shots out.’
‘Who for?’
‘A young lad I spoke to the other night, who’s name I didn’t get because he wouldn’t give it – and if he had, it would probably have been false. Bury Meadow Park,’ he explained as they entered the squad room.
‘What about it?’ Dave asked.
‘Jesus! Have you got relatives in the church tower?’ Pete demanded. ‘You’ve got ears like a bat.’
‘Maybe, but that doesn’t answer the question. Did you get anywhere with your banger-racing buddy?’
‘Not directly.’ Pete sat down at his desk and woke up his computer. ‘But he did give me an idea.’ He glanced up. ‘Get his parents brought in on charges of harbouring, then get their place searched. Dick, Jane, you can interview his mate when he arrives. Ben, go and report what went on downstairs to the guvnor.’
He brought up the database and entered the details he could remember about the sullen youth from the park a few nights ago. A screenful of thumb-nail mug-shot images popped up. He scanned quickly through them and hit enter for the next page.
He got two thirds of the way down and reached out to tap the screen. ‘There.’
‘Who’s that?’ Dick asked as Pete clicked on the image to bring up the kid’s file.
‘A young lad I talked to the other night while he was strolling with his boy-friend. Sullen little sod, but he seemed to know a bit about what was going on around there. And there he is: Tristan Fellows, age nineteen although he looks no more than three quarters of that. On parole for possession. Address…’ He took out his mobile phone and took a photo of the screen. ‘Jill – come on.’
‘Will I need a hard hat, boss?’ she asked as she pushed her chair back.
‘Truncheon and hand cuffs ought to do it.’
Dave put a hand over the mouthpiece of his phone. ‘And if he enjoys those too much, a leg restraint.’
‘Ew!’ She clouted him and hurried after Pete as he headed for the door.
*
‘So, what did the professor have to say for himself while Ben and me were chasing Parsons around the place?’ Pete asked as he and Jill walked briskly along the corridor towards the custody suite.
‘He saved up for it, he reckoned. Uses the Landy when he needs to, for going to digs and so on, but the Tesla for other times because it’s more environmentally friendly.’
‘So, we need to check his finances, to see if it’s plausible.’
They passed the custody desk, where a tall, skinny youth was being processed, two uniformed officers standing either side of him.
‘I started on that already. I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him. And I was thinking – him being who he is and where he is – what’s the betting, if Eric Tauber’s involved in the illicit artefacts trade, the prof’s in on it with him? Or if not, he could well be tied up with Petrosyan. I mean, who’s into drugs more than students, eh?’
Pete grinned. ‘If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’d got it in for our esteemed professor.’
‘Not at all. I just don’t like him.’
Pete laughed as he took out the remote for the black Volvo he’d borrowed from the fleet garage to replace his silver Ford and pressed the door release.
Fellows lived near the university in a flat on one of the side streets off the Cowley Bridge Road. At this time of day, Pete expected he’d be at home, preparing for his evening’s ‘work’ but he wouldn’t check in advance – he didn’t want to warn the lad they were coming and give him a chance to avoid their visit.
Minutes later and just a few hundred yards along from where the ring-road met Cowley Bridge Road, he slowed and turned right, up a grass and tree-lined road with modern red-brick blocks of flats off either side. He parked behind one of the blocks and they stepped out.
Number nine was on the first floor at the far side of the building. The slope of the ground gave them direct access to the walkway along the back of the building at the correct level on that side. There were a couple of bikes and a skateboard left on the brick walled walkway in front of the flats. Pete walked through the passageway to the other side of the block and along to the right. He stopped at the second door, Jill beside him, and knocked.
There was no response.
He gave it a few seconds and knocked again.
‘Hang on. What’s the hurry?’ The shout came faintly through the cheap red door.
Pete glanced at Jill.
‘At least there isn’t a back door this time,’ she said.
Pete pursed his lips. ‘You might want to put your truncheon through this one when he tries to slam it.’
‘On what grounds?’
He sniffed. ‘Can’t you smell that?’
Her eyes widened. ‘Really? Now who’s being biased?’
‘Practical is the word. Or maybe expedient,’ he added as a lock clicked and the door opened.
Pete recognised him instantly, but he looked a lot worse in daylight than he had at night. His skin was sallow and spotty, his hair greasy and he was dressed in just shorts, his slender body pale with just a hint of hair in the middle of his narrow chest.
He recognised Pete almost at the same moment and his expression soured. ‘What do you want?’
‘Just a quick chat,’ Pete said. ‘You’re not in any trouble.’
A sneer snaked across his face. ‘Yeah, right.’
Pete drew a breath. ‘We’re not interested in what happens between consenting adults and we’ve had no complaints about you.’ Now that the door was open, he was sure he could smell a faint tang of weed. He glanced at Jill. ‘Nor are we interested in a little bit of pot for personal consumption. Can we come in, rather than you exposing your body to the neighbours?’
‘Or you could sod off and leave me alone.’
Pete grimaced. ‘Yeah. Not going to happen, I’m afraid. We need your help.’
‘Huh! That’s a new one.’
‘You learn something new every day,’ Pete said. ‘If you’re lucky, maybe even that coppers are human.’
That drew what sounded almost like a laugh. ‘Yeah, right.’ But he stood back and allowed them in.
The sitting room looked out over the trees and grass towards the main road. It wasn’t large and it wasn’t tidy, but it was clean. Pete took a seat on the limp sofa, Jill perching beside him while the kid slouched in the armchair opposite the window.
‘Come on, then. What do you want to know?’
‘I said when we met the other evening that we were looking into the death of Ray Blackburn. I know you had no time for him, Tristan, and I can understand that fully. He wasn’t exactly a model citizen. But that still leaves a killer out there, and who’s to say he won’t do it again – this time to someone you or I would care about?’ He paused and saw with a trace of satisfaction the shift in Fellows’ expression. ‘So, I want to know what you can tell me about him, other than he was a nasty piece of work.’
‘That’s about it, in a nutshell. A polite version, at least. What else is there?’
‘Well, for a start, you said he’d attacked you and others. Were the others all young lads like yourself or did he pick his targets more randomly?’
‘No, there were guys like me as well as punters. Older guys. A mixture.’
‘And were they just physical attacks? I mean, did he do anything else? We know he was a bit of a shyster. Known to make money in any way he could. I’m wondering, for instance, if he tried to blackmail anyone or mug them in the sense of stealing a wallet or anything.’
‘There were a couple of guys he stole from. Not watches or anything – just cash. And he did occasionally snap a photo. The guys caught him once, took his phone off him and smashed it, but it didn’t stop him. I know of at least one guy who stopped coming around soon after Blackburn got a picture of him with one of us.’
‘At least one? Does that mean one or more than one?’
‘There was more than one, but I don’t know specifics. Just the one. Big guy. Carried himself like he was military. Someone said he was one of your lot.’
Pete’s eyebrows rose at that. ‘A copper?’ Jesus! If that wasn’t someone with clout, then what was? ‘When you say a big guy, how big?’
‘Taller than you. Lean. Fit. Fifty-ish, I suppose.’
But how reliable was that guess at age, coming from a teenager? ‘I don’t suppose you got a name?’
Fellows shrugged. ‘We all called him Chief. I don’t know any more than that. People round there don’t exactly get on first-name terms.’
‘You must call the guys something though, while you’re with them.’
‘I was never with him.’
‘But, you know who was.’ It wasn’t a question If he knew this much about the man, it was for a reason.
‘Maybe.’
‘Tristan, I said: we’re not interested. We’re looking for a killer. That’s all. Nothing else.’
Fellows stared at him for what seemed a long time, holding his gaze, almost as if he were searching it. Finally, he drew a breath. ‘You didn’t get it from me.’
‘We know how it works,’
A grunt. ‘All right. Wes Taylor.’
Pete raised an eyebrow. The name meant nothing to him. Hopefully, Fellows would elaborate.
‘Blond guy, a bit older than me. A couple of inches taller, but skinny like a rake. I think he’s into drugs, but I’ve never seen actual proof.’
‘Any idea where he lives?’
‘No.’
Pete felt a tiny slump of disappointment, but they’d got enough out of him for now. He didn’t want to push it and alienate the kid. ‘OK. Well, thanks for your help, Tristan.’ He stood up and offered a hand.
Fellows looked surprised but reached out to take it. His grip was damp and quick. Pete nodded to Jill to lead the way.
Fellows had barely shut the door behind them when she turned to him. ‘A copper?’
‘And one we don’t know. Which means Middlemoor.’
‘Shit.’
‘Yeah. So, we need a hell of a lot more than one rent-boy’s say-so before we let even the faintest whiff of this out.’
‘But who is he? Big, fifty-ish and bent?’
Pete raised an eyebrow at that.
‘I mean if he’s bent that way, is he bent in any other?’
Pete stepped towards the covered walkway that led back to where he’d parked. ‘While we contemplate that question, how about you answer another one? Get on your smart phone and look up this Wes Taylor, see if we’ve got anything on him. If he’s into drugs, we should have.’
Jill stopped suddenly and stared at him.
‘What?’
‘These attacks. The fire at your place. What’s to say he wouldn’t be behind them? I mean, if he’s willing to have a man killed, albeit a low-life like Ray Blackburn, and pervert the course of justice to get away with it…’
Pete paused. ‘That’s a bit of a stretch. But, if you’re even partly right, we’d best make sure we’ve got an iron-clad case before we take it to anyone.’



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
‘Mr and Mrs Parsons are on the way in,’ Dave said over the comms system as Pete turned left, towards the city centre.
‘OK. Hold them until I get back,’ he said, ‘I’ve got some specific questions I want to put to them.’
‘You sound like you’re in the car now.’
‘We are, but we’ve got another stop to make first.’
‘OK.’
Pete ended the call and concentrated on driving. Wes Taylor lived in a small street of Victorian terraces behind the prison.
‘What are we going to do about this copper thing?’ Jill asked.
‘Get more evidence, for a start. At this stage, it’s all speculation. We need to talk to Taylor and see where that takes us first.’
‘Yeah, but… If it’s true, we’re going to need back-up from somewhere. I mean, how would he have got hold of the Blackburn case in the first place, whether he was involved or not? It shouldn’t have gone beyond the chief, except to the CPS.’
‘I’ve been thinking about that, too.’ He reached the fork in the road and took the left branch. ‘As far as I can see, if what we’re suggesting is right, there’s only two ways. Either he asked or the DCI told him. And for the latter to be the case, they must know each other. I mean, they must have known each other before this all came up.’
‘But, how would he justify asking? Unless he didn’t need to because he’s got pips on his shoulders. The chief would bend over backwards then – especially now.’
Pete pursed his lips. She was right. With Silverstone walking on eggshells with Middlemoor, he wouldn’t question, or hesitate to comply with, any request that came from there.
He turned off the main road into a narrow street with high brick walls up either side. After a while it widened slightly for a short row of houses and a garage and MOT centre. They passed that without further comment and turned up a side-street of small terraced houses, the front doors opening directly onto the pavement.
‘Where are we going?’ Pete asked.
Jill was already counting house numbers. ‘Looks like about halfway up on the right.’
‘OK.’ There were few cars parked up here at this time of day so Pete could stop right outside the house they were looking for. They stepped out and Pete knocked on the faded red door, the Volvo beeping behind them as he pressed the remote to lock it.
There was no reaction from the house. He tried again, knocking harder. Still nothing until the door to their immediate left opened and a female head stuck out, all tousled hair, bleary eyes and smeared make-up.
‘He’s not in.’
Pete turned towards her. ‘Do you know where he’s gone or when he’ll be back?’
‘I ain’t his keeper. I just heard him go out a few minutes ago, that’s all.’
Pete felt a tinge of annoyance. ‘How many minutes ago?’
She shrugged. ‘Two or three.’
Pete’s lips pressed together. ‘OK. Thank you.’ He gave her a nod and turned to Jill. ‘Fellows must have called him.’
‘So, what now?’
‘We can’t follow this line without more evidence, so back to what we were doing before it came up.’
Her brow scrunched into a sharp frown. ‘But…’ Then she slumped, realising he was right.
‘We’ll get there, if there’s anywhere to get. Just not now.’
‘Yeah.’ She didn’t sound convinced.
Pete smiled as she walked back around the car and he unlocked it. ‘Frustrating, isn’t it?’
She sighed. ‘And I’m not the one who’s been beaten up and had their house burned down. How do you do it?’
‘What?’
They sat into the car and she met his gaze.
‘Stay so even-keeled. I’d be a mess.’
He grinned. ‘Have you seen my face?’
She looked disappointed. She’d been expecting a serious answer. Or hoping for one.
Pete relented. ‘I have to,’ he said and immediately realised that could be taken either of two ways. ‘If I didn’t, I’d fall apart and what good would that do for Lou and Annie or for you lot?’
She grunted. ‘That can go around in circles, though, can’t it?’ You worry about us, we worry about you, you worry about us… And where does it get us?’
‘Up each other’s backsides, by the sound of it.’
She grimaced. He wasn’t sure what that meant until she met his gaze and asked, ‘Are you behind Jane or Dick?’
It was Pete’s turn to grimace, considering the subject of their current enquiry. ‘I’ll stay at home. But in the meantime, there’s Mr and Mrs Parsons to have a chat with.’
*
‘So, how often does your son come home, Mrs Parsons?’
‘Usually comes round on a Sunday for his lunch. Other than that, he’ll turn up when he can.’
‘Does he ever stay over?’
‘What for? He’s got his own place in the city.’
‘It was unusual for him to stay put for a couple of days, then.’ He made it a statement, not a question.
‘I suppose,’ she shrugged.
Pete nodded. ‘So, you knew something was up. Did he tell you what? Why he was laying low?’
‘He wasn’t laying low. He was just visiting for a bit. Spending time with his folks. What’s wrong with that? We was glad to see him.’
‘And you don’t watch the news?’
‘Why? There’s never anything good on it. All this Brexit crap. Nothing but drivel,’ she snorted.
He nodded. There was no arguing with that. ‘So, he didn’t tell you what he’d been up to? Or what his friends had been up to?’
‘He never does, much. Keeps it all close to his chest. Says it’s better for us if we don’t know.’
‘Well, that must worry you.’
‘Course it does, but what can you do?’
‘Fair enough. Talking of his friends, though – do you know any of their names?’
She frowned. ‘I just said: he don’t talk about all that.’
‘But, what about the friends he had at school?’
‘School! That was years ago. How am I supposed to remember that?’
‘He’s what – thirty-three now?’
‘Four.’
Pete nodded. ‘How long have you been living where you do?’
‘Thirty-five years. Ned was born and raised there. Conceived there, even,’ she added with a twinkle in her eye.
Pete wasn’t sure if she was trying to embarrass or distract him, but it wasn’t going to work. He nodded again, calmly. ‘OK. Well, if you’ve got nothing useful to tell us, Mrs Parsons, I’ll go and see the custody sergeant and see if he can bail you.’
‘Bail me? What for? What am I supposed to have done?’
‘Harbouring a fugitive, Mrs Parsons. You were hiding your son while he was wanted by the police.’
‘I just told you! I didn’t know anything about it.’
He shrugged. ‘Well, if that’s true, you’ve got nothing to worry about, have you?’
She frowned, her arms folding across her chest as she pushed herself down in the chair, her gaze flitting from him to Jane and back again.
‘Hold tight. We’ll be back in a minute. Interview suspended at…’ Pete checked his watch and quoted the time as he stood up before switching off the recorder.
He let Jane lead the way out and, rather than going straight to see Bob at the desk, opened the door of the next room, where the woman’s husband was waiting, leaning back in his chair with his arms folded and legs spread wide.
‘Mr Parsons,’ Pete said as he followed Jane in. ‘Sorry to keep you. We’ve just been having a nice chat with your wife.’ He sat down and reached for the recorder. ‘Best to switch it on,’ he said. ‘For your safety and ours. Bureaucrats, eh?’ He quoted the date and time and who was in the room. ‘Right. Your lad. He came to you last night, right? What did he say, exactly? We need to match things up as precisely as we can.’
‘Well, you won’t get me dropping him in it,’ the stocky, stubble-faced man said with a sneer.
‘I wouldn’t expect to. I’m a dad myself,’ Pete told him. ‘You know he hasn’t got the same qualms though, don’t you? He wouldn’t have come home if he had. Bit of a daft move, wasn’t it? Aside from putting you and your wife in here as accessories.’
‘Accessories to what?’ His belligerent tone wasn’t reduced.
Pete smiled. ‘Come on. Don’t tell me he only told his mum. Big bloke like him and you – what – five inches shorter than he is? Where did he get that height from, anyway? It can’t all be down to spaghetti hoops and crumpets.’
All he got in response was a sneer, but he could tell from the look in the man’s eyes that he’d sown a seed.
‘Assault. Arson. Attempted murder,’ he said.
‘What? Come off it. He ain’t ever attempted more than a well-deserved slapping. He wouldn’t be tied up in no murder. Who of?’
‘Well, that’s where it gets even worse. For him and for you. We’re talking about a police officer.’
‘Ha!’ The man’s beady eyes glittered.
That had backfired. He clearly had no more regard for law and order than his son. Like father, like son, eh? Pete thought and immediately thought of his own son, Tommy. Sometimes. ‘Oh, you like that, do you? Something for him to make you proud for a change? Killing a woman and a little girl?’
‘He didn’t!’
‘He tried to, though,’ Pete told him.
A tiny twitch of the nose and top lip told him what he needed to know. ‘If you can prove that, what do you need us for?’
‘We don’t. We haven’t brought you in for interview, Mr Parsons. I’m sure that was explained to you when you were picked up. The charges against you are harbouring a fugitive and accessory after the fact. You’re looking at quite a sentence, both of you.’
‘So, what’s all this about?’ He waved a hand around the room.
‘Just letting you put your point of view, to see if you both knew about the situation or just one of you, and exactly how much he told you, so we can put recommendations to the judge about sentencing.’
He already knew that neither of the Parsons’ had a criminal record so he doubted the man in front of him would be confident of all the ins and outs of the system.
‘I’ll do a month or two for the boy.’
Pete’s eyebrows rose. ‘A month or two? You’ll be lucky if you get less than a year or two. And how will your wife get on inside? They’re not exactly what you’d call lady-like in there. Especially some of the butch ones, eh, DC Bennett?’
Jane grunted. ‘Too bloody right.’
‘She don’t know nothing, no matter what she said.’
‘Ah, but she does. The question isn’t what she knew about. It’s what the two of you can give us to mitigate the situation.’
‘Do what?’
‘Ease your burden,’ Pete said. ‘Or sentence, at least. And you never know, you might even ease Ned’s too.’
Parsons’ lip curled. ‘How do you work that out?’
‘Well, you might know something we don’t. Like, was it all his idea? And, if so, why?’
‘Of course it wasn’t his idea. He did as he was told by that foreign bloke, same as usual these days.’
‘Which one, though?’ Jane asked. ‘I mean, there’s a couple of them he’s tied up with, isn’t there?’
‘No. Only the one.’ He began to frown, doubt creeping in.
Convinced that Petrosyan wasn’t behind it – at least knowingly – Pete was sure he knew the answer. ‘Alex Shehu.’
Parsons frowned quickly. ‘Who?’
Pete tried hard to hide his shock. ‘Who did he tell you it was, then?’
‘He didn’t. Just called him the foreigner. But it came through Stiles, didn’t it? As usual.’
‘He told you that?’
‘Didn’t need to. He’s been working with him for months.’
Pete felt a wave of relief wash over him. ‘And you know exactly what kind of work he’s been doing, isn’t that right?’
‘No. Just that he’s mentioned the name.’
‘I see.’ Pete nodded slowly. ‘So, we won’t find anything incriminating in the search that my colleagues are conducting at your house.’
A snarl curled Parsons’ lip briefly. ‘On what grounds?’ he demanded.
‘On the grounds that you were harbouring a fugitive who’s known to have been involved in serious crime.’
‘Bollocks. You can’t do that.’
‘The law says we can. And it’s too late: we are. Now, unless you’ve got anything to add, Mr Parsons, we’d best be getting on. Places to go, people to arrest. Interview terminated at… Good Lord, is that the time? No wonder I was feeling thirsty. I’ll have to go and see if Carl Gacey’s got here yet, see what he’s got to say for himself.’
‘Ha! You won’t get anything out of him,’ the older Parsons asserted.
‘Oh, you’d be surprised.’ So he hadn’t got it completely wrong. Parsons Sr did know Gacey’s name – and not just his name. ‘It’s wonderful what the threat of a prison cell and the opportunity to avoid it can do for a man’s vocal cords when he’s smart enough to see them.’
Pete quoted the time and date and stopped the recorder.
Dave met them in the corridor. ‘I was just coming to find you. I just heard from the search team at the Parsons place.’
Pete waited.
‘They found a black ski mask, a knuckle-duster and the key to a car that was reported stolen last night. Oh, and a mobile phone,’ he added with a grin.
Pete nodded appreciatively. ‘So now all we need to establish is which Parsons they belong to.’
