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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      It was well past five in the afternoon when Shelley Tinton discovered the man’s body.

      She was late for her shift, parking her battered pale blue moped in a space usually reserved for a sleek black four-wheel drive that belonged to one of the regular visitors to the serviced offices. The moped’s headlight was peppered with days-old dead bugs, including part of a large moth that had bounced off of it only a few metres from her house before splatting against her helmet visor, causing her to wobble precariously close to a neighbour’s car.

      This afternoon though, rain had lashed at her high-visibility protective coveralls and splashed over her waterproof boots. She had gritted her teeth and squinted as the wind drove fat droplets under the visor while buffeting against the moped’s slight frame. It was only a twenty-minute journey from her home in Harwell to the serviced offices building in Abingdon, but by the time she hurried to the front door, swiped her security card and removed her helmet, her hands were numb from gripping the handlebars and she was soaked through.

      She stood for a moment, contemplating the puddle around her supposedly waterproof ankle boots, then sighed.

      ‘Hi, Shelley.’ The middle-aged man behind the reception desk looked up from his phone with a smirk. ‘Nice out, eh?’

      ‘Bloody fantastic, Mike. Never better. You’d never guess it was the middle of July, would you?’ Shelley tousled her cropped brown hair, sending a fresh shower of water across the floor tiles. She saw the muddy footprints criss-crossing the atrium and sighed. ‘Guess it’s going to be a long night tonight getting this lot clean. How many were in today?’

      ‘Not too many. That lot from the cosmetics company rescheduled for next Thursday so the meeting room on the second floor wasn’t used after all,’ Mike said, reading from his computer screen. He leaned back, and smiled. ‘Marcie stopped by on her way home to say that the windows in her office are smeared with dirt.’

      ‘More likely she needs new glasses. I only cleaned that room on Wednesday night.’ Shelley chuckled. ‘What’s the roster tonight?’

      ‘It’s not too bad,’ said Mike. ‘The third floor was quiet – there’s a bloke who’s had the office at the far end rented for the past week, but he was due to vacate it this morning so you can do that one now before we lease it out again next week, and the conference room was used today. Apart from that, it’s just the usual tenants on the first and second floors, plus the toilets and the kitchen area. One of the clients mentioned there’s a bulb out in the gents’ toilets but couldn’t tell me the floor number so let me know when you find it and I’ll wander up.’

      ‘Thanks. All right, see you in a bit.’ She headed towards the lift, wondering what state the conference room would be in.

      After pressing the button for the third floor, she avoided looking at the mirrored walls while the doors closed. She was tired, almost divorced and earning just over the minimum wage at the moment, and she didn’t need reminding what a toll all of that was taking on her complexion.

      Instead, she stared at the smeared PVC tiles that covered the lift floor and bit back a sigh. She would leave those until last, along with the chrome railing and keyboard panel with their equally grubby surfaces.

      The lift slowed and the doors swished open, spitting her out into a brightly lit open-plan break-out area. There were colourful armchairs swathed in lime green or orange cord material to match the serviced office agency’s branding scattered around a large television that showed a twenty-four-hour news channel. Here and there, glass and chrome coffee tables had been placed between the armchairs and Shelley made a beeline for these, collecting discarded coffee cups and sandwich wrappers before turning her attention to the kitchenette off to the right-hand side.

      Stacking the dishwasher with the empties, and rearranging the cutlery basket to her liking, she then wiped out the microwave and checked the refrigerator.

      There was nothing in that to throw away yet, so she turned her attention to the overflowing waste bin under the sink. After changing the bag and leaving the full one beside the lift, she pulled out the cleaning basket from another cupboard and applied a liberal amount of disinfectant spray to the laminated counter top.

      She hummed under her breath as she worked, remembering a catchy Top 40 song that was being played on high rotation by her ten-year-old daughter every morning while she got ready for school.

      Once all the surfaces had been wiped down, she checked the timer on the dishwasher.

      ‘Okay, forty minutes. Let’s see what state the rest of the place is in,’ she said.

      Making her way past empty offices, Shelley peered through the glass-panelled walls of each. It was habit, more than anything. Even if they hadn’t been booked out that day, she knew from experience that clients might use one of them to make a private phone call if they needed some quiet away from a larger meeting space, and then often left a trail of abandoned kitchen crockery and discarded snack wrappers in their wake.

      She glanced at the cleaning schedule in her hand. Room number one oh five was along here, right at the end before the corridor kinked round to the corner and along the back of the four-storey building. And, according to Mike, ready to be cleaned so it could be handed over to the next tenant on Monday.