‘Ooh,’ Dave said. ‘I like it. Gacey’s being booked in, too, by the way.’
‘I’ll let you and Jane have a go at him.’ Much as he would have like to get his hands on the man he thought must have set the fire at his house, risking the lives of his family, it would only harm their case if he gave in to the driving need for personal retribution that blazed inside him. ‘The phone’s password protected I take it?’
‘Yes. It’s gone to Technical for opening.’
‘Good.’ He paused. ‘Stiles seems to be getting closer and closer to the centre of this. He knows Januzaj, who’s part of Petrosyan’s organisation. He knows Decker, who may have killed Blackburn and is now dead so he can’t tell us, either way. He’s tied into the car thefts and the attacks on me through Parsons. The only thing we haven’t seen a connection to yet is the illegal artefact imports. Get what you can out of Gacey and I’ll see you in a bit.’ He hurried away towards the custody suite. Instead of stopping there to discuss the Parsons couple, though, he went straight through and out the back door. Crossing the car park, he took out his mobile phone and dialled.
It rang just once before being answered. ‘Yes?’
‘Are you alone?’ Pete asked.
‘Yes.’
‘Can you meet me out the back? Now?’
The briefest of pauses. ‘OK.’ And the connection was broken.
Pete crossed to his car and sat in the driver’s seat until he saw the back door open and the big, shambling figure step out. He stood up and nodded as Colin saw him and started across. They sat in the car and closed the doors.
Colin’s expression and his voice stayed relaxed and even. ‘What’s with the cloak and dagger?’
‘What we were talking about this morning. The possibility of someone in the job being tied up in all this. Jill and I got confirmation of that from a witness. He can’t give us a name, but he’s seen the man in question and he’s sure he’s a copper. Thing is, the description he gave doesn’t ring a bell with me or Jill and it does suggest someone high up in the ranks. We’ve tried to corroborate it, but the person we went to see wasn’t at home. It’ll have to wait for tonight.’
‘Where’s the connection?’
‘To the victim, Blackburn.’
Colin sat there, thinking. Then he met Pete’s gaze. ‘Just you, me and Jill for now. How do you plan to get confirmation?’
‘More witnesses, to start with. Get an ID if we can and go from there.’
Colin shook his head. ‘You can’t go from there in the usual way. If he’s got access to cases at that level, he’s got to be getting it from somewhere unofficial. And we don’t know where.’
‘Well, the only other way I can see is to catch him in person, in the location we’ve got the link through, and there’s no telling how long that would take, in terms of surveillance. Somebody would have to be out every night for the duration.’
‘That’s the time to pass it off to Professional Standards then.’
Pete grimaced but he knew Colin was right. This was more than he and his small team could handle in the way it needed. ‘OK.’
‘Where and when for tonight?’
Pete raised his eyebrows at that.
‘I’m not too old for the odd night on the town,’ Colin said, deadpan.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
They were about to call it a night with little more progress when the phone on Pete’s desk rang. He picked it up. ‘DS Gayle.’
‘Ops support. We’ve got the address you were looking for.’
Pete let the air sough out of his lungs. They’d been out canvassing the area where Keith Decker had lived for most of the day, trying to find someone who could give them the dead man’s address. ‘Thank Christ for that. Where?’
‘Parry Close.’
Pete’s eyes widened as he gave him the number. There was little chance they’d have found that without a huge effort. It was in a completely different direction to the one he’d expected.
‘Anything more you need?’
‘No, we’ll take it from here. Thanks for all your help, though. That’s great work.’
He ended the call and saw the rest of the team all looking at him. ‘Decker,’ he told them. ‘We’ve got his address.’
‘Best get round there, then. See what we can find,’ Dave said briskly, pushing his chair back.
Pete nodded and looked around at the rest of the team. ‘Volunteers?’
Every head nodded.
‘OK. It’s a flat. We don’t want to get in each other’s way so three inside, one out. Jill, you tell the guvnor what we’re up to then scoot off. Dick, it’s your turn to stand down. We’ll see you in the morning.’
Dick tipped his head. ‘If you insist.’
‘Can’t have you missing your cocoa, can we?’ Ben grinned, slapping him on the back.
‘You ever heard of the tortoise and the hare, young ‘un?’
‘What’s that got to do with it?’
‘The tortoise is on cocoa, the hare’s on speed. Which one do you think’s going to live longer?’ He turned back to Pete. ‘I’ll update the case board and dailies.’
Pete nodded. ‘Thanks.’
‘We’ll also need to have another chat with Eric Tauber. See if he can make the link to Stiles on his side of things.’
‘True. You could call the prison, see how he’s doing: if he’s up to it yet.’
*
Parry Close was little more than a shared entrance to a horseshoe of flats on two levels, some of them with integrated garages beneath. It was cluttered with bins and rubbish, the garage doors painted random colours or left to rust. Access to the upper dwellings was via a stairwell in the corner. A quick glance at the door numbers revealed that Decker’s flat was one of those on the first floor with a garage beneath.
‘Ben, you’re on bin duty and Mr Davis can open the garage for you in a minute.’ Pete led the rest of the team and the locksmith he’d had join them towards the stairwell and up to the walkway.
There was no need for the big red key. He wasn’t expecting anyone to be there who needed surprising.
He stood back while the locksmith did his work. It took moments for the man to push the door open and stand back. Pete thanked him and led the way inside.
‘Jesus! He didn’t keep his house tidy, did he?’ said Dave. ‘Either that or we’re not the first in here since he left last.’
The place had been ransacked, drawers pulled out and emptied on the floor, cushions thrown off the sofa and the sofa itself upturned, kitchen cupboards emptied onto the floor. Pete stepped through the carnage to the open door of the single bedroom. Here, the wardrobe was emptied, drawers dumped out on the floor and the bedside cabinet upturned. The mattress was hanging off the side of the bedframe, which was standing at a strange angle across the floor.
‘You think?’ Jane said.
Dave grunted. ‘It looks like, if there was anything in here to find, they’ll have found it.’
Pete looked around. This had been a frantic and desperate search, but there was something missing. Something he’d normally expect to see was not in evidence. He tried to work out what. Then he realised: a stopping point. There was no sign that they’d found what they were looking for and stopped looking. Nothing left relatively neat, compared to the chaos around it.
‘I don’t know so much,’ he said. ‘But there is one thing this mess tells us: it wasn’t a random burglary. They were looking for something specific.’
The furniture, he’d noted, was a random mix of old and new, all with the single common thread that it was well-worn, as if the occupant had got the whole lot in one trip to a charity shop without caring what it looked like as long as it served a purpose. The one exception was an old mahogany writing slope – the sort of thing he might have been left by his granny. It was on the living room floor, one hinge broken, the top askew from the base. Whoever had turned this place over would have checked it, but would they have known about the Victorian propensity for secret drawers and hidey-holes? And, if so, would they have found it? Pulling on a pair of blue nitrile gloves, he picked his way carefully towards it, picked it up and found the hidden catch. The drawer popped satisfyingly open, but was empty.
Where else?
Something tickled at the back of his mind. Something he’d seen here in the flat. Then his eyes widened as he realised. The bedroom. The chest of drawers was a massive oak piece, again Victorian, he thought, with the deep, scrolled section under the top that, to him, always seemed like a waste of space. Except when it wasn’t.
He turned to the others. ‘We haven’t got the luxury of waiting on forensics, so gloves, sharp eyes and feet like feathers,’ he said. ‘If there’s anything here, we need to find it but, before you touch anything, take photos.’
Then he returned to the bedroom.
The big chest was pulled away from the wall so that its back could be seen. All the drawers were pulled out and discarded, their contents heaped on the mattress. He didn’t need to crouch down and look inside the carcass: the previous searchers would have done that already. But, stepping closer, he reached into the space that the top drawer had occupied and felt along the underside of the section above it.
Halfway along there was a central rib that ran from front to back. The front of it felt like it had come away, the glue giving way to time and wear. But Pete knew better. He pushed it up and the facia above it popped out towards him.
A secret drawer, the full width of the chest. And inside lay several scattered items, among them – on top of a thin blue folder – sat an A4 sized picture, printed from a computer, of Ray Blackburn.
Pete photographed it then reached in and drew it out. He went to hold it up and call the rest of the team’s attention to it when he saw something on the back. Written in block capitals was Blackburn’s name and address.
‘I think I may have found what we’re looking for,’ he announced and set the picture aside to take out the folder it had been sitting on.
He opened it and found about half a dozen sheets of paper face down. He took more photographs then carefully, using the very corners, he drew them out and flipped them over on the nearest flat surface.
What he was looking at was a set of lists, each taking up just part of the page. Each page had a date at the top. They were lists of cars with make and model in a standard typeface with, written alongside, colours, locations and dates.
And the writing was the same as that on the back of the picture of Blackburn. It had to be Decker’s, which was a bit of a shame, he thought. It would have been more useful if it belonged to whoever had provided the picture, but you had to take what you were given.
The locations he noted on the top page covered a wide area in and around Devon. He took a photo, then spread the pages and took another before collecting them up and replacing them in the folder. He kept the page with Blackburn’s details separate, as it had been when he found it, and slipped the whole bundle into an evidence bag.
Stepping carefully out to the sitting room, he held up the bag for Jane to see.
‘The cigar’s mine.’
‘Are you sure?’ Dave asked, stepping out of the kitchen.
Pete looked across. Dave held what looked like a cross between a satchel and a handbag. He let it fall open and, inside, Pete could see the faint gleam of warm-coloured metal from the shiny brass loops of a knuckle-duster that appeared, somehow, to have gone rusty.
Except that brass didn’t rust.
Stepping closer, he saw in the shadowed depths of the bag, a black ski-mask and what appeared to be a cosh, made with a woman’s stocking wrapped in several layers around some kind of handle and something about the size of a cricket ball.
‘Hmm.’
The looseness of the structure, he knew, would make it much more effective than a solid club of the same size. And the rust, closer up, revealed itself to be dried blood.
So much for the theory that Decker had been some kind of undercover copper.
He met Dave’s grinning gaze. ‘So, what were you saying about everything of any use to us being already gone?’
Dave shrugged. ‘You can’t be right all the time.’
‘No, and you know what the man on the train said about assumption.’
‘So, what have you got?’
Pete gave him a wink. ‘A direct link from Decker to Blackburn and to the car theft ring.’
‘Ooh,’ said Jill, stepping out behind Dave. ‘So, who gets the rough half of the cigar?’
Dave grimaced. ‘That’s just nasty. We’ll have a donut each instead, eh? A cream one, as it’s a celebration. And you’re buying, Titch.’
*
‘How would Ray Blackburn be tied into the car theft ring?’ Dave asked.
They were back in the squad room, a box of cream donuts on the end of the workstation having been passed around the team once already, the rest of the big room deserted and in semi-darkness.
‘He didn’t even drive, as far as we know.’
‘He didn’t have a licence,’ Ben qualified. ‘Doesn’t mean he didn’t drive.’
‘Still, it seems doubtful.’
By the time they got back, Jane had confirmed that at least a couple of the cars on each of the pages had been stolen on or about the dates listed with them.
‘Why else would a car theft ring want him dead?’ Jill asked.
‘That, we’ve yet to determine,’ Dick said solemnly.
‘But the fact there is a link will pull the whole lot together when we do,’ Jane added.
‘We hope.’
‘What about this Chief bloke?’ asked Ben.
‘Huh! You want a red bow on it, too, Spike?’ Jane asked.
Ben shrugged. ‘I wouldn’t complain, if you’re offering.’
‘No but, back here in the real world,’ Dick put in, ‘Things aren’t always that neat and tidy.’
‘Always?’ Jill exclaimed. ‘You mean ever.’
‘And there’s nothing neat and tidy about a top-level copper being tied up in a mess like this,’ Pete reminded them.
‘You don’t reckon it’s Fast-track?’ Jill suggested. ‘I mean, descriptions are notoriously unreliable. They’re comparative, for a start, and it’s generally dark over there when they meet up.’
‘Which is probably the point of meeting there,’ Dave pointed out. ‘And, wishful thinking aside, descriptions aren’t often that far off.’
Jill shrugged. ‘Just putting it out there.’
‘In this case, that’s a luxury we don’t have,’ Pete reminded her.
‘Is it though?’ she asked with a frown. ‘I mean, we’ve confirmed that Decker killed Blackburn.’
‘Yes, but we’ve still to find out who paid him to do it and why,’ Dave pointed out.
‘Well, that’s the point. If we let it out that we’ve got that far, it might flush this Chief out, if he had anything to do with it.’
‘Yes, but if he didn’t, letting the general public know we’ve got that far might drive the real suspect underground,’ Ben argued.
‘I didn’t say let it out to the public,’ Jill pointed out. ‘Just internally and then only in an uphill direction.’
‘Yeah,’ Dave snorted. ‘It wouldn’t get further than Fast-track, whether he was involved or not.’
Pete pursed his lips. Dave was right. If they followed the chain of command with something like this, the DCI would block it, if only to keep his own already damaged career path on a relatively even keel. And he certainly didn’t want to tie Colin Underhill into a leak like that.
‘It could work if we could work it,’ he acknowledged. ‘But how, without getting anyone fired?’
‘Let’s have another donut while we think about it,’ Dave said.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
‘Well? Have you caught him?’ Louise demanded as soon as he stepped into the sitting room.
Colin had been home for over an hour and he and his wife, Jackie, were in the kitchen. Louise had kept her voice low, but the expression on her face gave the lie to that. She was frightened but also angry – at the arsonist and at him for bringing that kind of trouble to their door.
‘We’re getting close,’ he said.
‘Close isn’t good enough,’
He stiffened. ‘We’re doing all we can. I don’t like it any more than you do, but sometimes answers don’t just come because you want them to. Like I said, we’re making progress.’
‘Yeah, that’s this time. What about next time? Or the next? Are we going to live with our heads on backwards until you retire, looking for people coming after you, to shut you up or get revenge for putting them away?’
Pete’s jaw clenched as he fought to keep his own temper under control. This wasn’t her fault but it wasn’t his either. It was a rare, if real, part of the job. ‘I don’t know how whoever did this found out where we live, but we will catch them and we will put them away for it, for a long time. How’s Annie today?’
‘Don’t change the subject,’ she snapped. ‘And she’s part of the problem here. Her safety is, at least. It’s like you seem to draw every psycho in Exeter towards you since you went back to work. And look where it’s got us. Homeless and with our son dead in the ground.’ Her face crumpled as she finished the accusation, trying without success to hold back the tears.
He reached out for her as the sobs took hold, but she pushed him away, pulling back deeper into the sofa. The hurt stabbed through him like a knife plunged deep into his chest. He took a deep breath and straightened up, unsure what to do. If he stepped away, would she feel like he’d abandoned her? If he stayed put, would she feel embarrassed as well as angry and lash out at him again? His own awkwardness in the face of her grief and fear drew out the bitterness inside him and his lip curled. ‘I’ll see her for myself then.’
Colin’s big old house on the northern edge of the city had two spare rooms. Annie had been given the smaller of the two and she was there now. Pete knocked and went in. She looked up from her tablet, her face serious.
‘Hello, Button,’ he said. ‘How’s your day been?’
‘OK, I suppose.’
‘What are you doing?’
‘Nothing.’
‘Oh, come on. You’re doing something, even if it’s just playing a computer game or chatting with your mates on Facebook or WhatsApp.’
She sighed heavily. ‘I’m playing chess.’
His eyes widened at that. ‘Who with?’
‘Nobody,’ she said as if he were an idiot. ‘The computer.’
‘Ah.’ He nodded. ‘Are you winning?’
‘Not yet on this level.’
‘Oh, so you’re going up the levels?’
‘Only one.’
‘Well, that’s good. Nobody learns a skill instantly.’
She said nothing: just stared at him expectantly yet, at the same time, impatiently.
‘I’m sorry about all this, love, but it won’t be for long. We’ll get the house fixed up soon and we can move back there.’
‘So, what happened?’ she asked. ‘I heard you and Mum arguing.’
Pete winced inwardly. How much had she heard? Was there a need for more explaining? For adding to her insecurity as he had added to Louise’s? He hoped not. ‘That’s just the tension from the fire coming out,’ he said. ‘What with everything else, your mum’s still a bit delicate and I must admit, I’m not all that up to scratch, myself. But we’ll be OK.’
She searched his face for confirmation of this but didn’t seem to find it. Her expression shifted slightly at the lack of reassurance.
‘So, what about this chess?’ he said, changing the subject. ‘You know Jane’s husband plays, don’t you?’
‘They never said.’
‘They didn’t know you were getting into it. But they do now. Maybe he might be able to teach you a thing or two, if you fancy it.’
She pressed her lips together, liking the idea but not ready to admit it, he thought.
‘Next time you’re over there, maybe,’ he said. ‘No pressure.’
A frown flashed across her brow. ‘Why do you keep saying that? No pressure this, no pressure that. Of course, there’s pressure. It’s all around me. From you and Mum, from school, from everywhere. And now you’re adding to it, telling Roger I might want to play him at chess.’
‘I’m not trying to add anything,’ he told her. ‘Just opportunities that you can take if you want them or leave if you don’t.’
‘See? That’s what I mean. Opportunities. As if you’ll be disappointed if I pass them up.’
‘That’s not true. We give you every opportunity we can so you can pick and choose which you want and which you don’t. We don’t care if you’re a chess champion or a cake-maker. Either’s good, as long as you’re happy. We’re just trying to give you every chance of that.’
‘Well, that’s more pressure, isn’t it? Pressure to be happy, as though I could be with Tommy gone and everything so unnatural and now even the house burned down. I’m not happy. I’m sad. Why can’t everybody just see that and let me be?’
‘We’re all sad about Tommy, Button. That’s a given. I meant in the long term, when you get over that. Which doesn’t sound right, either, I know. You won’t ever get over it. Not fully. You just learn to live with it. But eventually, when you’ve done that and the loss isn’t in the front of your mind every day like it is now – at least, I know it is for me and I’ve no doubt for you and your mum too – then we want you to have the best chance we can give you of being happy in life.’
She relented with a deep sigh. ‘I know, but it’s all so… Well, it doesn’t feel right. Everyone trying to do their best for me, even people I never normally speak to. Some I don’t even know. It’s just… Weird.’
He grinned. ‘I hope that’s in a good way.’
She pursed her lips. ‘I suppose.’
‘Good. I’ll go and…’
‘Pete. Annie. Dinner’s on the table.’ Jackie’s voice came from downstairs.
He beckoned her with a tip of his head. ‘Come on, kiddo. Let’s get that big brain of yours fed and watered.’
*
Pete pulled his arms out from under the duvet and folded them across his chest. ‘I think she’s going to be all right,’ he said into the uncomfortable silence that had lasted since they climbed into bed, a good ten minutes ago.
Dinner had been awkward, the conversation stilted by the obvious problem between the two of them. Annie had noticed it but said nothing. The same applied with Colin and Jackie. He guessed they must all have thought it was just down to the stress of the fire. And, in large part, it was. But there was that other part that he couldn’t get past. The part that said, if only implicitly, that she no longer felt his job was worth the risks it carried with it.
Yet, what else did she expect him to do?
‘She shouldn’t be having to be, though, should she?’ Louise said, her voice low in the darkness. ‘She ought to be just a kid, playing with her mates, learning what they teach her in school and having a proper childhood, not losing a brother at her age, having to look after me, and all the other crap she’s gone through this past couple of years. And then losing her home on top of it all.’
‘The house will get repaired and we’ll be back there in no time. And she’s tougher than you think. Of course, she shouldn’t have to be, at her age, but she is. And there’s nothing we can do about what’s past, but we can support and encourage her into the future, give her every good time we can without spoiling her, and every chance we can to let her be a kid again for as long as it lasts. I’m sure she’ll turn out as the good-hearted, strong-minded and clever woman we know she can be.’ He grunted. ‘I know – she gets that from you.’
‘Flattery doesn’t alter the facts,’ she said. ‘No matter what you say, you brought this on us – this fire and whatever else comes after it. Your job did, at least, and the way you do it.’
Pete tensed, his lips pressing tight. ‘The way I do it is the only way I know. The way I’ve always believed is right. What am I supposed to do? Give it all up?’
‘I didn’t say that.’
‘No, but it’s what you meant. You want me to…’
‘Don’t tell me what I meant,’ she snapped. ‘You’re not in my head.’
‘All right. Put it on the other foot. If one of your patients died and the family took umbrage, wanted to take it out on you, would you give up nursing? You wouldn’t, would you?’ he went on without giving her the chance to respond. ‘And I wouldn’t expect you to, or even suggest it. It’s what you always wanted to do, what you were born to do and what you love doing. You wouldn’t be happy stacking shelves in Sainsbury’s and nor would I.’
‘I’d do what it took for the safety of my… Kid.’