      ‘With any luck it just needs a quick wipe down and a vacuum,’ she muttered.

      The lights had been switched off, which was a good sign. She had never ceased to wonder why the building’s owners – a large corporation based in Greece or somewhere equally warm – had never thought to invest in automatic lights that would switch off if no movement was detected. Instead, clients were expected to switch off the lights when they left their offices or meeting rooms for the day, and invariably forgot.

      She recalled that the man who had been renting the office that week had been working late when she was here on Tuesday, and had raised his hand in greeting as she had passed by. Shelley had returned the gesture, but by then his gaze had already returned to the laptop screen on the desk in front of him, and she had felt a little embarrassed as she lowered her hand and hurried round to the conference room. That day, the IT crowd had left it looking like a tornado had passed through, and she crossed her fingers.

      With any luck, the pointed reminder that had been emailed to their manager on Wednesday had served its purpose and she might be finished up here within the hour.

      The Top 40 tune was still going through her head when she reached out for the door handle to room one oh five. The chorus was a repetitive six-note arrangement that, in the video, was accompanied by a simple dance move that her daughter and friends were copying at every opportunity. A smile feathered Shelley’s lips as she pushed open the door, wondering when to tell her daughter that she had bought them tickets to see the band in concert at the end of the year.

      She froze on the threshold, her smile faltering.

      ‘Are you all right?’ she ventured.

      The man who she had noticed on Tuesday night was now sitting in the chair behind the desk, facing her. From the light pooling from the corridor, she could see that he wore a pale blue shirt, but his head was in shadow.

      She tried again. ‘Are you okay?’

      He said nothing in response, and didn’t move.

      ‘Excuse me?’ Shelley reached out for the light switch, and then recoiled, a strangled cry escaping her lips. ‘Oh my God.’

      The man’s head was completely encased in plastic bubble wrap.

      She took a tentative step closer and could see that his head was rolled back slightly, his eyes bulging as they stared at the ceiling. The bubble wrap covered his neck, wound across his mouth and nose, up over his ears and around again to cover his eyes. His mouth was open, the plastic filling the gaping void, and his wrists had been tied to the chair arms. A distinct stench of piss and shit filled the room, and Shelley gagged as she took a step forwards.

      Then another, and another, until she could reach out and touch one of his wrists.

      There was no pulse, and his skin was cool under her touch. There were scratch marks in the plastic armrests where his fingernails had clawed them, and scuff marks in the carpet tiles under the chair where his shoes had dug in.

      She snatched back her hand, then ran out to the corridor and back to the lift.

      ‘Come on,’ she urged, pressing the button for the doors.

      They swished open, and yet the ride back down to the ground floor seemed to take an age while her heart thrashed painfully. A moment later, the doors peeled back to reveal the reception area, and Mike looked up from his phone once more.

      ‘Don’t tell me, the conference room has been trashed.’

      Shelley cleared her throat, felt bile threaten, and swallowed before taking a deep breath. ‘Call the police. There’s a dead man in room one oh five.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Detective Sergeant Mark Turpin peered through the car’s rain-lashed windscreen and exhaled.

      Warm air emanated through the dashboard vents, percolating around the vehicle’s interior, yet not quite alleviating the chill that clung to his bones.

      He wiggled his toes, damp socks rubbing against his feet, then grimaced as his wet trouser hems stuck to his calves.

      His gaze found the clock displayed beside the vents and he blinked to offset the tiredness that threatened. His shift had started at nine that morning, with a court appearance in Reading resulting from a joint investigation between local policing areas in the Thames Valley which took up several hours. That was followed by attending the scene of an aggravated burglary at a house on the outskirts of Wallingford. The victim was now in an induced coma in the John Radcliffe hospital in Oxford and would be lucky to survive the night.

      Biting back a yawn, Mark pulled out his notebook and turned to a fresh page, noting the date and time at the top of it, then reached out and turned off the car’s ignition.

      The warm air died, and he could feel the cold seeping through the perished door seals within seconds. The car smelled of stale takeout coffee dregs, fatty food wrappers and the faintest reminder of a petrol station-purchased pine air freshener. The cardboard pine tree still dangled from the rearview mirror, spinning gently from side to side, its once green surface bleached by bright sunshine. That sunshine was now a distant memory after two weeks of wind and rain that had battered the Vale of the White Horse along with the rest of Oxfordshire and left the countryside flooded and swollen.

      He looked up at movement out of the corner of his eye to see two protective suit-clad figures emerge from the building. They disappeared around the corner for a few moments before reappearing with a metal equipment box that they carried between them, their heads bowed against a fresh onslaught of rain that lashed at their exposed faces while they made their way back to the reception doors.

      Mark felt a familiar rush, his heart rate increasing, and then glanced down at the mobile phone on the passenger seat as the screen flashed to life and he heard a distinct ping.

      The message was succinct, to the point, and a response was not required.

      He leaned across and pulled a pair of protective gloves from a crumpled box in the passenger footwell. Stuffing the gloves into a pocket of his waxed three-quarter-length raincoat and the mobile phone in the other, he rested his hand on the door handle and stared through the windscreen once more.

      Beyond the car, the blue emergency lights from one of two Thames Valley Police-liveried patrol cars flashed and strobed against the lower windows of the red brick office building. The second vehicle was bathed in the pale glow from a security light over the reception door, while the passenger seat’s occupant sat with her head bowed and her chin angled to the radio strapped to her protective vest.

      He could see her colleague inside, in the building’s reception area beyond a glass and chrome door. The older uniformed officer, Nathan Willis, was a constable Mark had worked with on a number of occasions, and was currently speaking with a man in a crumpled shirt and trousers while taking notes.

      ‘And so it begins,’ Mark muttered, pulling his jacket hood over his head and climbing out.

      He leapt up the kerb to a paved concrete tiled area that surrounded the building, his shoes splashing through inch-deep puddles that splattered his ankles with fresh mud as he jogged towards the revolving doors. Pushing through them, he entered the reception area, and nodded to the uniformed constable while shaking the worst of the water from his jacket.

      ‘Evening, constable.’

      ‘Sarge.’ Nathan gestured to the receptionist. ‘This is Mike Fenchase, the man who called it in.’

      ‘Mr Fenchase, I’m Detective Sergeant Mark Turpin. Is the victim known to you?’

      Mike shook his head. ‘I was telling your colleague here, the man was a client, like everyone else who rents offices here.’

      ‘A regular?’

      ‘No, this week was his first time here. He had a booking from Monday, just for the week.’

      ‘Did you meet him at all during that time?’

      ‘Only when he turned up, which was usually around nine fifteen. I used to greet him, but he didn’t stop to chat or anything like that.’ Mike shrugged. ‘Some clients just prefer to keep themselves to themselves, so I have to respect that.’

      Mark checked his watch. ‘That’s a long shift you work.’

      ‘I just do longer hours on a Friday so they can do a final clean before the weekend,’ said the receptionist. ‘Most other days I’m only here until three in the afternoon – they don’t take any bookings for after two o’clock, you see, and if guests don’t have a permanent pass, once they’re out the front door they can’t return when there’s no one on the reception desk.’

      ‘I’ll finish taking Mr Fenchase’s statement, and then I’ll continue to monitor the cordon here if you like, sarge,’ said Nathan.

      ‘Thanks. Where’s Jasper?’

      ‘Third floor. Stairs are over there, through that door on the left. The lift’s being processed for prints at the moment.’

      ‘And Jan?’

      ‘Upstairs, with him.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Mark pushed through the fire exit door and into a stairwell that was bare concrete and plasterwork walls. His steps echoed off the concrete stairs as he made his way to the third floor, leaving waterlogged footprints in his wake. He gave his coat another flap to lose the excess moisture before wrenching open the door on the third-floor landing and finding himself in a carpeted reception area. To his right, the elevator doors had been propped open and a pair of forensic technicians crouched inside, their backs to him while their attention was focused on the chrome railing that encircled mirrored walls.

      Mark caught sight of his reflection as he passed and quickly looked away, rubbing at the stubbly hair already covering his jawline and ruing the dark circles under his eyes.

      It had already been a long day, and it was going to be a long night if the initial report from Force Control was anything to go by. Despite his tiredness, he was intrigued by what had happened here, and already determined to find some answers.

      Jasper’s forensic team had set up their equipment beside a marble-topped coffee table over to his left. Behind the table, there were a series of branded welcome messages etched into the plasterwork wall that gave the clients a reminder that the staff were there to help them and this was to be considered their office away from home.

      He took a few steps forward, keeping his hands in his pockets, and turned his attention to the U-shaped bookshelf that surrounded a pair of comfortable-looking armchairs and a small wooden coffee table over on the right. A vase of wilted chrysanthemums took centre stage on the coffee table beside which were arranged half a dozen business magazines, the front covers curling where they had evidently been well thumbed during the course of the month since their publication.

      There was nothing to suggest that there had been a struggle, or any other act of violence within the confines of the reception area though.

      Mark turned at the sound of a polite cough to see one of Jasper’s forensic team dressed head to toe in a white protective suit that crinkled as the woman walked towards him.