He noticed the tiny hesitation and the choke in her voice after it but couldn’t back off. ‘And that’s what I’m doing: trying to make the streets a safer place for her to walk down whenever she wants to. OK, it means ungodly hours sometimes, even the threat of violence against me. But when it comes to violence against you or Annie, do you think I wouldn’t move heaven and earth to prevent that? Because I would, and this case I’m working on now needs more of that commitment than maybe any other I’ve ever worked. But if it goes sideways at any point, then you’ll have your wish. I won’t be a copper anymore.’
She gave a tiny sound, almost a whimper. ‘I don’t want you to give up being a copper. I just want to be safe. And for Annie to be safe. It’s just, that seems like too much to expect, these days.’
He had to admit, they’d suffered more than their fair share of problems lately, due to his work as well as what had happened with Tommy, but she was being unfair. ‘I don’t get to choose my cases; you know that. If I did, I’d take all the safe ones and leave the dangerous stuff to the likes of Simon Philips and Mark Bridgman, who haven’t got wives and kids to think about.’
She snorted. ‘Yeah, what good would leaving anything to Simon Philips do for anyone, useless sack of shit that he is?’
Pete could have responded, but he imagined it would only undo what he’d just achieved so he sighed and said nothing.
She let the silence stretch for a few seconds then spoke again. ‘Don’t go thinking you’re off the hook, mister. I know what happened and I know why, remember. You’re on eggshells until you catch the bastard that set that fire and whoever put him up to it. After that, we’ll have to see.’
He reached for her hand and this time she didn’t draw away. ‘You know I love you, don’t you?’
He sensed she was about to say something but held it back. ‘I do, but there’s a limit to what a person can put up with, even for that.’
He felt the frown tighten his brow. What the hell does that mean? he thought but held his silence. There was no point in jumping into that same old whirlpool again. All it would do was suck them down to a place they might not be able to climb out of, and he wasn’t sure he could stand that, with or without everything else they’d been through.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Thud, thud, thud, thud.
‘Wes Taylor! Open up. Police.’
Thud, thud, thud. Pete thumped the door with the side of his fist.
    ‘Open the door, Taylor, or we’ll put it in.’
    Jill looked at him askance and Pete shrugged. ‘He doesn’t know we haven’t got a warrant.’ He hammered on the door a third time. ‘Last chance, Taylor.’
    ‘All right, all right.’ The voice came dimly through the UPVC door, sounding groggy and half-asleep.
    ‘How to win friends and influence people,’ Jill said.
    Not the first time I’ve heard that phrase recently, he thought. ‘I don’t need him as a friend. Just as a witness. And we’ve got enough on him to compel that…’ He broke off as the door lock snicked and the white panel opened to reveal a young man with dishevelled hair, wearing a T-shirt and boxers.
    ‘What do you want?’
    ‘Police,’ Pete reminded him, holding up his warrant card.
    ‘So, what do you want?’
    ‘We’ve been looking for you,’ Pete said, making the comment more of a challenge and a threat than a simple statement. ‘We’ve got some questions that can’t wait.’
    ‘Like what?’
    ‘Do you really want to do this on the doorstep in your underwear, with my colleague here in uniform?’
    He seemed to register Jill’s presence for the first time and grunted. ‘I suppose.’ He stepped back, letting the door swing open for them.
    Inside, the place was a jumble of discarded clothing and unwashed dishes and glasses. At least there was no smell of drugs, Pete thought. If there had been, he might have had to do something about it, which would ruin his chances of getting anything useful out of the lad.
    Taylor took the one empty seat in the living room, leaving them to stand.
    Pete let Jill take up the doorway while he stepped closer, standing over the skinny youth. ‘I’ve heard your exploits include dallying with one of our colleagues,’ he said. ‘A man your friends call the Chief.’
    His expression turned sullen. ‘We haven’t broke no laws.’
    ‘I didn’t say you had, did I? And either way, we’re not interested in the odd misdemeanour.’ He shrugged. ‘Live and let live, right? We’re CID, Wes. Serious crimes.’ He held up his hands and took a step back, giving the lad some room. ‘There’s no need to panic. We’re not after you. We’re looking into a murder.’
    Taylor’s eyes shot wide. ‘A murder? Whose?’
    ‘Someone connected to your lifestyle. That’s all I can say right now. What can you tell me about the Chief?’
    He frowned. ‘You’re not…? He’s a copper. He’s not going to be involved in…’
    Pete tipped his head, keeping his expression neutral. ‘We’re just looking out for your safety, Wes, that’s all. And guys like you.’
    ‘Jesus!’
    ‘So, what do you know? Who is he?’
    ‘We don’t exactly… It’s not the kind of situation where you use real names. He just calls himself John. But I did see his badge once. He was… Well, I sneaked a look while he was out of the room.’
    ‘And? What did it say?’
    ‘I only got a glimpse. Didn’t get the full name. It was John something. But I know it said chief. Supped or something.’
    Pete glanced at Jill. That one statement narrowed their search down to just one man. He returned his gaze to Taylor. ‘You’re sure about that? What does he look like?’
    ‘Taller than you. Dark hair, brown eyes, square jaw. Really supple lips,’ he emphasized. ‘And lean.’
    ‘Any distinguishing features?’
    He frowned. ‘He’s… He’s got a tattoo on his shoulder. A swallow.’
    Pete froze, trying not to give anything away. Again, he glanced at Jill. A swallow. In this case, on his shoulder, but was it just a coincidence? In the circumstances, he couldn’t afford to make that assumption.
    ‘OK. Anything else you can tell us? Anything he said or anything you saw? Where he lives? Which way he came to the park from? What car he drives? A distinctive ring or anything?’
    Taylor was shaking his head. ‘We always meet in the park and that’s where we… Well.’
    ‘As I said, we’re not interested in all that,’ Pete assured him. ‘We’re purely looking to get closer to apprehending a killer.’
    Taylor shook his head. ‘I can’t believe he’d do that.’
    ‘We’re not saying he did. Again, you’re just a link in the chain and, hopefully, so’s he. But we need to join those links, one to the next, to get to the one at the far end, if you follow me. So, there’s nothing more you can tell me?’
    Taylor shook his head, still looking slightly dazed. ‘No.’
    ‘OK. You’ve been very helpful.’ Pete stepped back.
    Taylor looked up at him, suddenly nervous. ‘You’re not going to…?’
    Pete shook his head. ‘Don’t worry. Your name shouldn’t need to come up.’
*
    They dropped into the car and sat in stunned silence for several seconds. Then Jill turned to look at him.
    ‘There’s only one Chief Superintendent John in Devon and Cornwall,’ she said.
    ‘Yup. Call the others. We need to talk this through, and not in the office. We’ll meet at Belmont Park. We can walk and talk.’
    ‘Right.’
    As he started the car, Jill took out her phone and dialled. ‘Jane, the boss says to get everyone together and come out. Quietly. We’re meeting at Belmont Park.’ She paused. ‘Can’t talk about it now. We just need to meet without anyone ear-wigging.’ Another pause. ‘It is. Extreme hush-hush for now. OK, see you soon.’ She hung up. ‘They’re on the way.’
    Pete nodded, concentrating on driving and trying to process what they’d learned.
    They’d known it was going to be someone from Middlemoor – and someone at a high level, at that – but he’d never admitted the possibility, even to himself, that it could be one of the most senior ranking officers on the force. This was going to take some delicate handling. Kid-gloves would be too rough, and silence would have to be absolute until he’d spoken to Colin, but he couldn’t keep the team in the dark. They needed to formulate a plan.
    Silence settled in the car again, marred only by the engine noise as he drove steadily through the city traffic.
*
    ‘CS Knightley? Are you serious?’ Dave exclaimed.
    Pete stared at him, resisting the urge to respond. Do I look like I’m not serious?
    They hadn’t walked more than twenty-five yards into the large, open expanse of the park when they stopped, well off the footpath, and clustered into a tight group.
‘What’s our evidence?’ Jane asked.
    ‘Two independent witnesses, so far,’ Pete told her. ‘The descriptions match and one of them says he saw the man’s ID. Didn’t catch the surname but he got the rank and first name.’
    ‘But, a chief super?’ Ben said. ‘Are we sure these two are independent of each other and they haven’t got some kind of beef with him?’
    ‘We can’t be certain of either question,’ Pete admitted. ‘Fellows and Taylor undoubtedly know each other. But for them to be setting anyone up, they’d have had to plan it beforehand. And why would they pick on him in particular? How would they even know about him? So, we need to approach it as if it’s true. And Taylor had one piece of information that’s not in the public eye.’
    ‘Like what?’ asked Dick.
    ‘A tattoo. That only someone who’s seen him with his shirt off would know about.’
    ‘And what, exactly are they saying?’ Dave asked.
    ‘That he’s associated with Bury Meadow Park and, through that, with Ray Blackburn.’
    ‘So, you reckon Blackburn tried to put the screws on him?’ Dick suggested.
    ‘But, why would he resort to something as drastic as killing him?’ Ben argued. ‘He could have just set up a raid on the place and got them all arrested, including Blackburn. He’d never have to go near the case in person and who would have taken accusations about a copper hanging out there seriously? I mean, these days, who cares who’s gay or straight or whatever else they’re inclined to be, as long as it’s legal?’
    ‘And, more pertinent, how would he know who Blackburn was?’ Jane asked. ‘And, having proved yesterday that Keith Decker, or whatever his real name is, killed Blackburn, how would the Chief Super have set it up? What would his connection be to Decker?’
    ‘We can’t know that until we know who Decker really was,’ Pete pointed out.
    ‘So, we’re left hanging off the top of Exe Bridge by our knackers on a spinning thread with no safety net,’ Dave said.
    Pete turned to Jill. ‘You mentioned last night, we need to bring him out in the open somehow, without letting the public know about him.’
    ‘Yeah, I still haven’t figured out how, though.’
    ‘Well, now we know who we’re after, at least we can direct whatever we do more accurately,’ Jane said.
    ‘This tattoo,’ Dick said out of the blue. ‘What’s its significance?’
    Pete gave him a nod. ‘Good question. It’s not on his face, of course, but it’s a swallow.’
    That stopped everyone. They looked at each other, each fully aware of the answer to Dick’s question.
    ‘So, assuming that’s not a coincidence, what does it mean?’ Dave asked.
    ‘That, we need to find out,’ Pete said.
‘Yeah, but as soon as we mention it, people will connect it to Stiles,’ Ben pointed out. ‘And it seems like everyone who knows of him is scared of him, so what chance have we got of getting anything out of them?’
‘That’s down to your powers of persuasion, young ‘un,’ Dick told him. ‘And your positive attitude.’
Ben gave him a look but said nothing.
‘That’s the next order of business, then,’ Pete concluded. ‘Find out what the swallow’s all about. Jill, go with one of the others. I’ve got to go somewhere else. And thanks for your help this morning.’
Pete walked away, leaving the team to split up and find their CI’s, to find out whatever they could on this latest lead. He waited until he was in the car and had started the engine before taking out his phone and using it independently of the comms system.
The call was picked up quickly. ‘Yes?’
‘Guvnor. You’ve got an emergency at home.’
‘What?’
‘It’s OK, you haven’t, but we need to talk outside the office, ASAP. I thought that’d be as good a place as any.’
‘Right.’ He put the phone down without further comment, but Pete knew he would act on what he’d said. He pulled away from the kerb and drove on up the road to the north-east.
He stopped two hundred yards down the road from the senior detective’s house and waited. It didn’t take more than two or three minutes for the big man to drive past and Pete pulled out to follow, arriving behind him in case Jackie was at home.
As Colin led the way indoors, he called out. ‘Hello, love. We’ll be in the office.’
‘We?’ came the reply from the kitchen.
‘Pete.’
‘Do you want a drink or anything?’ she asked, emerging through the big, solid wood door with flour-covered hands held high and a smear of something pale and shiny down the front of her apron.
‘No, thanks. We won’t be long.’
He walked quickly along the hall and leaned in to give her a kiss on the cheek before returning to Pete, who was standing outside a closed door on the right side of the entrance.
Colin opened it and led the way in.
His office was much more what Pete expected of him, style-wise, than the half-glass cubicle at the station. All dark wood, leather-bound books and burgundy leather with a thick patterned carpet covering most of the wide old floorboards. He waved Pete to a chair and took the one behind his desk. Entwining his fingers in front of him, he waited for Pete to speak.
‘We’ve got the ID of our man at Middlemoor.’ He paused. ‘You’re not going to like it. Chief Superintendent Knightley.’
Colin kept his face straight, still saying nothing.
‘Two witnesses put him in the park, in a compromising situation, one of them identifying him positively, and we know what Blackburn was up to.’
‘Can you link him to Blackburn? Or to Decker?’
Pete shook his head. ‘Only by geography. We’ve got a possible link to Stiles, though.’
‘How?’
‘A tattoo. I don’t suppose you’ve ever been swimming with him? Or to a sauna?’
Colin’s face stayed deadpan.
‘Thought not. Supposedly, he’s got one of a swallow on his shoulder. It would be in his record, but how would we get access to that?’ 
‘We wouldn’t.’
Pete pursed his lips. He knew that. Police staff records included things like distinguishing marks in case the worst happened, but they were only accessible to higher ranks or medical staff. His eyelids rose. ‘Has he ever had cause to visit the police surgeon, that you know of?’
Colin blinked and reached for the phone on his desk. He dialled swiftly. ‘Kath? Colin. Has CS Knightley been in for his jabs?’ He paused. ‘What do you reckon to the tatt on his shoulder?’ He listened again. ‘Yeah, I thought that. More of a woman’s ankle type of thing.’ Another pause. ‘I don’t know. I was told about it but it’s not on his record. Ah, well. Need to know, that is.’ He laughed. ‘OK. See you soon. Thanks.’ He put the phone down and looked up at Pete.
‘It’s three inches across, wraps around the top of his arm.’
Pete nodded. ‘Now we need to link him to the victim. Or the killer.’
‘Vic’s easier.’
‘Except for the tatt.’
‘Stiles.’
‘Who we know is connected to the killer.’
‘Hmm.’
Pete’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He took it out and checked the screen. With a glance at Colin, he accepted the call. ‘Dick?’
‘The swallow tattoo. It’s associated with the Navy.’
Pete’s eyebrow rose. ‘Is it, indeed? That was quick. Thanks, Dick.’
He hung up. ‘Was CS Knightley in the Navy?’ he asked Colin.
‘Marines.’
Pete felt a smile begin to tug at his lips. ‘Strangely enough, so was Adrian Stiles.’



CHAPTER THIRTY
‘So, the question is, how do we approach CS Knightley, guv? I mean, we’ve got to, haven’t we? We can’t let it stand or we’re as guilty as he is. If he is. But Stiles is on the run, so do we wait until he’s caught and use that, or do we get in first, on the basis of the testimony we’ve got? And who’s going to do it? I mean, I’m just a DS. He could just chuck me out, no questions asked.’
‘Except there would be. You wouldn’t be going in there without anyone else knowing about it. And why shouldn’t you? It’s your case.’
‘I know, but…’ he shrugged. ‘I was just thinking about what might be most effective, that’s all.’
‘The gentle approach. You’re doing him a favour. Asking questions, not making accusations.’
Pete nodded. ‘OK.’
‘His direct line will be on the intranet.’
‘Right.’ Pete checked the time. It was not yet coffee time for the desk jockeys and officer classes. ‘I’ll do it from the car.’
Colin waved at the phone. ‘Do it from here. More comfortable.’ He got up and headed for the door. ‘I’ll get a coffee. Want one?’
Pete stood up. ‘I reckon I’ll need one in a few minutes. Preferably with a slug of whiskey in it.’
Colin grunted and reached for the door.
When he was alone, Pete used his smart phone to find the number he needed, then Colin’s desk phone to place the call.
‘Yes?’
He was surprised to get the man himself rather than a PA. ‘Chief Superintendent Knightley?’
‘Yes.’
‘Sir, this is DS Gayle from Heavitree Road. I wonder if I could have a private word. It’s a bit of a delicate matter. Probably best discussed in person. And time is of the essence.’
‘What kind of delicate matter?’
‘Well, it’s come to light during an investigation, sir, that you may have personal knowledge of some of the players in a murder case, so I need your input on how to move forward.’
‘Don’t. Drop it. Is that clear, Detective Sergeant?’
Pete sucked air between his teeth. ‘It’s a bit late for that, sir. It’s already on record and we can’t have any suspicion of impropriety, these days, can we? I mean, obviously, you’re not a suspect in any sense, but you do have direct knowledge of the victim that could prove invaluable. And of a potential suspect that we’re currently seeking for interview.’
Silence greeted his statement. It stretched on for several seconds.
‘Sir?’
A sigh sounded over the line. ‘This had better be good, Detective Sergeant, or your next job will be sweeping the streets. If you can even get that.’
‘I wouldn’t have bothered you if it wasn’t important, sir.’ The fact that he had, without going through channels, had to have had its effect. Whether positive or negative, he’d still to determine.
‘Meet me in an hour at the squash club on Alphington Road.’
‘Sir,’ he said, but the phone had already been put down at the other end. The line hummed, dead. Pete put down the receiver and went looking for Colin.
The older man handed him a steaming mug and raised an eyebrow.
‘He wasn’t happy, but he agreed to meet.’
*
CS Knightley was exactly as the two youths had described him. He stood stiffly at attention outside the glass doors of the squash club as Pete pulled into the car park.
He stepped away from the building as Pete approached, beckoning with a barely raised hand and heading for a grey Jaguar SUV parked at the far edge of the tarmacked area. The hazard lights blinked as they approached. ‘Get in.’
Pete climbed into the passenger side and shut the door, the smell of leather and new car filling his lungs.
‘Well?’ the senior man barked as soon as they were isolated.
Very nice, Pete thought as he drew a breath. ‘I imagine you can guess which case we’re talking about, sir?’
‘I can think of only one, but a man’s already been convicted of that.’
‘Yes, sir. Except there’s new evidence suggesting he’s innocent.’
‘Suggesting, Sergeant?’
Pete tipped his head. ‘On the one hand, suggesting. On the other, proving that, in fact, someone else did it.’
‘And what does that have to do with me?’
‘No-one’s saying it has anything to do with you directly, sir. But Mr Blackburn was known to frequent Bury Meadow Park of an evening, and he was known amongst others who visit there at that time of day for two things: physical assaults and blackmail. Unfortunately, most of the witnesses in question aren’t inclined to make complaints to the police for one reason or another which, no doubt, is why he felt able to get away with it. The point I’m getting to, sir, is that it’s been established that you were there too, and directly interacted with Mr Blackburn. So, we think perhaps you might be able to help us with why he was killed and possibly who by.’
‘Are you suggesting, Detective Sergeant, that I had something to do with that?’
Knightley’s body had stiffened, his tone had changed from one of sharp authority to barely controlled rage, but Pete was not going to be intimidated. ‘I’m not suggesting anything, sir. I’m simply asking if, as you knew the victim, you know anything pertinent to the case.’
‘Let me be quite clear, Detective Sergeant. Gayle, did you say your name was?’
‘Yes, sir.’ Again, Pete ignored the implicit threat.
‘I did not “know” the victim and, as far as I’m concerned, there is no case. A man has been convicted. End of story.’
‘Except, as I said, it’s not,’ Pete reminded him. ‘There is new evidence. No-one’s suggesting Blackburn was the nicest of individuals, but the point is, if Mr Tauber didn’t kill him, then he shouldn’t be paying the price in lieu of the person who did.’
‘Well, then, why is he? Why was he suspected in the first place? If he’s not guilty of that particular crime, is he guilty of another that we haven’t got him for?’
Pete bit down on his outrage at that suggestion for now. ‘He may or may not be guilty of something else, sir, but he’s not guilty of this, so we need to establish who is and put that person away for it. And, as I said before, I was hoping that knowing the victim and at least some of those he interacted with might give you some insight as to who that is.’
The Chief Superintendent sucked air in through his nostrils, pausing to collect himself. ‘I do not have any idea of who may or may not have been sufficiently outraged by your victim’s actions to have him killed.’
Pete’s eyes flashed involuntarily. ‘To have him killed, sir? As opposed to, to kill him?’
Knightley sighed. ‘The likelihood was mentioned in your daily reports, Detective Sergeant.’
But it was only confirmed this morning. And why the interest in this case, if you weren’t involved? He thought and gave a nod. ‘OK. So, now that we have evidence of who actually did the deed, we need to establish the reason for it. If, as you say, someone put him up to it – perhaps paid him to do it. And that’s the other thing you might be able to help with.’
Knightley seemed to relax a little. ‘How?’
‘The one firm link we’ve got – the one person we know was known to the killer – is someone you’ve also got a link to, sir. Adrian Stiles.’
‘Well, if you know who did it, why don’t you ask him?’
‘Because he’s dead too, sir. And Stiles is the only person we can say for certain knew him, as well as being among the last people to see him alive. So, as you can see, we need to speak to him. And, as you’ll also be aware, he’s on the run.’
‘Hmm. I’m afraid I can’t help you with that.’
Pete nodded. ‘We’d hoped you might be able to convince him it would be in his interest to talk to us.’
‘Except it’s not you he’s on the run from, is it, Gayle?’
‘I know he’s got other charges pending, but it could only help his cause to cooperate with us.’
‘Hmm.’
Pete grimaced. He wasn’t going to get much further here. ‘There is one more thing, sir. As someone who’s name has come up during the investigation, I obviously have to ask where you were on the days and nights in question.’
Knightley spun to face him, anger sparking in his eyes and stiffening his shoulders again. Then he relaxed, knowing Pete was right. It was basic protocol. ‘Very well. Obviously, I’m aware of when Mr Blackburn died. I was at a commemorative dinner with most of the senior ranks from Headquarters. When exactly did this other chap die?’
‘Three nights ago. We don’t have an accurate time due to how the body was disposed of.’
The man’s lips tightened just a tad. Pete wasn’t sure if it was a grimace or a smile. ‘I was at home, Detective Sergeant. Alone.’
Pete grimaced. ‘Ah. Very well, sir.’ He met the senior officer’s gaze. ‘Can anyone corroborate that?’
A definite twitch of the lips at that, he noted.
‘As I said. I was alone.’
‘No phone calls? No emails or internet use?’
The big man hesitated just a fraction.
‘I’m not here to judge, sir,’ Pete told him. ‘Nor are my team. Your private life is exactly that and I’d trust my team implicitly. Nothing would go on record that wasn’t pertinent, apart from the fact that your whereabouts were established.’
Still, Knightley balked. He was a career policeman. Any hint of impropriety could ruin that.
Pete waited.
Finally, he gave in. ‘Very well. There are emails. I have an internet-based address that I keep purely for one purpose.’ He gave Pete the details. ‘Is that everything, Detective Sergeant?’
‘I hope so, sir.’
‘Good. Well, next time – if there is one – go through the proper channels.’
‘I would have, sir. But I think we both know that channel would have been blocked and I wouldn’t be doing my job if I allowed that to interfere with an investigation of this significance.’
Knightley tipped his head in acknowledgment, allowing himself a hint of a smile.
‘Job before career, eh, Gayle?’
‘Every time, sir.’
Knightley nodded and Pete took his cue. ‘Thank you, sir.’ He opened the door and stepped out of the big car.
He was no more than half a dozen steps away when he heard the engine start behind him and the gears whine as it reversed. He took out his phone and used the speed dial function.
‘Boss?’
‘Ben, I need you to check out an alibi. ASAP.’
‘OK.’
‘I’m going to give you an email address. Check timings on anything sent out on the evening and night of Decker’s death.’
‘OK.’
Pete gave him the address. ‘And while you’re doing that, get Jill to check the dailies. Did we, at any point, put in there that we suspected someone had Blackburn killed, rather than doing it themselves?’
‘Will do, boss.’
Pete hung up and headed back to where he’d parked the black Volvo.
As he climbed in, another thought struck him. He used the car’s communications system to place a call. ‘Guvnor,’ he said as he drove away. ‘Just a thought. Is CS Knightley in DCI Silverstone’s direct chain of command?’
‘No. Why?’
‘Just something he said. About seeing something in our daily reports.’
Colin stayed quiet.
‘He shouldn’t have, then, should he?’ Data protection and so on, as crazy and overblown as it was, meant that only those directly responsible, or having legitimate cause to, should see any data. Even the Police National Database was covered. Every interaction with it was logged and you could be audited on any enquiry you made, as to whether it was pertinent to an official investigation.
‘No.’
‘Thanks.’
He ended the call and was about to make the turn onto Heavitree Road, on his way back to the station when his phone rang. He tapped the icon on the screen. ‘Yes?’
‘It’s Dick. I just heard from Dartmoor. Eric Tauber’s awake. Do you want me to go and talk to him?’
Pete suddenly felt at least a little better about life. ‘We’ll both go. I’ll pick you up in a minute.’
‘OK.’
When he got within sight of the white-rendered police station he saw Dick standing outside, waiting for him. Pete pulled over, despite the narrowness of the road, and Dick ran across and got in.
‘You’re keen,’ Pete said as he pulled away.
‘I want to get my teeth into Tauber. Killer or not, he’s been up to some naughtiness that needs resolving.’
Pete laughed. ‘Archaeology’s dear to your heart, at your age, is it?’
‘Don’t you start. I get enough crap from the others on that score. I take it the Navy link was some help?’
‘It confirms the link between the Chief Super and Stiles. And now, so does he.’
‘Who?’
‘The Chief Super.’
‘Eh? You never spoke to him?’
‘I did.’
‘Shit. You aren’t worried about the brown stuff, are you?’
Pete shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter how deep it gets when you’re already swimming.’



CHAPTER THIRY-ONE
Tauber was propped up in bed, in a single room across the corridor from the main ward. His reluctance to meet them was obvious, though, regardless of this questionable security arrangement. The other lags would know he’d been over here to talk to someone and they’d guess it was the police, even though he and the warders would claim it was a solicitor’s visit – not that that would sound much better in the circumstances, Pete thought as he watched the expression on the man’s bruised face shift uncomfortably.
‘What do you want?’ he asked.
‘We’ve been making some progress,’ Pete told him. ‘In more directions than one.’
He noted the frown of confusion.
‘You made a bit of a mistake, letting my colleague and myself go and search your house.’
‘Eh? There’s no way you’d have found anything incriminating there.’
‘Not in regard to Blackburn’s murder,’ Pete agreed. ‘But we did notice those nice archaeological pieces in the lounge and your office.’
Again, Tauber’s expression shifted just a tiny amount.
‘We looked into them, all nicely labelled as they are. It looks like you’ve been bringing things home you hadn’t ought to, Eric. Which leaves me wondering how much of that you’ve been doing and where the items have been going. I know it can be a nice little earner. Almost as lucrative as drugs, if you deal in the right kinds of items. So, knowing Ray Blackburn’s inclinations towards making an easy buck off anyone else’s insecurities, that leaves us wondering if, in fact, you weren’t involved in his demise after all. Not in person. We’ve already established who actually killed him. But we’ve also got evidence he may have been acting for a third party.’
Tauber’s eyes widened in horror. ‘Well, it wasn’t me.’
Pete grimaced. ‘Thing is, Eric, with all that money floating around, you could well have paid the man without it showing up in the usual ways, couldn’t you? How are we to prove that you didn’t?’
‘I’m telling you it was nothing to do with me. I haven’t got those kinds of funds. Jesus! I don’t bring that much back, and what I do is all to specific orders. All I do is cover costs. The rest goes to fund further archaeological work.’
Pete’s eyebrows rose at that. ‘Really? And how would you go about proving that?’
‘I don’t know. I never thought I’d need to.’
‘Then you’d better have a think. And a quick one because, at this point, you’re suspect number one, which puts you exactly where you ought to be.’ Pete glanced around the small room.
‘Wait a minute!’ He jerked up in bed then fell back with a grimace and a hiss of pain. ‘I didn’t do this.’
‘So, instead of the blindingly obvious, you’re asking us to believe that you’ve been acting like some kind of Robin Hood for ancient history?’ Dick demanded.
‘No. Well… I suppose. I never thought of it that way. It just needed to be done. And I only traded in things where the knowledge was already there. There was little to gain or lose in that respect.’
‘Except knowledge changes over time,’ Dick argued. ‘I mean, look how many things were thought to be established fact a few years ago that have turned out to be wrong. Our colleagues knew you were guilty of murder, for example. Were they wrong?’
‘Yes,’ he said emphatically. ‘OK, I take your point, but its still a question of priorities, isn’t it? Do we want more details on things we already know about or to find out about things we weren’t aware of at all? There aren’t endless funds to be able to do it all. This isn’t the nineteenth century with lords and ladies pouring their inheritances into it and taking whatever they found for their private collections or the national museums back home.’
Pete nodded. They knew only too well about restricted funding these days, with the swingeing cutbacks the police had been forced to absorb over the past several years. ‘OK. So, if we accept this is true for the moment, how do you suggest we find evidence to support it?’
‘I don’t know. It was all done in cash, for obvious reasons. I suppose there could be some evidence at the other end. The digs and research it went into. But even then, a lot of it was done anonymously.’ Then his eyes widened. ‘Ah. There is one thing. I ordered a 3D scanner from work for a university in Portugal. As a gift, rather than directly on their behalf.’ He grimaced and almost clammed up, but he’d already gone too far. He continued. ‘The order had to go through the books, obviously, and the company wouldn’t have accepted a cash payment, so it went through an offshore company. That would be traceable.’
His pained expression showed Pete he was telling the truth and regretting having to do so. ‘We’ll need the details,’ he said. ‘DC Feeney?’
Dick took out his notebook and prepared to write.
Reluctantly, Tauber gave him the information. When he was done, he released a heavy sigh. ‘So, that’s that, then.’
Pete’s brow tightened. ‘Not quite,’ he said. ‘You said what you brought in was brought to order. How was that organised? How did you contact your buyers, or vice-versa?’
‘It was all done through a third party,’ he said.
Pete felt a slump of relief. He’d been expecting something on the dark web, Craig’s List or something. ‘A third party?’
‘Yes.’
‘And who was that?’
‘I don’t know his name. He just called himself Ali. He wasn’t Arabic, though. He sounded eastern European. Usually drove a beige coloured 4x4.’
Pete felt a flutter of interest. ‘Usually?’
‘Yes. A couple of times he turned up in other things. Expensive ones. Once was a Maserati, I think. Another time… I think it was the last time I saw him… He had a Tesla. I remember it had an odd number plate.’
Pete almost shook his head. Twists upon twists. Now who was he talking about? Then a memory sparked in his mind from the list Ben had compiled. ‘N1 TES?’
Tauber’s eyes widened in shock. ‘Yes. How did…?’ Then it dawned. ‘It was stolen, right?’
Pete nodded. ‘If he wasn’t Arabic, what did he look like?’
‘About your build but taller. Always well-dressed. Expensive suits and so on. And he always had a big silver watch on. I don’t know if it was a Rolex, but something on those lines. A bit on the swarthy side. Tanned, maybe. Dark hair and angular features.’
‘What colour Tesla was it?’
Tauber frowned, confused.
From the corner of his eye, Pete noticed Dick doing the same.
‘I think it was dark red. Burgundy.’
‘And the Maserati?’
‘Silver. I said I think that’s what it was. I’m no petrol-head.’
Pete pursed his lips. ‘We’ll look into all this. If it pans out, it’ll be good for you. If not, well…’ He shrugged. ‘We’ll see. You say he called himself Ali. How did he contact you? Or how did you contact him?’
‘He came to me at the start. I did a couple of things on my own, hence the offshore. He bought one of them. A piece with trilobites – several of them all in a row like mother and ducklings. It was a pale sandstone and the trilobites were polished up dark brown. Really decorative.’
‘What would you do with something like that?’ Dick asked.
Tauber shrugged. ‘Trim it thin enough, you could frame it, I suppose,’ he suggested. ‘Or just mount it on a stand, as is.’
Dick grimaced. He clearly didn’t understand the attraction. Not that Pete did, either, but… ‘So, then what?’ he pressed.
‘He asked me how much I could get hold of and what types of thing, said he had friends who might be interested. The next thing you know, he was offering to act as middleman and increase my turnover. I was a bit cautious at first. I mean, a few friends is one thing, but going too big could get some unwanted attention. But, being careful, it turned out OK until…’ His voice tailed off.
‘Until what?’ Pete pushed.
‘Well, he broke it off. He didn’t trust me anymore, if you can believe that. He said he’d had a break-in. They’d found some stuff and tried to put the squeeze on him.’ He shrugged.
‘Why would he connect that to you?’
‘I don’t know. I asked, but he wouldn’t say. Just kept on and on, had I told anyone about what we were doing? I hadn’t. And I never knew where he lived anyway, so how could I have had anything to do with it?’
‘You pointed that out, I suppose?’
‘Of course, but it made no difference. That was it. Finish the deal we were already working on and end of.’
‘So, do you know what happened about it?’ Dick asked.
Eric shook his head.
‘But you suspect,’ Pete said.
A shrug. ‘Ray’s dead, isn’t he?’
‘And you were with Rebecca,’ Pete said, changing tack again, trying to throw him.
‘Yes.’
‘So, how do we prove it? Where were you? What were you doing? Who did you see? Who did you talk to?’
‘Jesus! Steady on. One thing at a time. I’m in a hospital bed here.’
‘Which doesn’t answer any of our questions,’ Dick pointed out, keeping the pressure up.
‘I don’t know. We were at home. At my place. We didn’t talk to anyone, as far as I remember, and certainly no-one came round.’
‘So, what did you do?’
‘What – you want all the sordid details?’ he demanded with a sneer.
‘Don’t be childish,’ Pete told him. ‘We’re the ones trying to do you a favour, remember.’
‘Well, it doesn’t feel like it.’
‘So answer the question,’ Dick pushed.
He shook his head. ‘We watched a bit of telly, I think. Had dinner. Talked. Had a laugh and a giggle, a bit of… Well, you know. Had a shower afterwards. I might have… As a joke, taken a picture or two.’ He smiled. ‘She got the phone off me and deleted them though. And that was it. Evening ended. Time for bed. Sleep,’ he added with a stern look at Dick.
‘Where did you meet Ali?’ Pete asked, switching subjects again.
Tauber gave a tiny shake of the head. ‘Various places. Out of town and out of the way. Mostly out in the open, except for the first time.’
Pete nodded. ‘How were these meetings arranged?’
‘A drop-off on a Wednesday for me, Thursday for him.’
‘A dead-drop?’
He nodded.
‘Where?’
‘A park in the city. Near the clock tower.’
Pete and Dick looked at each other. That meant only one place – Bury Meadow Park.
*
Pete took his phone out as they crossed the prison car park and quickly found a speed dial number.
‘Dave,’ he said when it was answered. ‘You checked the call log on Eric’s phone the other day. Is the phone itself in our evidence crate?’
‘Yes, why?’
Each team had their own crate in a locked room in the custody suite for evidence relevant to their current cases. ‘It needs fetching out and the chip running through data recovery. We’re looking for pictures that may have been taken and deleted on the night of Blackburn’s death.’
‘OK. It takes a while to run, mind. You won’t get results in the next five minutes.’
‘I know. So, sooner the better, eh?’
‘Right.’
Dick stayed silent as Pete ended the call and put the phone away. It wasn’t until they were in the black Volvo that he spoke. ‘So, we’re thinking Shehu?’
Pete tipped his head, knowing Dick was trying to force a square peg into a round hole.
Dick’s eyes widened. ‘You can’t be thinking of the Chief Super?’
‘They both fit, appearance-wise. And we know the Chief Super frequents Bury Meadow Park after dark.’
‘Yes, but… He’s a copper.’
Pete’s eyebrows rose as he glanced across at Dick. ‘It’s a bit of a stretch to suggest at this point that Shehu’s gay too, isn’t it? And there’s coppers, judges, MPs, even Lords amongst the criminal classes,’ he said. ‘It doesn’t matter how rich or powerful they are, they always want more. Greed and power are like that. Like a black hole, the more they suck in, they don’t get any lighter – just bigger and more powerful.’
The corners of Dick’s mouth went down. ‘That’s a bit deep for a Thursday afternoon.’
‘I’m just saying, there’s nothing stopping a copper, however high ranking, from being bent. Excuse the phrase. Look what happened in the Met, back in the seventies.’
Dick frowned. ‘Even I’m too young to remember that.’
‘Get out of it. You must have been in your teens.’
‘Yes, but the closest I ever got to the Met in those days was watching The Sweeney on telly.’
‘I rest my case. We’ll need to check with Harrison and his mates on the Maserati and the Tesla. He already said he was working for Shehu.’
‘He also said he had a Maserati at some stage,’ Dick recalled.
Pete nodded. ‘I don’t remember him saying when or what colour though. But he did say Shehu wasn’t the top of the tree.’
Dick looked sideways at him. ‘You’ve got a real downer on the Chief Super, haven’t you?’
‘It doesn’t matter who he is or what job he’s got: he’s a legitimate suspect until we prove otherwise. We know he’s tied to Stiles, and he’s linked to the car thefts, the attack on me in Princesshay car park, the fire at my house and the man who killed Ray Blackburn. What more do you want?’
‘On the other hand, we know Shehu was burgled and had his briefcase nicked just before Blackburn was killed,’ Dick pointed out. ‘And Trotter must have told them Blackburn had the case.’
‘Fair enough. I’ll talk to Parsons, you take Gacey. They might be able to give us something. Stiles acted as middleman on the car thefts, at least some of the time, but Shehu might have had to do some of his own dirty work. It’s a shame we haven’t got any more of the gang yet.’ He paused as a realisation struck him. ‘We haven’t been out to that compound where the cars seem to congregate after they’re nicked yet, either. Let’s get Dave and Jane to do that now. Tell them to take pictures of all the likely suspects with them and see if anyone recognises them.’
Dick nodded and took out his phone.
‘In the meantime, as you said, we know Shehu had a burglary that wasn’t reported. I wonder if the neighbours know anything about it. A bit of supporting evidence should get us a warrant for him and his house.’
‘From two years ago? Half of them have probably moved and they certainly wouldn’t have any evidence.’
‘But those who haven’t moved might have seen something. Comings and goings. An alarm going off. A repair man visiting.’ He shrugged. ‘Maybe even word slipped out somehow.’
Dick’s lip curled dubiously.
‘And you tell Ben about having a positive attitude.’
Dick grunted. ‘Yeah, I suppose.’
‘Get Ben and Jill to go out there, see what they can dig up while we talk to Parsons and Gacey.’
‘Right.’ Dick tapped the screen of his phone and lifted it to his ear.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
‘So, Ned. Last chance to do something worthwhile for yourself. Our meeting in Princesshay. The fire at my place. Who ordered them?’
Parsons’ eyes widened but he stayed quiet.
‘It wasn’t Adrian Stiles. He was gone before all this started. So, who?’
Parsons’ lips thinned.
‘How about if I give you a description, maybe even a name, and you can nod or shake your head?’
‘A nod is as good as a wink,’ he quoted. ‘And a wink’s as good as an admission, which is as good as talking.’
Pete pressed his lips together. ‘I’m not trying to set you up here, Ned. Just the opposite. The guy’s going down, whether you talk to me or not, it’s just a matter of how soon and if you can make a bit of mileage out of it in the meantime.’ He shrugged. ‘No reason why you shouldn’t, eh?’
‘If you’re so sure you’re going to get him, why do you need my help?’
‘Call it guilty conscience. I was a bit hard on you and your parents the other day. I got a bit carried away. I expect you would have, too, if it had been the other way around. Who wouldn’t? It’s family. But then later I thought, you’re trying to protect yours, the same as I’m trying to protect mine.’
‘So why would I turn around now and put them in more danger than you could ever manage?’
‘Well, that’s the point, isn’t it? To cut that danger by putting the man inside, where he can’t go after anyone.’
Parsons grunted. ‘Who says he can’t? He’s got a reach you can’t imagine, inside or out.’
Pete nodded. ‘Yes, while he’s got a power-base to support it. But what about when his reputation’s shot? Once he’s caught, he’s not Mr Invincible anymore, is he? He’s just a bloke who eats and sleeps and has a piss like the rest of us.’
‘Except with connections you could only dream of.’
‘Such as who?’
‘How would I know? It’s just what I’ve been told, that’s all.’
‘By the way, just out of interest, you said you’d taken a Maserati for him, didn’t you?’ Pete said, changing the subject to throw him off.
Parsons shook his head. ‘Yes. So?’
‘What was it like?’
‘Bloody uncomfortable. I wouldn’t want one. Why? What’s that got to do with anything?’
‘What colour was it?’ Pete persisted.
‘Silver.’
‘And what about the Tesla?’
‘Eh? I didn’t… Ah, you mean the one Carl lifted. Now, that was a nice motor. Real plush. That, I wouldn’t say no to.’
‘How do you know, if you didn’t take it?’
‘Well, he showed me the pictures of it. He deleted them after,’ he added quickly.
Pete’s lip rose in a shrug. ‘I could always get them back.’
Parsons frowned.
Pete grinned. ‘Didn’t know that, did you?’ He nodded. ‘We can recover just about anything from a phone, deleted or not, as long as the chip’s still in one piece. Anyway, back to the matter in hand, what about these supposed connections your boss has got? If they’re so powerful, that’s to your advantage, isn’t it? I mean there’s safety in silence for those who haven’t been caught yet and only one way to guarantee it, right?’
‘Well…’ He hesitated, head shaking, seemingly unable to deal with this new twist in the conversation. ‘If they can get to him inside, why shouldn’t they get to me, too?’
‘Why would they? You don’t know them.’
‘No, but…’
Pete shrugged. ‘If you’re no danger to them, they’ve got no reason to do you any harm. So, which is it going to be? Guarantee your mum and dad’s safety or the bloke’s we’ve just been talking about?’
Parsons’ eyes narrowed as he struggled to think his way through this, but Pete knew what the outcome would be. He hadn’t excluded it, so…
‘OK.’
Pete nodded. ‘Good choice. So, tell me.’
‘I don’t know his name. Adey just called him the boss.’
‘But you met him. After Adey took off.’
‘Yes.’
‘So, tell me about him. Height, weight, hair colour, accent. What car was he driving? Does he wear glasses, have old acne scars or a limp?’
Parsons was shaking his head. Pete worried for a moment that he’d swamped him with too many questions, but he sat back and waited. Finally, Parsons collected his thoughts and looked up to meet Pete’s gaze.
‘He’s taller than you. About the same build. Smart. Dark hair, brown eyes, foreign accent. Like them Ruskies you see in movies and that. Drove a little sports car when we saw him. Carl said he recognised it. He’d nicked it a few days before.’
Pete fought to keep the grin off his face. ‘Carl had?’
‘Yeah.’
‘What else?’
‘Nothing. That’s it.’
‘So, Carl was there too, when you met him.’
‘Yes. He didn’t know it, mind. Carl stayed back out of sight. Insurance.’
Pete tipped his head. ‘A wise move.’
‘Yeah, well… What Adey said about him, I wasn’t going to go without.’
‘Why? What did Adey say?’
‘Said he was into more than just cars. Guns, too. And drugs and whatever.’
Pete was very tempted to ask what “whatever” meant, but he resisted. Cars, guns and drugs were enough, and they tied in neatly with what he’d been told by Gagik Petrosyan. He placed his hands flat on the table between them. ‘OK. Well done, Ned. I reckon that’s the best thing you’ve done in a good while.’ He stroked his jaw, which was no longer aching but still showed the faint signs of their fight. ‘I could almost forgive you for this.’
*
The staff canteen was half-full of uniformed men and women at this time of day, a steady hum of conversation and the rattle of cutlery covering anything the two men didn’t want overheard. Each had a real, filtered coffee steaming quietly in front of them as they sat opposite each other by the window that looked out over the car park at the rear of the building. Dick had picked out a chocolate muffin while Pete stuck to the drink.
He took a sip. ‘How did you get on?’
Dick chewed a mouthful of muffin and tried to talk around it but failed, so stopped until he’d swallowed. ‘He talked eventually. One of the things he told me was that the man who ordered the attacks on you said you might be a copper, but you were still a man and men could be silenced like the one who’d nicked his briefcase.’
Pete froze, about to lift his coffee cup from the saucer in front of him. ‘Say that again.’
‘The man who ordered the attacks on you was the same one who ordered the hit on Blackburn, for seeing what was in his briefcase.’
‘Shehu.’ Pete was still sitting motionless.
‘Shehu,’ Dick agreed.
Pete blinked. Before he knew it, his phone was in his hand and his finger was hitting the speed dial number. The phone went to his ear. It was answered after just two rings.
‘Ben,’ he said, heart fluttering. ‘Get away from there. Now.’
‘What?’
‘Stop what you’re doing and both of you get back here ASAP.’
Dick, he noticed, had stopped, the muffin halfway to his mouth, and was staring at him blankly.
‘Why? What’s happened?’
‘We need to get armed response out there. We’ve got confirmation that it’s Shehu that had Blackburn killed and he’s dealing in guns as well as the cars and whatever else he’s been up to.’
‘Shit.’
‘Get back here. I’ll call in the artillery.’
‘Jesus, I never thought of that,’ Dick muttered as Pete hung up and redialled.
‘Control, how can I help?’
‘This is DS Pete Gayle, Heavitree Road CID. I need armed response out to Clyst Honiton ASAP. We’ve got a suspect who we believe to be armed in a residence out there.’
‘One moment, sarge.’ The line went hollow. There was silence on the line for a few seconds, then the female dispatcher was back. ‘They’re on route. If you give me the details…’
Pete gave the address and outlined the situation. ‘I’ll meet them out there,’ he finished.
‘Very good, sarge. I’ll pass all that on.’
Pete took a slug of his coffee and put it down as he got up. ‘Come on,’ he said.
Dick took a sip of coffee and brought his cake with him as they hurried across the busy room towards the door.
In moments they were in the car and Pete was starting the engine. He waited until they were on Heavitree Road, heading out of town, Dick chewing on the last of his muffin, before he said, ‘We need to establish for sure if Shehu’s at home before we go busting down his door. Get your phone out and give him a call. If he answers, give him a line like, “Hello, is that Mickey?” as if you’ve got the wrong number.’
‘Hmm.’ Dick took out his phone, checked the number and dialled.
It rang and rang. On and on. Five rings. Six. Seven. Finally, there was a click. ‘Hello?’
‘Hello, is that Mickey?’ Dick gave Pete a look. Really? Mickey, as in mouse?
‘No. There is no Mickey here. Who…?’
‘Sorry, must have got the wrong number,’ Dick said and hung up. Looking at Pete again as he lowered the phone, he tipped his head. ‘He’s in.’
‘Perfect.’ Pete hit the button on the car’s integrated comms system. ‘Oscar Sierra Tango from Delta Sierra Golf. Target is on location. Repeat, target is on location.’
‘Received.’
‘Bloody good job you got Ben and Jill out of there when you did,’ Dick said. ‘Especially if he’s armed.’
‘Yes.’ Pete flipped on the blues and twos, concentrating on the road ahead as he wove through the traffic towards the motorway junction and the village beyond.
*
They met up at the edge of the village. The three vans had got there a few minutes before Pete drew up behind them in the Volvo, having turned off the lights and sirens as he emerged from under the motorway. All but the head of the team stayed in the vans as Pete got out and met him on the roadside, protected from the view of passing vehicles by the big vans. Introductions were brief and to the point.
‘So, what’s the story?’ asked the big, black-clad sergeant.
‘We’ve got an Albanian male in a bungalow on the far side of the village. He’s a known dealer in firearms, so we need to assume he’s armed and, judging by his reputation, he’s not going to submit willingly to arrest.’
‘He’s got no markers against him for arms,’ the other man pointed out.
‘It’s a recent discovery.’
He nodded. ‘Is he likely to be alone in there?’
‘We don’t know. He’s married and checks reveal they’ve got a small daughter. Two years old. But where the wife and daughter are is unknown at this point.’
A grimace. ‘So, we might have a hostage situation.’
‘It’s possible,’ Pete admitted.
‘No way of enticing him out into the open, away from them?’
Pete shook his head. ‘He’s a figurehead rather than a down-and-dirty criminal. At least, he sees himself that way.’
‘So, two options. Fast and furious, catch him unexpected, or slow and careful, bearing in mind the innocent parties that may be present.’
‘And which you choose depends on what we find when we get there.’
‘Exactly. The terrain. Surroundings. Risks to members of the public and ourselves. We’ve got to do this safely.’
‘I know,’ Pete said. The place would be surrounded. Shehu would be going nowhere, except in cuffs. It was just a question of how long it took and what damage he could wreak in the meantime. ‘I’ve got no personal connection to him so I could try the direct approach, seeing as I’m not in uniform. Knock on the door and ask to speak to him.’
‘Really?’
Pete shrugged. ‘If you don’t try… At least, it might tell us if he’s alone in there.’
‘True, but I don’t want you between us and him, if it comes to it.’
‘I can hit the deck pretty quick.’
The man grinned. ‘Yeah, looks like you’ve been doing a bit of that recently.’
Pete grimaced. ‘That was with a bit of help from a third party.’
‘And not quite quick enough, eh?’
Pete tipped his head.
‘We’ll use a drone, get the lie of the land before we get too close and spook him,’ the armed response man decided. ‘Go from there.’
*
The bungalow was big and sprawling, built of stone and tile. The drone footage had shown a large swimming pool and a hot tub in the landscaped back garden. There were no cars on the drive, but there was a double garage built into one side of the residence, which was approached by a gravel drive bordered by twin lines of conical trimmed evergreens.
As the drone operator closed the screen, Pete looked up at the man standing beside him.
‘What do you reckon? Peaceful approach and see what happens?’
The black-clad man, who’d given his name as Caplin, tipped his head. ‘If you’re sure he doesn’t know you. But on your head be it if anything goes pear-shaped, considering it was you who felt the need to call us in.’
Pete nodded.
‘OK. Let us get into position before you go in. We don’t want him running off anywhere if Plan A doesn’t work out. I’ll radio you.’
They parted company and in moments, a stream of black-clad men in helmets, masks and goggles poured from the three vans like an invading army, radios on their stab-vests, pistols holstered low on their thighs and matt black Heckler and Koch assault rifles, muzzles angled groundward as they ran towards their pre-determined positions around the perimeter of the property.
In less than five minutes, Pete’s radio crackled.
‘In position. Repeat, in position. Go ahead, Delta Sierra Golf.’
‘Received,’ Pete responded and gave Dick a nod. ‘Wish me luck,’ he said.
‘I hope you don’t need it,’ Dick responded, his face looking glum.
Pete gave him a wink and started the engine.
The big wooden gate across Shehu’s drive was closed but not locked. Pete stepped out and opened it then drove the hundred feet or so up to the front of the bungalow.
‘Sit tight,’ he said to Dick as he opened the door.
‘I doubt I’ve ever been tighter.’
Pete laughed. He crossed to the wide oak door with it’s long steel handle down one side, beside a narrow, offset strip of frosted glass. There was a doorbell close beside the frame. He pushed it and heard a soft chime from within.
Moments later, a shadow moved behind the glass, there was the gentle snick of locks and the door opened.
The man standing in front of him was a long way from what Pete had expected. Tall, with thick dark hair and a chiselled, handsome face like a romantic novel might feature on its cover, he was dressed in chinos and a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to just below the elbows.
‘Yes?’ His accent was far milder than Gagik Petrosyan’s too, Pete noted.
‘Alexander Shehu?’
‘Yes.’
Pete lifted his warrant card. Honesty was the best policy. ‘DS Pete Gayle, Exeter CID,’ he said, watching carefully for a reaction. ‘I just wanted to ask you a couple of questions, if that’s OK. There was an incident the night before last. A house fire. I wondered if you’d heard or seen anything that could be relevant.’
The man’s face remained deadpan. No reaction at all. ‘A house fire? Where?’
‘In Whipton. And we’ve reason to believe it was set on your orders, Mr Shehu.’
Shehu’s face twisted into a snarl. ‘Fuck off and talk to my lawyer.’
He went to slam the door but Pete’s foot was there first, well over towards the hinges so it wouldn’t get crushed in the jamb.
‘Alexander Shehu, I’m arresting you on suspicion of…’
‘No!’ the man roared, heaving on the door so that Pete’s foot slid on the polished floor tiles.
With the advantage of height and leverage, he was always going to win, but Pete had expected as much. The fact that he’d started the arrest process was enough. He snatched his foot back, letting the heavy door slam.
He darted back into the car and keyed the radio. ‘All yours, Oscar Sierra Tango. Resisting arrest on top of the other charges.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
One of the vans surged up the drive and slid to a rapid halt between Pete’s Volvo and the front door of the bungalow, more black-clad officers spilling from it like storm-troopers, weapons raised.
‘Armed police! Alexander Shehu, come out now!’
Pete was always amazed at the force they yelled at, decibels seeming to count for more than clarity.
‘Come out with your hands where we can see them! Do it now!’
No response.
‘We are armed police. Come out or we will use force.’
‘What the hell’s he doing in there?’ Dick muttered. ‘Weighing his options? He’s only got two, for Christ’s sake. Come out peacefully or start shooting.’
‘Well, I can’t see any furniture going up against the windows,’ Pete said. ‘So, hopefully, he’ll be coming out in a second or two.’
The Armed Response sergeant yelled again. ‘Making entry in five, four, three…’
Bang.
The report of the handgun almost drowned the shattering of double-layered glass as the round smashed through from inside the property.
Two deeper, fuller reports cracked out rapidly from the assault rifles lined up on the house.
‘Put the weapon down and come out with your hands where we can see them,’ Caplin yelled. ‘There’s no other way out of this for you.’
A single shot was the reply. It ricocheted off the rear corner of the police van to who-knew-where.
‘Do you want to try and talk him down?’ Pete asked Dick. ‘A mature and calming influence.’
‘An expendable old fart, you mean.’
Pete shrugged. ‘Whatever you prefer.’
Dick grunted. ‘Thanks. I can give it a go, with their permission,’ he said, nodding towards the man who’d been doing the shouting up to now.
‘Sergeant Caplin,’ Pete called and waved him over.
He approached, one eye on the bungalow despite the big van being between it and them.
‘Would it be OK with you for my DC to try and talk him down?’
He shrugged. ‘It’s not like we’ve got a specialist negotiator on-call twenty-four seven.’
‘Have you got a loud-hailer, though?’
‘In the van.’
Dick opened the car door and followed Caplin towards the big van. Caplin slid the side door open and reached in, coming out with a loud hailer and showing Dick the switch on the side.
Dick looked back at Pete for confirmation and Pete gave him a nod to carry on. Without stepping away from the van, he waited for Caplin to close the door and raised the megaphone. Pressing the button, he spoke in a calm and reasonable tone, letting the horn do its job.
‘Mr Shehu, this is DC Feeney. You might as well give it up and come out. We’re not going anywhere and the fire at DS Gayle’s house did no lasting harm. No-one was hurt, so it’s nowhere near as bad as it could have been. But we can’t leave you here with unlicenced firearms. You know that.’
‘You have nothing on me. Go away.’
‘We can’t do that, Mr Shehu. Not now you’ve shot at us. Come out without the gun and I promise you won’t be hurt.’
‘And if I don’t?’
Pete noticed his accent was getting stronger as he became more agitated.
‘Then my colleagues here will come in and I know you wouldn’t want that.’
‘Try it! Only one at a time can fit through the door and this is an automatic I have here.’
‘Do you really want to leave your wife a widow and your child without a father?’ Dick argued with another glance at Pete that revealed the exasperation he was managing somehow to keep out of his voice. ‘You’re not going to win this. Surely, you can see that?’
‘Give it time. You will withdraw. I can guarantee it.’
Dick dropped the megaphone from his mouth and crossed to Pete with a look of horror on his face. ‘Are you thinking what I am, bearing in mind what we’ve been told in the last two or three days?’
‘And who I met this morning?’ Pete shook his head. ‘I hope it isn’t true.’
Caplin came over to them. ‘Is there a problem?’
‘If there is, it makes this situation a lot more urgent than it was,’ Pete told him. ‘And we need this man alive even more than we did before.’
‘Great. No pressure, then.’
‘I’ll keep trying,’ Dick said. ‘He’s got something up his sleeve that he thinks is going to end this to his advantage rather than ours.’ He stepped away from the car and raised the megaphone again. ‘Alex,’ he said. ‘You don’t mind if I call you Alex, do you? Do you really want to put your daughter through this? Your wife might understand what’s going on, but a little girl, barely more than a baby? To see her daddy bleed out on the floor in front of her? And add to that the explosion of the stun grenade, the smoke, the Star Wars storm troopers running in there with their faces covered and guns drawn. She’d be mentally scarred for life.’
‘This is my house,’ Shehu shouted back. ‘Go away.’
‘At least tell me she’s safe. Where is she, so we can avoid the worst of it for her? Bedroom? Bathroom?’
A pause.
‘Safe.’
Dick looked across at Pete, dropping the megaphone away from his face again. ‘He’s stalling.’
Pete nodded.
‘What does that mean?’ Caplin asked.
‘The wife and child aren’t here,’ Pete said.  
‘And you’re thinking, as he’s known for dealing in arms…’
Dick tipped his head in agreement.
‘OK.’ He keyed his radio mike. ‘Beta team, stealth mode. Alpha team…’
Pete’s phone rang. He glanced impatiently at the screen as Caplin continued to speak into his radio. The timing couldn’t be worse.
Jane.
He touched the green icon. ‘Jane.’
‘Boss, we’ve got a runner. The red Seat that Stiles was last seen in.’
‘Shit.’
‘He’s headed out for the Sidmouth road. We’re following, but…’
Her little Corsa wouldn’t stand a chance against the high-powered hatchback and they couldn’t afford to lose him now. ‘OK. On my way.’ He threw the phone onto the passenger seat without switching it off, his other hand reaching for the ignition. Dick looked round at the sound of the engine. ‘Got to go,’ Pete called. ‘Stiles is running.’
Dick lifted a hand but Pete was already peeling away, gravel spitting beneath the Volvo’s tyres as he swung it hard around and floored the accelerator. He was only two miles away from Jane, but between them were just narrow country lanes. It was going to take a good deal more than two minutes to get there.
He turned out of Shehu’s driveway, flicking on the lights and sirens once more.
Moments later, his radio crackled again. ‘DC Miles for DS Gayle. Subject turning left, left, left, onto Sidmouth Road.’
‘Received. Call in reinforcements,’ he advised over the radio.
‘Already have,’ came the reply. ‘They’re on route.’
He turned right and passed two old cottages and a small orchard. The high hedge on the right dropped away, leaving him on a small country lane that twisted and turned towards his destination. The road was potholed and worn, but Pete couldn’t afford to spare the car’s suspension now. Urgency was paramount. He just hoped he didn’t meet anything along here. If he did, someone was going to be going off-road.
He rounded a bend and passed a field gate on the left. A morass of mud flowed out of it where a tractor had emerged and returned repeatedly, shedding huge clods from its tyres along the tarmacked surface, then driving over them on subsequent runs so that it was difficult to tell where the road surface ended and the wheel-trodden verges began.
‘Inconsiderate bastard,’ Pete muttered as dirt rattled on the underside of his car and sprayed up either side off the tyres.
A curve in the road revealed where the trail of filth turned into a farmyard fifty yards along on the right,. With a tarmac surface to aim at once more, he gunned the engine, speeding up despite the state it would leave the car in.
He rounded another bend and saw, on the left, a hundred yards or so ahead, the steel fencing and the buildings behind it that made up the small industrial area where they’d suspected the cars had been taken for cleaning and any other work necessary before being shipped out. Beyond, he could see the junction with the main road.
His radio sprang to life.
‘Subject right, right, right, into Bourne Valley industrial estate,’ Dave reported.
Two miles away, Pete thought. Once he got onto the main road, ninety seconds. He braked for the junction and pulled out, relying on the sirens to warn any traffic. With a lorry close behind him, he put his foot down hard, grateful that he hadn’t been three seconds further back, so he got caught behind the big truck. Ahead, he saw a car transporter and thought again of Shehu’s car stealing gang. Had they been bold enough to use one of those to take the stolen vehicles out of the yard behind him?
But that was for later.
He accelerated past the transporter with its clean, new Jaguar cars nose-to-tail on two levels, the bonnets covered with protective plastic sheets. He sped past the occasional house or farm along the single-carriageway road. A car pulled over to let him past, then another. High hedges rose up to hem him in at either side then dropped away again to reveal rolling farmland.
His phone rang. No number. He used the comms system to accept the call. ‘DS Gayle.’
‘Gayle, this is Caplin, Armed Response. We’ve breached the bungalow.’
Perfect, Pete thought. At least we’ve taken one step forward today.
‘I’m afraid the subject didn’t make it,’ Caplin continued.
Shit!
‘He came out shooting from a side room as we went in. He didn’t leave us any option.’
Fair enough, but now that line of enquiry really was stuffed. Would they be able, now, to find out who Shehu was working with, going up the ladder?
‘Received,’ he said. ‘Thanks, Caplin. Your guys are all OK?’
‘Yes, thanks. Sorry we couldn’t take your man alive and well. These things happen occasionally, I’m afraid.’
‘Of course. Safety’s always top priority,’ Pete said. ‘Thanks, guys.’
He saw the turn coming up on the right as he ended the call, the sign for the industrial estate standing clear beside it, though there was no sign of any buildings.
He made the turn onto a narrow, hedge-lined road. It was not for another hundred and fifty yards that it showed any sign of being other than another country lane like so many in the area. Then the hedge on the right disappeared, leaving a clear view of an open field with, beyond it, the first of the big grey and blue buildings that made up the industrial estate.
‘Where’s our back-up?’ Dave’s voice came over the radio.
Another voice responded. ‘Four Seven. We’re just passing the theme park entrance. ETA four minutes.’
And another: ‘Five four. Right behind you, Four Seven.’
Anyway, he’s going nowhere from here, Pete thought. This is a dead-end.
‘Temporary loss,’ Dave reported. ‘Temporary loss.’
But they’d seen him turn in, so it was only temporary, Pete reassured himself. He wanted to pull in at the side of the road where he was, but it was too narrow. Just beyond the first turn-in on the right, though, he saw a service-road running parallel on the left behind a thin line of scrubby-looking saplings. He pulled in there and positioned the car for a quick exit.
‘In position,’ he told Dave and Jane. ‘I’m covering the exit point so you guys try to flush him out.’
‘Will do,’ came the reply.
‘Four Seven, can you close the front door on him in case I miss him?’ Pete requested.
‘Affirmative.’
‘Five four, if you can assist in the search,’ Pete continued. ‘This place is a bit of a maze. It wouldn’t be hard to hide a hatchback amongst all the other vehicles down here.’
‘Will do,’
Pete waited, checking both ways in case the Seat appeared from the first entrance, a few yards to his right, instead of up the road from his left. One way or another, they’d have him now. He had nowhere to go.
He waited.
The patrol car in its blue and yellow Battenburg colours cruised down the lane towards him, blue lights flashing though its sirens were silent.
‘Five Four, can you check that first entrance on your right?’ Pete requested.
‘Received.’
He watched the car turn in and disappear behind the two trucks parked to one side of the wide junction.
‘Jane, Dave, how are you getting on?’ Pete asked over the radio.
‘We’re working our way towards you from the far end,’ Dave replied. ‘Nothing yet.’
He’d gone to ground somewhere amongst the maze of buildings, vans, lorries and cars. They were going to have to find the red Seat then the man himself for, surely, he wasn’t still in it.
Pete felt a wave of cold dread as a new realisation dawned.
If Styles wasn’t still in the car, would he still be here? Would he have hopped a ride out of here in another vehicle? He could have nipped onto the back of a lorry or even asked for a lift on some pretext.
He thought about the possibility of stopping and searching every vehicle leaving the estate, but it would be a logistical nightmare, even if they had the manpower out here. And, chances were, if he was going to make that kind of move, he’d already have done so. The chaos they’d be causing as well as the resources they’d be draining from other duties could easily be all for nothing.
Styles was a trained soldier. He wasn’t going to rely on anyone else if he could help it and they couldn’t be sure how inclined towards stealth he might be, as opposed to direct action. Rather than having their man cornered, it could well be that they were already back at square one with a suspected killer on the run, who-knew-where, in an unknown vehicle. And if his driver had seen him, what would that mean for the driver? How desperate would Styles be to hide his direction and whereabouts?
‘No red Seat on the first section,’ reported car Five-Four.
Which didn’t help Pete’s sudden doubts. He keyed the mike. ‘OK. Work your way down, you’ll meet DC’s Bennett and Miles at some point in a green Corsa.’
‘Received.’
The patrol car emerged from the side-road, turning down past Pete’s position. At least now he could concentrate his attention in one direction.
Further down the road, the patrol car turned into another entrance. Pete saw the bright green of Jane’s little car emerge from another side-turn and come towards him. It turned in again and vanished from sight. Still, there was no sign of the red car. Then:
‘Five Four. Red Seat. It’s here.’
Pete felt a thrill of excitement. ‘What’s the index?’ he demanded, trying to stay focussed and logical.
‘Echo X-ray…’
Damn. Pete keyed the radio. ‘It’s the wrong registration, Five Four. Have a closer look, though. He might have switched plates.’
‘Will do.’
Pete waited, tension wracking his brain and tensing his muscles. Time seemed to stand still, despite the movement around him, vans and lorries coming and going, people here and there among the buildings opposite where he sat.
‘No sign of tampering, Sarge,’ the disembodied voice came through the car speakers. ‘We’ll check the units around here, see if we can find an owner.’
‘Received.’ Then a tingle of fear sparked through him. ‘One of you stay with the vehicle,’ he said quickly. ‘We don’t want him doing a runner while you’re out of sight.’
‘Will do.’
It would take twice as long that way, but so be it.
Further down the road, he saw Jane’s car again. Their next stop would be the same one as the patrol car. Pete keyed the radio again. ‘Jane, you and Dave assist Five Four with the search, yes?’
‘Will do, boss,’ Dave replied.
Again, Pete settled to wait. This time, though, he didn’t feel nearly as confident or relaxed. Styles had to be here somewhere. That had to be his car. Jane and Dave had seen him turn down here, so where was he? Then his radio crackled again.
‘Car identified,’ came the voice of the traffic cop in car Five-Four. ‘It belongs to the manager of the car parts depot here.’
‘Dammit!’ Pete slammed his hand on the steering wheel.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
‘Good thing he’d left this running.’ Ben looked up from the computer in Alexander Shehu’s grandly appointed home office. ‘Look what I’ve found.’
‘What’ve you got, Spike?’ Dave asked as he entered the room to stand beside Pete, behind the young PC.
‘You saw the security cameras outside,’ Ben replied.
‘Yes.’
‘Well, this is one of the few clips he’s kept off them.’ He hit the return key and the big screen turned from black to bluish, a surprisingly sharp image resolving into a monochrome video that showed what they knew, by now, to be the rear of the house they were standing in.
At last, some positive news, Pete thought.
They’d searched the industrial estate again, thoroughly, after the disappointment of the red hatchback being the wrong one, but the car Styles had been in was not there. How he’d pulled it off, they didn’t know, but he’d slipped away from them somehow.
The only good thing was, he was still in the same car, unless he’d switched later. Nothing had shown up in the way of newly stolen cars yet, and they’d put out an alert across Devon and Cornwall as well as neighbouring forces. In the meantime, they’d begun the search of Shehu’s bungalow as soon as the others could get here.
Pete focussed on the screen in front of him. As he watched, a man walked into shot, dressed in a thick coat, dark woollen hat, dark trousers and gloves. He approached the patio doors and took something from his pocket.
‘Here we go,’ said Dave.
The figure on the screen seemed to press one end of some kind of implement to one of the glass panels near the middle of the doors and inscribe a circle with the other end.
‘Oh,’ Dave said, standing beside Pete. ‘Not what I expected.’
With a sharp tug, the figure lifted out a circle of glass and set it aside, then repeated the process for the inside pane. Setting that, too, on the slabs to one side, he reached through, unlocked the door and stepped inside. The video sequence paused, then restarted. The time stamp had advanced by just four and a half minutes when the man stepped back out and shut the doors behind him.
He’d gone in empty-handed. Now, he carried a briefcase and a holdall. And as he turned away from the glazed doors, the moonlight illuminated his face clearly.
‘Andrew Trotter,’ Pete said.
‘There’s the break-in everybody’s been talking about, then,’ Dave concluded. ‘So, it was Shehu’s order Blackburn was killed on.’
Pete grimaced. ‘Steady. Two dots don’t make a line.’
‘They do from A to B,’ Ben observed.
‘Yeah, not helpful,’ Pete said. ‘Unlike that footage. Now, if you could find something on there that proves he ordered it…’
Ben glanced over his shoulder at him. ‘Would he really have been stupid enough…?’
‘He was stupid enough to keep that film,’ Dave pointed out.
‘Yeah, why would you do that?’
‘I wouldn’t. Not that I’ve got anything worth breaking in for in the first place. He might have enjoyed watching it back, knowing he’d done something about it, though. Savouring his revenge, sort of thing.’ 
‘Yeah, but still…’
‘He clearly wasn’t expecting us to be looking at it,’ Pete said. ‘Keep searching that thing while the rest of us see what we can find in the 3d world. Good work, that,’ he finished with a nod at the screen. ‘Make sure you get a copy of it.’
‘I already have.’ Ben pointed at a thumb-drive that was sticking out of a port on the computer tower beside the screen.
Pete nodded and stepped away. ‘Anybody else found anything useful?’ he called.
‘Not yet,’ Jill responded.
‘Nor me,’ Jane added.
‘No… Maybe,’ Dick said from one of the bedrooms. ‘Hold on just a sec. Yes,
I’ve got a door. It’s locked and there isn’t a handle, but it’s definitely a door.’
    ‘Well, if it hasn’t got a handle, how d’you know it’s a door?’ Jill demanded as Pete headed towards the room Dick was speaking from.
    ‘It moves. Just a tiny bit, but it does.’  
    Pete went in and saw that Dick was peering into the back of a floor-to-ceiling wardrobe that ran the full length of one wall. The older man turned to him. ‘It looks like one of those press and return ones, only it’s locked somehow.’
Stepping closer, he saw Dick had pushed an array of hangers to one side, revealing a white panel in the back of the wardrobe. There were lines down either side of it, about three feet apart.
    ‘It could be,’ he agreed. ‘Have you tried either side of it?’
    ‘Yes. Solid as a rock and there’s no other divisions like these further along.’
    ‘So, how does it unlock?’
    ‘I don’t know. I’ve tried all around it.’
The panel was almost halfway along the stretch of clothes storage, a good six feet from the nearest corner.
Pete went to the next room. It was another bedroom, but it didn’t have a matching storage arrangement. There was just a blank wall with the bed backed up to it but something didn’t feel right. Stepping back into the room where Dick was still working in the back of the wardrobe, he paced from the door to the wardrobe then returned next-door and paced from that door to the wall and from one door to the other. Subtracting twenty inches for the depth of the wardrobe, he said to Dick, ‘Whatever you’ve got there’s got to be about two and a half feet deep.’
‘There you go, then, ye of little faith,’ he said loudly.
‘Is there a spare light switch anywhere around?’ Pete asked him.
Dick ducked out to look at him. ‘Dunno. Hadn’t thought to try them, being daylight.’
Pete reached for the one beside him. He flipped it and the small chandelier in the centre of the ceiling came on. Across the room there were lamps at either side of the big bed. He stepped across and checked one of them. 
‘Damn, there’s even one in here for the bloody wardrobe,’ Dick said and flipped it.
Pete saw the light come on in there, illuminating the grey-suited man and an array of clothes to either side of him.
‘There’s another one up here.’
Dick reached for something near the top of the open wardrobe doors. He heard the click of a switch and saw Dick jump slightly and spin around.
‘Whoah, here we go.’
Pete stepped across as the white panel in the back of the big cupboard swung inwards. From inside the wardrobe, Dick said, ‘Well, weird as that is, it just opens into a big box of nothing.’
But the door had blocked the full width of the space, Pete noted. ‘Let me see.’
Dick backed out, making room for him. He looked into the roughly three by five-foot space and could see just two things: a light switch near his shoulder and, high up in the far corner, what looked like a bathroom extractor fan. Stepping inside, he flipped the switch and part-closed the door until he could see beyond it to a small lit room. Long and narrow, it was painted plain white and contained a small desk across the far end, a picture hanging above it and a collapsible wheelchair folded up against the back of the wardrobe.
It was the opposite wall that was of chief interest, though. A white-painted pegboard covered most of it, pegs dotted across it holding a variety of guns and small shelves with boxes of ammunition. There were handguns, shotguns and even some automatic weapons. Pete sucked air in through his teeth as he stared at the deadly display.
This lot would potentially be worth more than the cars Shehu was shifting. Prices on the black market were through the roof for this kind of hardware. He felt a deep rush of gratitude and relief that they’d prevented it all getting onto the streets. A lot of lives would be saved by their actions today.
He pulled his gaze away from the weapons, towards the isolated picture above the small desk. It looked over-sized and somehow incongruous in this space. Roughly three by two and a half feet in size, the dark frame held what was clearly an expensive original oil painting of an eighteenth-century pastoral scene in portrait format. But why was it there? Pete closed the door further so that he could get closer. The angle of the light clearly showed the brush strokes that formed the work and it showed something else, too: a small shiny patch on the right side of the frame. He reached for it then paused, looking more closely all around it. Three more tiny patches of wear showed on the outside of the frame, roughly opposite the single one on the inside.
He took a pair of nitrile gloves from his pocket and pulled them on before reaching for the side of the picture again, avoiding contact with the wear points as he eased the edge forward. It swung out on a pair of hinges mounted on the other side to reveal a wall-mounted safe.
‘Hello, Mr Shehu. What have we got here, then?’ he muttered. Then, more loudly; ‘Dick, see if Ben’s found a stray key in the office. Or if there’s one on Shehu’s body.’
‘What sort of key, boss?’
‘A safe key.’
‘Ooh. That sounds interesting.’ Pete heard him leave the room. ‘Ben, have you come across any stray keys in there?’
*
Pete slipped the key into the lock of the safe and turned it. There was a soft snick and the door swung open.
Inside, there were just three items. A red pen. A black pen. And a book.
More accurately, a small ledger.
He drew it out and laid it on the small desk to open it carefully at a random page. There were several columns, laid out almost like a spreadsheet.
His eyes scanned across the headings. Make: Model: Reg: Taken by: Date: Delivered to: Date: Price.
A full account, almost as if prepared for Shehu’s accountant or the tax man. Pages of cars, stolen and delivered to order. The takers and receivers were indicated simply by initials, but Pete instantly recognised some of the former. PH. AS. NP. CG. There were others, but he didn’t know who they were.
Yet, he thought.
They might be small fry in the scheme of things, but they were still criminals and a menace to society. As such, they needed taking off the streets and, to that end, he would pass the ledger on to the traffic division when he’d finished with it. But, for now, it was going to take his investigation another step – or even several steps – forward.
He closed the book and picked it up. Stepping out of the hidden room, he headed for the front door.
‘Harold,’ he called, thinking immediately of an old TV sitcom, a few episodes of which he’d caught on re-runs.
The rotund, bespectacled forensic investigator looked up from what he was doing near the front door.
‘Detective Sergeant?’
‘Third room on the right.’ Stepping closer, Pete pointed back over his shoulder. ‘In the back of the wardrobe is a secret room. I left it open for you. I need all the evidence you can find from in there. Hair, DNA, fingerprints. We need proof of who used the room and its contents.’
Pointer nodded. ‘Very well.’
Pete clapped him on the shoulder. ‘You’re a star, Harold. A bright, shining star in a dark world of ignorance.’
Pointer’s eyebrows rose in shock. ‘That’s awfully profound for this time in the afternoon, Detective Sergeant.’
‘I need a bit of light amongst all the shit that’s happened in the past few days.’
Harold turned serious – as if Pete had ever seen him any other way. ‘Yes, I heard about the fire. Is everyone all right?’
‘We’re fine.’ Physically, at least, he thought, picturing Annie’s face when she’d learned of the fire. ‘Thanks for asking. I’ll leave you to it.’ Pete turned away, not wanting to continue the conversation, even though he’d started it. He went back inside. ‘How are we all doing?’
*
It was the end of the day and almost everyone in the other teams had left the squad room by the time they downed tools to compare notes and update the case board.
‘So, what have we got from the day?’ Pete asked the team, leaning forward at his desk.
‘What we haven’t got is any indication that he was working for someone else,’ Dave summarised. ‘There’s plenty on who was working for him, but no chain going up from there. Jane’s checked his bank records. Ben’s checked his computer. Jill’s checked his address book and emails. I’ve checked his land-line records. Dick’s gone through his mobile phone records. And there’s nothing, unless you’ve got anything off the CCTV.’
Pete shook his head. ‘His home cameras and the compound down at Hill Barton both came up empty. No-one who looks likely and no-one I recognised.’
They all knew who that alluded to and Pete knew at least some of them were relieved by the fact, including himself, from a purely professional point of view. He’d spoken to the man and got the impression that he wasn’t involved but had begun to wonder if he was right – if his judgement was still all it should be.
This suggested it was, but the absence of proof was not necessarily the proof of absence. They had to be completely sure.
‘What about his movements? If they didn’t come to him, maybe he went to them.’ He looked to Dick to confirm or deny the possibility.
‘The tracking data on the phone we’ve got says not, but he wouldn’t be the first in this case to have one dedicated to the job and stashed away somewhere unconnected.’
Pete nodded. ‘In which case, the question becomes where would he have stored it?’
‘Hill Barton, maybe,’ Ben suggested. ‘Anyway, there’s one thing we haven’t checked. That Porsche is pretty new so it’ll have a tracker built in. If he’s used it to go and fetch a second phone, even if he left his main one behind, we can track him with that.’
‘Unless he’s got a GPS blocker,’ Dave said.
‘Eh?’ asked Jill.
‘A little plug-and-play gadget that blocks the GPS signal from your car. You can buy them on-line. They’ll do the same for a phone if you’ve got one in there, too.’
‘You’re a cheerful bugger, aren’t you?’ Jane complained.
Pete’s phone rang beside him. He picked it up. ‘DS Gayle.’
‘Control. The car you put an alert out on earlier has been spotted on ANPR. Two units on route as we speak.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Pete led the way out of the Heavitree Road police station with lights and sirens blaring, heading east once more in the gathering evening with the rest of his team following, each in their own car except Dave, who was back on two wheels, having fully recovered from the accident when he’d lost his big old Norton a few months before. He’d got himself a new machine only a few weeks ago – a Triumph this time, in dark red livery but, once again, an old classic.
He’d had to stop and pull on his leathers but he’d soon catch them up.
‘Entering Feniton village,’ came the report over the radio.
A small village off the A30, west of Honiton, Pete knew. Tiny lanes in and out where, presumably, Styles would hope to lose his pursuers. Either he was supremely confident or he knew the area. And he was around fifteen miles from Pete’s current position. The only saving grace in that respect was that he was heading towards Exeter and he had two patrol cars on his tail, giving regular updates on his location, speed and direction.
Pete and his team could spread out, once they cleared the city, and close in to intercept him.
Pete passed the Whipton junction and kept going, his full attention on the road ahead, driving hard, relying on the other road users to get out of his way. A brief spark of emotion crossed his mind at the condition of his house and how it had got that way, but he pushed it down. He needed his full concentration on driving.
A couple of minutes later, he went through the traffic lights under the motorway and emerged on the other side. Traffic here, on the multi-lane section around the motorway junction, was always heavy, but the drivers were aware of their surroundings and moved easily aside. He ploughed on through, the others still close behind him. A quick glance in the mirror told him that, as expected, Dave had caught up and was amongst them.
‘Subject clear of Feniton village, heading west on unclassified road towards Talaton.’
They were some seriously rural lanes, Pete knew. Narrow, single-track roads that twisted and turned from one isolated farm to the next with nothing but fields between. What was Styles playing at? Was he familiar enough with the area to be hoping to lose his pursuers around there or was he just winging it, on a hope and a prayer?
Pete was still far too far away to intervene, but his mind ran through options of where he could get off the dual carriageway to try to intercept the fugitive, depending on which direction he took.
‘Subject crash, crash, crashed,’ came the voice over the radio.
‘No,’ Pete shouted. ‘Dammit, no. Not another one.’ Tension and frustration knotted his stomach and cramped his hands on the steering wheel, his foot pressing instinctively down on the accelerator. He desperately wanted to respond. How? Where? Is he OK? Are you OK? What happened? There were so many questions he needed answered, and needed it now, but he held off, keeping an iron grip on his emotions. They would say more when they had more to say.
But, what the bloody hell happened, for God’s sake? He couldn’t have lost another suspect?
‘Jesus,’ he muttered.
Ahead, the traffic seemed to be snarled up, a mix of cars, vans and lorries filling both east-bound lanes as they vied for position, trying to make faster progress than those around them. Pete already had his lights and sirens going. There wasn’t much else he could do to carve a way through.
A small white van pulled over out of his way, slotting into a space that was nowhere near large enough between a lorry and another van so that the van behind had to brake sharply.
That was going to add to the hold-up, Pete thought, imagining one vehicle after another braking in a ripple effect that would flow back down the road until the traffic thinned enough to end it. The lorry in front of him now didn’t seem to be responding. He leaned on the horn, giving it a two-second blast to add to the effect of his sirens, and finally it signalled and moved over. One after another, the other drivers moved across into the slow-moving line in the left lane or as far over to the right as they could, making way for him to squeeze the car through like a motorbike would.
As Dave would.
Pete checked the mirror briefly.
Jane’s little green car was behind him, Dave on his bike behind her. If Styles was still on the road, it would make sense to let Dave through and away, but he wasn’t.
What the hell had happened? Why had the officers on scene not reported in yet?
The radio hissed as if in response.
’Four Nine. Subject detained. Ambulance required, just west of the railway bridge on the Feniton to Talaton road.’
God! He could resist no longer. He keyed the radio. ‘Four Nine, DS Gayle. What’s the suspect’s condition?’
‘Conscious and moving, Sarge. He lost traction coming off the bridge, didn’t make the bend. The car’s in the field, wheels down. Air-bag went off; trapped him until we could reach him.’
Pete slumped, the tension leaving his body in a swoop of relief.
‘Thanks, Four Nine. We’ll be there in six minutes.’
‘Received.’
Those six minutes as the sun sank lower behind them, the warm light cutting across the fields and shining onto the fronts of the houses they passed as they skirted the edge of the village, seemed to last a lifetime.
Styles was OK and he was in custody.
Now all Pete had to do was get him to talk. Get him to roll over on the man – or men – he had been connected to for the best part of his life.
He grunted a laugh as he passed a fork in the road that would lead him away from the village towards the hump-back railway bridge that had proved to be Styles’ undoing. No pressure, then.
*
The patrol car was parked on the near side of the narrow brick-sided bridge, its blue lights flashing a warning. One of the officers stood at the open driver’s door and Pete could see two figures in the back. He drove past, over the bridge, and immediately saw what had happened.
A scrape on the tarmac in the middle of the narrow road showed where the red car had bottomed out when it hit the ground, having gone over the bridge too fast. There was a large divot knocked out of the grass at the edge of the road straight in front of him and, several yards beyond that, sitting like an abandoned shipwreck in a sea of green, was the Seat, it’s driver’s door open, the remains of the airbag visible, half-deflated, the hatchback popped up and the tyres embedded deep in the earth.
There was no visible damage to the dense thorn hedge between the road and the car.
He pulled up, as far onto the grass as he could safely get, a few yards beyond the area of impact, and got out of the car. Dave’s bike rumbled and growled as he drew up behind the patrol car, Jane’s little green Corsa behind him and Ben behind her.
Dick and Jill were still on the way, having split off when they came off the A30 to try to head off the fleeing car.
Pete heard an engine from further up the lane as he stepped up onto the brow of the bridge and turned, expecting a farm vehicle, but instead seeing Dick’s grey Ford coming slowly towards him. He moved closer to the patrol car as Dave swung a leg over the bike and took off his helmet, Jane stepping out of the Corsa behind him.
He nodded to the uniformed man at the driver’s door. ‘Everyone OK?’
‘Yes, Sarge. He’s in the back there with PC Cramer. We’ve read him his rights on dangerous driving and failing to stop.’
Pete leaned down to look into the back of the BMW. The second officer – Cramer – sat beyond the glass. The window buzzed down. Pete gave the man a nod then focussed on the smaller figure at his far side. ‘Adrian, I’m DS Gayle. We need to talk.’
He gave Cramer a nod and he stepped out of the car. Pete sat in his place and turned to face Styles in the shaded interior with its array of lights and buttons, keyboard on a pull-out platform and built-in sat-nav on the dashboard.
‘Are you all right while we wait for the ambulance to check you over?’
Styles nodded.
‘To start with, I’m afraid I’ve got some bad news for you,’ Pete said. ‘Your friend Alexander Shehu. He, uh… He made a major error of judgement earlier. Decided he wanted to shoot it out with a team of armed police officers. He didn’t make it.’
Styles grunted, lifting his head briefly. He gave no other response.
‘So, out of interest,’ Pete continued. ‘Not that it matters now, but where’ve you been hiding, the last week or two? We’ve been looking everywhere for you.’
‘Not everywhere,’ Styles said, straight-faced.
Pete shrugged. ‘Well, clearly not quite, but you know what I mean.’
Another grunt. ‘Alex has got a mobile home on his land. Access from the far end. He let me stay there for a bit, as long as I stayed out of sight. Didn’t want to involve his Mrs and daughter. Had got a mobile home. Is that true?’
‘That he’s dead? Yes, unfortunately. I wanted to talk to him, too. It sounds like he had a good relationship with his wife. She’ll be devastated, I expect. And his daughter.’
Pete knew nothing about Shehu’s marriage, but it couldn’t do any harm to appear sympathetic. There had obviously been some degree of friendship between Shehu and the man beside him.
‘We do everything we can to avoid injury or death to anyone – on either side of the law – but I was told he came out shooting. I wasn’t there at the time. Chasing down a fugitive. Which reminds me: how did you pull that off at Bourne Valley?’
‘Eh?’
‘The industrial park, earlier.’
‘Oh, that.’ Styles grinned – his first show of emotion since Pete had set eyes on him. ‘Blind luck, really. I overtook an artic and there was another red Seat in front of me. I slowed a bit, tucked back out of sight under the lorry’s nose without making him brake, and the other guy turned off so I just kept on straight. Your boys took the bait, did they?’
Pete grunted. Give him his little triumph, it’ll make him feel superior – more likely to open up. ‘Wasted best part of an hour down there,’ he said.
‘Huh!’
‘So, where did the connection between you and Shehu come from? How did you meet?’
‘Through a friend.’ Styles’ grin disappeared, his narrow features with the small tattoo on his cheek, falling back into blank repose.
‘Who – John Knightley?’
Styles’ head snatched round to face Pete, brows clenched, his small eyes searching.
Pete shrugged. ‘He told me about his connection to you, through the marines.’
‘Why would he do that?’
‘Because I already knew about it.’
‘You’re a detective sergeant, you said? He’s a chief superintendent. How’s that work? He’d just tell you to mind your own.’
‘He probably would have if I’d been the only one who knew about it, but I wasn’t, so it didn’t leave him a lot of choice if he wanted to keep his career on track. Or his pension.’
Pete wouldn’t push the point any further. Let Styles figure out for himself that meant Knightley’s priority was himself, he thought.
Behind him, he glimpsed a reflection of blue lights and glanced out the back window. The ambulance was pulling up beside Jane’s car, a few paces behind them.
‘Time to get you checked over,’ he said and reached for the door handle.
*
Pete leaned his elbows on the table in Interview Room 1, Jill relaxing in the chair beside him. ‘So, Alexander Shehu didn’t kill Keith Decker and nor did you.’
‘That’s right.’
‘How do you know Shehu didn’t do it?’
Styles’ lip curled scornfully. ‘He didn’t do stuff like that himself. He paid other people. Kept himself clear of it. Only sensible, isn’t it, if you can afford it?’
Pete tipped his head, accepting the point. ‘But, you don’t know who did it?’
‘I don’t know his name, no.’
Pete picked up on the tiny slip. ‘Do you know how Shehu found him? Contacted him?’
Styles clamped his mouth shut.
‘Or did he contact him?’ Jill asked. ‘Sorry, boss,’ she added, glancing at Pete. ‘Maybe someone else did it for him?’
Styles’ face took on a condescending look – exactly as Jill had planned, Pete guessed. ‘Like who? He wouldn’t have trusted anybody but…’ His expression closed down abruptly.
Almost. ‘We’re not trying to trap you here, Adrian,’ Pete said. ‘We’re after the top man. The one who gave the order.’
Styles grunted. ‘Well, you’ve had that, haven’t you? Your mates killed him.’
‘You mean Shehu was the top man in the organisation?’ Jill asked, frowning.
Styles smiled faintly.
‘So, what’s this story about the top man having all kinds of massive clout?’
His smile broadened. ‘Fantasy,’ he said. ‘We spread that to keep people in line. It was his idea. He got it from me being connected to John Knightley.’
‘How did he know about that?’ Pete asked.
Styles shrugged. ‘I must have told him, I suppose, but John never had any real connection to Alex. They didn’t know each other.’
‘Really?’
Styles’ eyes narrowed. ‘Really.’
‘So, back to Ray Blackburn,’ Pete said. ‘We know who killed him. Or at least, what he was known as in Exeter. My question is how and why he got the job. And who killed him.’
‘Eh?’
Styles’ reaction seemed genuine.
‘Killed him,’ Pete repeated, hoping to provoke him further. ‘Are you telling me you didn’t know?’
‘No, I didn’t.’
Pete shook his head. ‘How many killers are in this car theft ring?’
He watched closely for a reaction and was rewarded with a tiny, brief hint of a smile. ‘Apparently, more than I knew about.’
‘But you did know about the guns. So, where did you find Decker? Or where did Shehu? One of the arms buyers? Then you kill him. How’s that going to go down with the guys who loaned him to you? OK, Shehu’s dead, but was it him who made the contact? Or did you do that for him, perhaps?’
Styles’ eyes tightened.
‘If you did, I reckon you’re going to have a bit of a problem with them. You don’t borrow something, break it and then give it back, do you? Not acceptable in any circles, that isn’t. And if they’re lending out killers…’
Styles pressed his lips together. ‘He was from Brum,’ he said after a pause. ‘Some big gang up there, into drugs, girls and so on. Alex had a contact with them. I did the legwork. I don’t owe them anything but I want some sort of deal for telling you about them.’
‘And who should I ask about that?’ Pete countered. ‘Oh, hang on. Of course: Chief Superintendent Knightley.’
Styles shook his head. ‘You do it by the book, mate, or you get nothing.’
‘Hmm. I’ll have to get back to you on that. Interview suspended at…’ Pete checked his watch. ’20:19 hours.’
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
‘So, what’s he got to say for himself?’ Dave asked as Pete stepped out of the interview room, holding the door for Jill.
‘What are you doing here at this time of night?’ Pete countered, looking around the assembled team. ‘Haven’t you got homes to go to?’
‘Beside the point,’ Dave persisted. ‘What about Styles? Did he cough for it?’
‘Some of it,’ Pete said.
‘He insists CS Knightley’s not involved, though,’ Jill told them.
‘He would, wouldn’t he?’ Jane countered. ‘Regimental loyalty and all that.’
‘Well, we know honour among thieves is a myth,’ Jill said with a shrug. ‘He’s just proved that.’
‘How come?’ asked Ben. ‘Did he turn over on Shehu?’
Pete nodded. ‘As much as he could without incriminating himself. Claims he didn’t know Decker was dead. And he seems genuine on that.’ He turned to Jill, who nodded agreement. ‘He doesn’t know much about Decker, except he was from Birmingham. We still don’t know his real name, but he seems to have been tied in with a big gang up there who specialise in drugs and the sex industry. Styles used one of Shehu’s contacts with the gang to make the arrangements.’
‘So, we’ve got him on conspiracy,’ Ben declared with a grin.
‘Hold up there, Spike,’ Dave cautioned. ‘We’d need evidence for that.’
‘How hard can that be?’ Ben countered. ‘We’ve got his phone. He had it in the car.’
‘OK.’
‘Whether he rolled on the Chief Super or not,’ Jane said, ‘He was here several times while Simon was on the case. Not in the squad room, of course, but I saw him coming and going a couple of times when I was going to the kitchen and back. You did, too, didn’t you, Dick?’
Dick pursed his lips. ‘Once, yes,’ he admitted with obvious reluctance.
‘So, he was pushing the case along, putting the pressure on, or at least showing an undue interest,’ Dave said.
‘We can’t say that for sure,’ Pete cautioned. ‘There could have been any number of reasons for him to be here.’
‘Yeah, right,’ Jill said. ‘You’ll be telling us you believe that next, boss.’
‘It needs checking and confirming, not assuming.’
‘How are we going to do that?’ Ben demanded. ‘It’s all well and good checking on Adrian Styles, but CS Knightley’s a different kettle of fish entirely. No way I’d want to get caught checking his phone records!’
‘It’s a good job it’s not for us to do, then,’ Dick said. ‘If it’s necessary, it’s a job for Professional Standards. And in his case, there’s no reason not to pass it on to them. It’s not like we’d be protecting the station by keeping it in-house, like we have been up to now.’
‘I don’t reckon we’ll ever have a definitive answer on whether he was involved,’ Dave said.
‘Depends if it all starts up again,’ Jane replied. ‘If so, we get another chance to prove it.’
‘For now, let’s call it a night, eh?’ Pete suggested. ‘Styles can stew until morning. Then I’ll see if we can do something about the deal he wants.’
*
‘She’s in bed. I looked in about twenty minutes ago and she was fast asleep. A bad day, I think,’ Louise said, looking up from the dinner table.
‘Poor kid,’ Jackie added. ‘Come on, sit down. I’ll get you something.’ She stood up, her plate newly empty.
‘I don’t want to put you out,’ Pete said.
‘It’s in there, ready for you.’
‘Thanks.’ Pete took his place at the table. He’d been ready to go up and see Annie when he saw she wasn’t at the table, but Louise had stopped him.
He glanced at Colin, across the table. ‘We got Styles,’ he said. ‘I’ll talk to him in the morning.’
Colin nodded. That would be the extent of shop talk for the evening.
Pete turned back to Louise. ‘So, what happened with Annie today?’
‘She broke down in one of her lessons. Cried like there was no tomorrow, according to the teacher I spoke to. I don’t know why. She wouldn’t tell the teacher and she wouldn’t tell me, either. She just ate her dinner and went straight up to bed.’
‘She’s missing Tommy, poor girl,’ Jackie said, coming back into the room, carrying a plate with a cover over it. ‘She’s bound to get emotional now and then, especially at her age.’
She set the plate in front of Pete and lifted the cover to reveal a full serving of spaghetti bolognese. ‘You’ve had a long day,’ she said. ‘And I don’t suppose you stopped for anything along the way.’
‘We had a donut,’ Pete said. ‘And plenty of coffee.’
‘Typical. It’s a wonder you’re not all like barrels. Well, there you go. Eat up.’
‘I don’t know how we’re ever going to repay the two of you for all you’re doing,’ Louise said. ‘We’d have been in a real mess.’
‘What are friends for?’ Jackie asked. ‘You’d do the same for us.’
‘Even so...’
She waved it off as Pete tucked into the hot food. ‘How did you get on with the insurance today?’
‘The assessor’s coming out tomorrow.’ She turned to Pete. ‘Should we go round there tonight, see what the situation is – what we think needs doing before he has his say? After you’ve had your dinner?’
Pete was already shattered, but he wasn’t going to deny Louise that. ‘If you want to.’ He glanced up at the window across the room. The gloom was gathering outside. It would be dark in half an hour. ‘There’s a couple of torches in the car.’ He lifted more pasta, rolling it around the fork.
‘Maybe you’d be better going in the morning,’ Jackie suggested. ‘You’ll have the daylight then, feel a bit more comfortable. You could drop Annie off at school together and go from there.’
Pete nodded, chewing. ‘It’d be better than fumbling about in the dark, potentially missing stuff.’
Louise sighed. ‘It is getting dark, I suppose.’
‘And you’ll get to spend a bit more time together, even if it is only an hour or so.’
Colin shrugged. ‘No argument from me.’
‘That’s settled, then,’ Jackie declared. ‘You take your time, Pete, then you can relax for a bit. Colin said you had a bit of a busy day.’
‘Just a bit,’ he admitted. ‘But we’ve made some progress.’
‘Yeah, I thought Annie might have done, too,’ Louise admitted. ‘In spite of the tears.’
‘How come?’
‘I went up to see her an hour or so after I brought her home. Found her playing around in her room with her phone. Taking… I suppose they’re still-life pictures, but not like any I’ve seen before. That chess board she’s got up there – she’d got just a thin crack in the curtain shining a narrow shaft of light across it and she was taking close-ups. Said she’d got the idea this morning, when she got up and saw she hadn’t quite closed the curtains properly last night. She showed me a couple of others she’d done earlier, too. She’d used the same technique and her laptop screen to do a picture of herself sat at the desk up there, working on the laptop. They’re pretty good. I got her to bring her phone down with her when she came down for tea and show Colin and Jackie – not that she really wanted to.’
‘They were good,’ Jackie confirmed. ‘She’s certainly got an eye for it.’
‘So, now she’s got two strings to her bow,’ Louise said. ‘Chess and photography.’
Pete nodded. ‘Good.’
‘Take her mind off the grief a bit,’ Colin said.
‘That’s what I said to her last night,’ Pete agreed. ‘The more we can ease her through now, the better she’ll be.’
‘She needs normality more than anything,’ Louise said. ‘A week or two at her gran and grandad’s, like she always has at this time of year, will do her good. Maybe we’ll have the house done, ready for her to come home to.’
‘We can try,’ Pete agreed. ‘Get this case over with and I’ll take some time off.’
Louise’s eyes widened in shock. She looked from Pete to Colin and Jackie. ‘You witnessed that, didn’t you?’
‘We certainly did,’ Jackie agreed.
Colin nodded. ‘I’ll make sure of it.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
‘Right. It’s 10:42am and in the room are Adrian Styles, DC Dave Miles and myself, DS Peter Gayle. We’re resuming the interview with Mr Styles which was suspended yesterday evening.’
With the recorder humming quietly, Pete settled back in his chair.
‘Have you got my deal sorted?’ Styles demanded.
‘It depends,’ Pete said. ‘On if the CPS think what you’ve got to offer is worth it.’
‘What, so I give it all up, then you decide? Get off it, mate. Do I look stupid?’
Pete sighed. ‘I don’t need all you’ve got at this stage, Adrian. Just enough to convince the legal eagles. You said last night, Keith Decker was from Birmingham. Maybe there’s something there. This contact that you said Shehu had made use of – what can you tell me about him, for example?’
Styles looked dubious but accepted the question. ‘I never met him. All I know is, it was all set up between him and Alex. I turned up. Decker was there. That’s it.’
Pete glanced briefly at Dave, but the dark-haired DC was sitting quietly. He knew as well as Pete did, they’d already confirmed Decker’s identity. Following Styles’ lead, they’d sent the photo of the dead killer to the West Midlands police and got back an almost instant identification. He was a man they’d arrested a few times, but nothing had ever stuck – hence his absence from the PND. His real name was Carl Dawson and he was from Walsall.
‘So, there was some sort of contact between Shehu and this mystery man. We’ve got a computer from Shehu’s address. I don’t suppose you’d have any clue about the password?’
Styles didn’t speak, but his expression said it all.
‘Thought not. But you might have more idea than you realise. Most people use something memorable. Maybe not a wife or child’s name, but a favourite pet or location, first car, anything they’d think of readily.’
Styles shook his head. ‘Not a clue. All I know is, he kept all that kind of stuff – passwords and that – in a book rather than on his computer.’ He shrugged. ‘More secure, I suppose.’
‘So…’ A tingle ran down Pete’s neck. ‘Is that the reason he got so worked up when his briefcase got nicked? Because his little red book was in it?’
‘Possible. I never saw inside the book or the case. All I know is, the case had a six-digit combination and he said he kept all his business stuff in there. Which, I suppose, would include the book. So, he was more than a bit pissed off when it went.’
‘Business stuff like what?’ Pete asked.
‘I don’t know. I said – I never saw inside it.’
‘You know it was important enough to kill over, though,’ Dave pointed out, joining the conversation at last.
‘That doesn’t mean I know what was in there.’
‘What about the guns?’ Pete asked, switching subjects. ‘What can you tell me about them? Where they came from, where they went to, who bought them from him?’
‘He brought them in from eastern Europe. Got them converted by some bloke in Bristol. I think he might be eastern European, too, as it happens. They went out all over. London, Brum, Manchester, Newcastle. Alex kept records of everything, I know that much. Cars and guns. Didn’t want to get ripped off. Maybe that’s what was in the briefcase.’
‘Maybe?’ Pete pushed.
‘Like I said – I don’t know for sure.’
‘And you never got it back off Blackburn?’ Dave asked.
‘No.’
Pete glanced at Dave and back at Styles. ‘Give us a minute,’ he said. ‘Interview suspended at 10:51.’ Their chairs scraped as they pushed them back and headed for the door.
Outside, Pete turned to Dave. ‘There was no sign of anything at Blackburn’s place.’
‘Yeah, but would you keep something as valuable as that in a grotty old bed-sit?’ Dave countered. ‘He was a blackmailer, wasn’t he? He’d have had all sorts of bits and pieces to support that. Photos. Documents. Recordings. He’d have kept it all somewhere safe, away from where he lived, surely?’
‘Hmm. So, to confirm what Styles is saying in there, we need to find it.’
‘Well, even if Simon didn’t, Shehu would have tried, wouldn’t he? And, as far as we can tell, he didn’t manage it.’
Pete pursed his lips, thinking. ‘Where was Blackburn from?’
‘According to his file, he came from Weymouth, but he’s got no-one there anymore. His folks are dead. He’s got a brother in Taunton, but I don’t think they’re in contact. One of the few things Simon did find out.’
‘Either way, he didn’t drive, so he’d have had to use the train or bus. There’s a direct line from here to Taunton, I know that much. Not sure about Weymouth, but it’d be easy enough to find out. Come on.’ He headed off towards the stairs at the far end of the corridor.
In the squad room, he pulled up his chair, leaning forward, elbows on his desk.
‘Blackburn could have had one of those storage lockers. Big Yellow or purple or whatever. You can get them on a long-term discount, take it out on direct debit and away you go. Until the payments stop, you’re sorted.’
‘So, how do we find out where he was going two years or more ago?’ Jill asked.
‘The only option after all this time is phone records,’ Pete said. ‘Surely, Simon must have got them.’
Dave nodded. ‘He did. I remember seeing them and thinking that’s one of the few things he did do, that he should have.’
‘What about tracking data?’ Pete asked.
‘I think there is. Hang on.’ He bent to his keyboard and tapped briefly. ‘Yes, here it is.’
‘So, where did he get to in the period after Shehu’s burglary?’
‘Hold on.’ Dave’s eyes scanned back and forth across his screen. ‘Yes, here we go. Three days after the burglary, he went to Taunton.’ He frowned. ‘And from there he went to Weymouth, then back the same way.’
‘A bit of a round-about route, isn’t it?’ asked Jill. ‘And him with a limited budget, to say the least.’
‘That would have been the point,’ Dick pointed out. ‘Bus or train, do we think?’
Dave looked again at the data. ‘From the city centre here, he’s gone out towards Cowley and up from there, along the M5.’
‘The bus wouldn’t go that way,’ Ben said. ‘It’d go across towards Clyst St Mary.’
‘Train, then,’ Dick concluded. ‘What about from Taunton to Weymouth?’
‘Down to Axminster and across from there.’
‘That would be the bus,’ Jane said. ‘The train goes through Yeovil.’
‘So, what about the storage?’ Jill asked. ‘Does he use Taunton or Weymouth?’
‘Double bluff, you mean?’ Ben checked.
‘Easy ways first,’ Pete reminded them. ‘Weymouth. Let’s have a look at the options.’ He woke up his computer and went online. A quick search showed that there was only one choice there. A further check showed it was a little way out of town, a half-hour walk from the bus station in the centre. ‘It’s do-able,’ he said. ‘It’s not like he’d be carrying a lot and I dare say there’d be a bus if he was that lazy. I’ll check it and, if not, we can have a look at Taunton.’ Flipping back a page gave him the details for the self-storage company, including their phone number. He picked up his desk phone and dialled.
‘Hello, this is DS Gayle, Exeter CID,’ he said when it was answered. ‘I need to check if you’ve got any storage space rented to a Mr Blackburn. Specifically, Raymond Blackburn.’
‘One moment.’
Pete waited while the man on the other end searched briefly.
‘Hello? No, sorry. Nothing under that name.’
‘OK. Thanks for looking. While you’re on, I wonder if I could send you a picture, see if you recognise the man in it.’
The man on the other end paused. ‘I suppose.’
‘Great, thanks. I’ve got your email here on your web page. Give me a minute.’
He had the photo of Blackburn on his phone. He called it up and emailed it across.
‘There we go.’
In moments, the other man said, ‘Got it. Hang on.’ Then: ‘Yes that’s Mr Edmunds.’
Dick nodded. ‘Of course it is,’ he muttered. ‘As in Noel, friend of Tony Blackburn.’
‘Who?’ Ben asked as Pete thanked the man and hung up.
‘They were on Radio One, back in Dick’s day,’ Jane told him.
‘So, do we send Dorset in there for it or do we get a jolly?’ Dave asked.
‘You get a jolly,’ Pete told him. ‘All the way down to the custody suite to put Adrian Styles back in his box.’
*
The main doors of the hangar-like warehouse stood open as Pete pulled into the parking area in front. A patrol car was already there. Pete drew up alongside it and got out, giving the two uniformed officers a nod and raising his warrant card as introduction. They stepped out and followed him to the counter that stood in front of a small office area in the front corner of the building. The man standing there appeared to be in his mid-fifties, his hair grey and thinning, cut down to stubble, and his belly overhanging his trousers under the blue polo shirt.
‘Can I help?’
Pete showed him his warrant card. ‘DS Gayle, Exeter CID. We spoke earlier.’
‘Oh, yes. About Mr Edmunds.’
Pete nodded. ‘We need to see inside that locker. Mr Edmunds, as you know him, is dead and the contents may well be relevant to our investigation of that crime.’
‘Oh, uh… OK.’ He referred briefly to his computer, then turned to a steel cabinet bolted to the wall behind him and unlocked it. He took out a key and handed it over. ‘First floor, left out of the lift, along to the end and turn right. It’s along there on the left. Lights come on as you pass the sensors.’
‘Thanks.’ Pete headed for the lift, a few steps away, the two local PC’s in tow.
The lights flicking on a few steps ahead of him as he walked along between the steel lockers was a weird feeling. He found the one he wanted about halfway along the back of the building. The key turned stiffly in the lock, the handle making a scraping noise as he twisted it. There was a light switch just inside the shed-sized metal box but he didn’t need it to see the basic layout. There wasn’t much to see. Just two cheap metal filing cabinets against the righthand wall.
He stepped in, switched on the light and that’s when he saw it.
Sitting on the floor, almost concealed from view by the cabinets, was a large black leather briefcase.
Pete grinned.
‘Bingo,’ he said, resisting the urge to go straight for it. Instead, he stepped up to the nearer cabinet and pulled at the top drawer.
It refused to budge so he pulled harder. Still nothing. It was locked. Pete glanced at the two bobbies. ‘I’m sure he won’t mind, having been dead for two years. Either of you got anything to free it with?’
‘There’s a crow-bar in the car,’ the younger one said.
‘Perfect.’
The constable turned to leave. While he was gone, Pete checked the other cabinet but found it also locked. Then he picked up the briefcase.
The smooth black leather had chromed steel fittings. As Styles had said, it had a four-wheel combination on either side. And the catches operated by those wheels closed into recesses in the polished surrounds so they couldn’t be forced open with a lever.
‘Hmm. Expensive,’ Pete muttered.
‘Have you got the numbers?’ asked the PC standing by the open door.
‘Sadly, no,’ Pete admitted. ‘The only thing I do know about it is that it’s owner is dead.’
‘This Blackburn chap?’
‘Pete shook his head. ‘No, this was stolen from a male who was killed yesterday by our armed response team. He’s the one, we suspect, who killed Blackburn. Or at least had it done.’
‘For the briefcase?’
‘Or at least because of it,’ Pete agreed as the second officer returned with a short, hooked metal bar.
‘Here we go.’
‘Go for it.’ Pete nodded towards the metal cabinets.
The uniformed man stepped forward and in moments the first cabinet gave way with a screech and a bang.
‘The other one?’
Pete nodded again.
When the man stepped back, lowering the crowbar, Pete moved in and pulled open the top drawer of the nearer unit.
Inside, he saw, were several hanging files, all with documents of some kind in them. He lifted one out at random and flipped it open on the extended drawer. Pictures, he saw: two males together in a naked embrace. He recognised neither, but it was enough to confirm their suspicions.
‘We’re going to need to take these,’ he said. ‘The whole lot.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
‘What’s all this?’
The question came from Pete’s left as he set the last of the three evidence boxes on the floor at the end of the workstation, Dave and Dick having retaken their seats after carrying the other two up from his car.
He looked up to see Colin standing over him. ‘The contents of Ray Blackburn’s filing cabinets, discovered in his lock-up in Weymouth.’
‘Worth the trip, then.’
‘I haven’t been through them yet and I’m still waiting on the fingerprints from the cabinets themselves, of course, but yes. The other thing I found there was this.’ He opened the box he’d been carrying and lifted out the black briefcase.
‘Shehu’s?’
Pete nodded. ‘Judging from Styles’ description.’
‘Nice one, boss,’ Ben said.
‘So, how do we get in it?’ Dick asked.
‘No good asking his wife for the combination,’ Dave pointed out. ‘He wouldn’t have told her – or anyone else, for that matter, if it contains what Styles reckoned it does.’
‘So the only way’s the hard way,’ Pete confirmed with a glance at the DI.
‘They’ll have the tools in the motor workshop. Probably using them to straighten your car out.’
‘Uncalled for,’ Pete said. ‘That wasn’t my fault.’
A twinkle in Colin’s eye was as close as he’d get to a grin.
‘OK. Off I go again, then,’ Pete accepted. ‘While I’m gone, you kids entertain yourselves with that lot. But keep it down. You might embarrass somebody.’
Jane raised an eyebrow and glanced in Simon Philips’ direction.
Pete hadn’t thought of that. ‘Not what I meant.’
Dave looked from one to the other. ‘Other types of fun, eh?’
‘Perv,’ Jill accused.
‘Sensitive types,’ Pete confirmed. ‘Not for the faint-hearted, probably.’
*
‘What have you done now?’ The silver-haired manager of the police car workshop looked almost horrified to see Pete.
‘Good afternoon to you, too, Trev. No, I haven’t wrecked the Volvo,’ Pete retorted. ‘I’ve got something else for your guys to do for me.’
‘What’s that, then?’
Pete held up the briefcase. ‘It’s related to a case I’m working. Chain of custody is why I’m here.’
‘What about it?’ Trevor’s frown changed from horror to intrigue.
‘I need it opened. And if you look at the locks, it needs to be the hard way.’
‘Lets’ see.’ Trevor held out a hand for the case and Pete passed it across. ‘Ah, Right. We’ll have to strip it and see what we can do from there.’ He met Pete’s gaze. ‘I take it you don’t mind about its decorative order?’
Pete let his eyes open wide. ‘I want to be able to use it afterwards,’ he joked.
‘You’re in the wrong place for lock pickers, mate.’
Pete grinned. ‘You’ll believe anything, Trev. I don’t care if it’s cut open with an angle grinder as long as I’m there when it happens and it doesn’t damage the contents.’
‘We’ll see what we can do then.’ He turned towards the shop floor and bellowed over the noise of machine tools and the radio. ‘Olly!’
A huge man in blue overalls strolled across the smooth red-painted concrete floor. ‘Hello?’
‘DS Gayle’s got a little job for you.’
‘Oh, ah?’
‘He needs to get into the briefcase without the combination.’
Olly grunted. ‘One-time deal, is it?’
Pete nodded.
‘No problem, then.’ Olly held out a meaty hand and Pete passed the case over and followed him back across the workshop to a bench at the far side. He took a grey plastic case down from a shelf on the wall and opened it. Pete was surprised to see not an angle grinder, but something more like an oversized Dremel multi-tool. Olly took it out and fitted a paper-thin disc around an inch and a half across.
Really? That’s never going to be man enough for that job. Pete felt a frown crease his forehead but stayed silent. You didn’t argue with a man the size of Olly without a damn good reason.
The big man plugged in the tool, switched it on and took aim an inch or so in from the edge, along the flat side of the case and lowered the spinning disc onto the leather. To Pete’s surprise, it cut through the leather and the metal beneath it almost like they were butter. With a gentleness that belied his bulk, Olly worked his way slowly along the edge, then lifted the tool away to turn the case ninety degrees. He glanced up at Pete.
‘Diamond blade,’ he said. ‘Cut through anything.’
Pete nodded his admiration.
‘No sparks, either,’ Olly added, then bent to the task again.
It took almost ten minutes, but finally he’d gone along three sides of the broad leather-clad surface. He switched the tool off and stood up straight.
‘Now the fun bit,’ he said, and reached under the bench for a long-handled screwdriver. He edged the flat tip into the cut he’d made and levered the metal side of the case up until he could get his thick fingers through the gap. Then he put down the screwdriver, turned the case around and bent the sheet metal up by hand before presenting it to Pete.
‘There you go.’
‘Thanks, Olly.’ Pete looked inside the case and saw a couple of card folders and a leather-bound book about the size of an old school exercise book but three times as thick. ‘Perfect.’
Pulling on a pair of nitrile gloves, he drew out the contents of the case and placed them into an evidence bag. Then he pushed the case roughly closed and placed it in another.
*
By the time he got back to the nick, Colin had already left, but Pete was too fired up to follow. He had what he’d been looking for and he was going to take full advantage of it as soon as he possibly could.
With the case stored safely away in evidence, he dropped the other bag on his desk in the still nearly full squad room and opened it.
‘So, what have we got?’ Dave demanded.
‘I don’t know yet,’ Pete told him. ‘But it looks promising. And it includes the book Styles described.’
‘Nice.’
Dave and Jane were both straight up out of their seats to peer across at what he was pulling out of the big evidence bag, Jill quickly following their example.
Pete picked up the two card folders and passed them across. ‘Here, get your teeth into them.’ Then he picked up the book and opened it.
His eyes widened.
‘This isn’t even written in his own language. I don’t know – maybe he wanted to practice his English or something. But it looks like it’s going to give us everything, straight off the page.’
*
In moments, Dave looked up from the contents of the folder Pete had given him.
‘They say “follow the money”. Well, here it is, all mapped out, neat and complete for us, AB and C, all the way to Z.’
‘Excellent.’
‘This one’s a contact list,’ Jane said. ‘Full details: names with phone numbers and locations – not necessarily addresses but at least meeting places. Like one here that says, Keele Services.’
Pete looked from one to the other and allowed himself a tight smile. ‘Combine those with what I’ve got here, and we’ve nailed the whole damn ring.’
‘I reckon we’re going to have to get the guvnor back in here,’ Dave suggested.
‘He’s not going to like that,’ Dick said.
‘He’ll like this lot, though.’
Pete nodded. ‘Dave’s right. It needs his rank and authority.’ He picked up the phone and dialled.
It was picked up after just two rings. ‘Yes?’
‘Guv, it’s Pete. Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but we need you back here in the office. Like now.’
Silence. ‘What’s so urgent?’
‘What we’ve got here is potential dynamite. It’s not stuff a DS can take on and it’s not something to leave hanging around undealt with.’
Another pause. Then: ‘OK.’
The phone went down, leaving Pete holding a dead line.
*
While they waited for the DI to arrive, Pete looked through the book, scanning more than studying in detail. In the back was the list of passwords Styles had suggested might be there. In the front, and taking up the bulk of the book, was a seemingly complete list of transactions, many with abbreviated, rather than coded, details. After a while, he noticed something and flicked back a page. Then another. Then forward a few.
A pattern was appearing.
He looked up.
‘There’s another lie from Adrian Styles,’ he said. ‘There was someone above Shehu in the food-chain. Some of these entries belong more in a diary than a ledger. There’s regular payments from one to the other, but also a mention here – and one a couple of pages back – of the other male giving an order.’
‘Does it say who he is?’ Dave asked.
‘Just the initials AS.’
‘Well, that’s Alexander Shehu,’ Jill pointed out as Pete flipped back to the beginning of the book.
He looked at the first entry.
‘It all begins, at least as far as this book’s concerned, in 2011. And the first entry reads, “Contacted by client Adrian Styles, re car thefts.”’
‘So, Styles contacted him. It doesn’t say which one’s in charge,’ Jane pointed out.
Pete flipped forward.
‘“3rd March 2011, gave in,”’ he read. ‘“AS has too much.” Then, over the page, “AS wants figurehead. Me.”’
‘So the lying little shit was in charge of the whole thing all along,’ said Dave. ‘And we were going to let him away with one count of conspiracy.’
The door opened to Pete’s right and Colin Underhill strode in. ‘What have you got?’
‘Adrian Styles on a silver platter,’ Dave replied. ‘All dressed and stuffed, ready for the oven.’



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
Pete glanced at the time at the bottom corner of his computer screen. Ten to ten. Time for a coffee.
He and his team were working hard, stripping the information from the book and the files, categorising it by location so it could be passed on to the uniformed branches of Devon and Cornwall and the other relevant forces, to be used in arresting the gang’s suppliers, customers and lower-level members. It was barely forty hours since they’d first opened the documents but this was a job that needed doing as rapidly as possible to give the suspects a minimum opportunity to destroy evidence or go on the run. But that level of concentration needed regular breaks and caffeine infusions. Pete was just beginning to find his concentration drifting. It was no good carrying on and missing something. He was about to put down his pen when…
    Bang!
    He jerked upright, spinning around in his chair towards the report, like a gunshot going off behind him, at the far end of the squad room.
    There was no breaking glass to go with it. Instead, DI Colin Underhill stood at the side of PC Amy Pearson’s desk, which was the nearest one to his office and one of the cluster belonging to Mark Bridgman. He was holding a big hard-back tome on criminology in both of his big hands.
    He set the book down gently in front of him. ‘Listen up,’ he called.
    All eyes were already on him, silence reigning in the room.
    ‘The Ray Blackburn case,’ he began. ‘I instigated it’s reopening, no-one else, on the basis of information received. The plan was to determine if that information was correct. Then, if it was, take it to Professional Standards. If it wasn’t, it would go nowhere and no harm done. Pete took the case on because it was him that received the information. No other reason. It could have been any of you, but it wasn’t, and it needed as few people as possible knowing about it until it had to go outside this room and this station. You’ll see Simon Philips isn’t in today and he won’t be. He’s been suspended, with immediate effect, by Professional Standards. Ian Samuels will be stepping up while things are resolved.’ He nodded to a member of Simon’s team who shifted uncomfortably in his seat.
    ‘Shit, that was quick,’ Jane muttered.
And she was right. Less than twenty-four hours since Colin had called headquarters to report their findings, and they’d taken action. And drastic action, at that. Pete felt a flutter of dread wriggle in his chest.
‘His investigation was a farce from start to finish – a textbook case of shoddy, unprofessional police work, PS called it this morning - and we can’t tolerate that,’ Colin continued. ‘We need the public’s support and, if it came out they’d let that slide, we’d lose it completely. Also, DCI Silverstone’s office is unoccupied today so, any questions, you bring them to me. You will be dealing with him again but not here in the station. He’s been transferred to Headquarters. Officer in charge of finance support and procurement.’
‘Christ,’ Dick grunted.
    ‘Biro monitor,’ Dave muttered as the quiet murmur of several other voices expressed the same shock that Pete was feeling.
    He should have felt the urge to smile at that, Pete thought, but he didn’t. There was, though, a faint stirring of relief in his chest and at the back of his mind, he had to admit.
    ‘If you could look at the case file – which you can’t, even if you could think of an excuse to, because the PS boys have locked it – you’d see that DCI Silverstone was all over it, almost from the start, pushing Simon towards a quick result, an easy closure. Simon shouldn’t have allowed that to happen, but he did. And his name’s the one on the file so he’s the one paying the price. We all know the brass are going to save face if they can, though, which is why the DCI hasn’t followed him out the door. They can spin the transfer as a promotion, if necessary. So. Summary: there will be no sour grapes, no backstabbing and no snide remarks or other silliness over this. Any issues any of you have got, you bring them to me or keep them to yourselves. This is a team and it needs to stay that way. Am I clear?’
    He stared around at the assembled officers, challenging anyone to argue.
    No-one did. There were a few nods, a few muttered, ‘Yes, Guv’s, and that was it.
    Colin nodded. ‘Good. I’ll be taking charge of the station as well as you lot for a short while, until they can find someone else to take the job on. Carry on.’ He took a step back to lean on the door jamb of his office, arms folded across his chest as he watched the squad return to their work.
    Pete turned around and saw Jane raise an eyebrow at him and Dave give him a nod.
    ‘Don’t know how effective all that’ll be,’ Dick muttered. ‘Hopefully, it’ll work.’
    Pete grunted. The last thing he needed was to be seen as teacher’s pet. He’d rather have dealt with the issue himself, in a lot of ways. But it was down to Colin to announce Simon Philips’ and DCI Silverstone’s departures – he had to accept that much – and it was all tied together.
    It didn’t answer all the questions though.
‘What about CS Knightley?’ Dave asked.
‘What about him?’
‘Well, if Styles was behind it all,’ Ben said. ‘And he’s a mate of the Chief Super’s, was…’
‘Steady, Spike,’ Dick interrupted. ‘You don’t want to go saying stuff like that out loud – not here.’ He glanced over his shoulder at the rest of the big room. ‘It’s not just walls that have ears.’
‘Yeah, but…’
‘No buts.’
‘Well, if nothing else, he was involved in the investigation when he shouldn’t have been,’ Jill pointed out.
‘Yes, so what?’ Dave countered. ‘There won’t be any consequences to that, will there?’
‘What about the data protection act?’
‘Hah!’ Dave barked. ‘The most you can get from that’s a fine. It wouldn’t even go on his record – if it went that far. He’ll just get a mild telling off from the ACC. And that’s only if he’s daft enough to have left anything on his computer or his mobile. Privilege of rank.’
‘Yeah, but…’ Ben started again.
‘If there’s nothing in that ledger to tie him into anything – not that there necessarily would be if his only contact was Styles – then there’s no evidence to pursue,’ Dick said. ‘And no evidence means no case.’
‘Well, that’s just wrong.’
‘That’s just life,’ Dave retorted. ‘Sometimes it stinks.’
*
Pete’s desk phone rang as he was winding up for the day, ready to go and pick Annie up from school for a change. He picked it up. ‘DS Gayle.’
‘Ah. Good. This is Eric Tauber. They tell me I’m being released tomorrow. I just wanted to thank you.’
‘No need for that, Mr Tauber. I was just doing my job.’
‘Yes, but without you doing your job, and the way you do it, I’d still be a convicted killer, sitting in Dartmoor for another thirteen years, not getting out on time served for the antiquities thing, with the murder conviction quashed. I don’t know what I can do to repay you for that.’
‘Nothing,’ Pete said. ‘I couldn’t accept it if you did. Just make sure you live a decent, law-abiding life from now on. That’s all the thanks I need. You took a plea on the antiquities, then?’
Tauber sighed. ‘No point doing anything else. They went straight to a judge with it, yesterday morning. And I’ll certainly be going straight from now on,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t dare do otherwise after the last couple of years.’
‘Good. You take care of yourself. And go and thank Rebecca Freitas. Without her, we wouldn’t even have known your case needed looking at again.’
‘That’ll be the first thing I do when I get out. But…’ He paused.
‘But what?’
‘I don’t know where to reach her.’
‘I can’t tell you where without her permission. All I can do is give you a phone number.’
‘Yes, please.’
Pete opened his notebook. ‘Ready?’
‘Yes.’
He read out the mobile phone number she’d given him the evening she first came to the station.
‘Thank you. I’ll give her a call.’
Pete put the phone down and saw the rest of the team looking at him. ‘Eric Tauber,’ he said. ‘Thanking us for getting him out of there.’
‘Well, it’s nice to be appreciated now and then,’ Dave said.
Jill put a hand on his arm. ‘We appreciate you all the time.’
‘Really?’
‘No.’
Jane and the rest of the team laughed as Dave looked briefly crestfallen then joined in.
THE END
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