      ‘You must be Detective Turpin,’ she said, lowering her mask before tucking a stray strand of dark brown hair back under her hood. ‘I’m Leila Benjamin – I’ll be assisting Jasper on this one. He heard you were on your way up and asked me to come and find you.’ She held out a pair of protective booties and some gloves, along with a matching suit in a plastic wrapper. ‘Hopefully these will fit you. We’ve taken over an office just around the corner where you can get changed into these.’

      ‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘Lead the way.’

      He followed her away from the third floor’s reception area and around the corner to a room cluttered with forensic equipment. Leila waved him inside, then pulled the door closed while he tore open the wrapped suit and pulled it over his damp trousers. Dropping his coat over an abandoned chair with a broken wheel, he pulled the rest of the suit up over his shoulders, placed the booties over his shoes and wiggled his fingers into the gloves.

      Opening the door, he waggled his hands at Leila. ‘Good guess. These fit okay.’

      ‘Great,’ she said, then jabbed her thumb over her shoulder. ‘The victim’s this way.’

      Leila set a brisk pace as they turned a corner where, standing on the threshold of an open office door at the far end, was Detective Constable Jan West. She wore an identical protective suit to his, and turned away from the activities in the room at the sound of footsteps, revealing a calm face with a determined expression in her eyes.

      ‘Evening, sarge,’ she said. ‘Looks like we’re going to be in for a busy weekend.’

      He grinned, despite the sombre circumstances. ‘Good to see you. How was Italy with the family?’

      ‘Hot. Looks like the place has gone to the dogs while I’ve been away though.’ She jerked her chin to the open doorway, standing aside to let Leila past, then beckoned him closer. ‘Ever come across something like this before?’

      Mark paused on the threshold and stared at the dead man sitting behind a pitted white laminated desk. Leila and another forensic technician were now unravelling a long sheet of bubblewrap from around the victim’s head, their movements methodical while a third figure looked on.

      Gillian Appleworth glanced over her shoulder, her grey eyes keen. ‘Evening, Mark.’

      ‘Evening. Ever seen something like this before?’

      ‘No,’ said the Home Office pathologist. ‘Which is why I’m staying for a while. I might learn something.’

      ‘No problem. Do we know who the victim is yet?’

      ‘There’s no ID on him, but he booked out the office under the name of Trent Jardel,’ said West. ‘I’ve given Caroline a call back at the incident room and asked her to start looking into his social media and work history. She’ll have something put together for us by the time we get back there.’

      ‘Okay, thanks.’

      Jasper was over in the far corner of the room, his stocky frame taking up much of the space behind the Formica desk.

      ‘Have you found anything?’ said Mark.

      ‘Actually, there is something of interest, here in front of the desk,’ replied the forensic lead.

      Mark looked to where he pointed.

      In the thin carpet, three neat round indents could be seen, as if something had been poked into it for a period of time.

      ‘What caused that?’

      ‘Off the record for the moment until I’ve corroborated it, but I believe those were caused by a tripod,’ said Jasper. ‘The sort used for a digital camera. I think someone might have filmed his death.’
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      Detective Constable Jan West climbed the last of the stairs leading to the incident room with a heavy step, her back aching and a headache niggling her right temple.

      The stairwell held a faint smell of lemon-scented bleach, a remnant of the cleaners’ progress through the building earlier that night evidenced by the telltale smudges on the stainless-steel bannister where a duster had missed grease spots here and there.

      The artificial lighting in the ceiling didn’t help. It was a bright, garish white that pierced her eyeballs and made her blink before she escaped through the door at the top and hurried along a carpet-tiled corridor that bore scuff marks on its walls.

      The offices on either side of her were dark, silent, abandoned where those officers had finished their rostered shifts several hours ago, whereas the one at the far end had its door open, through which a hubbub of activity could be heard.

      The incident room was a little better lighting-wise but now pulsed with an energy born from a new investigation.

      There were several computers and laptops on desks set up in groups of four or six, some of which were framed by low dividing panels where current incumbents had pinned up photographs of family and memes beside sticky notes with various reminders about passwords and phone numbers.

      At the far end, a once-clean whiteboard was already covered in bullet-pointed notes as new information started to filter through from the latest crime scene. A cork board to one side of it would be used for photographs and other supporting evidence as the investigation gained momentum.

      Three uniformed constables were sitting at borrowed desks, their shirt sleeves rolled up while they helped the designated exhibits officer process the evidence and witness statements from the serviced office agency. Another uniformed constable, Carl Antsy, was at the helm, directing newcomers to spare computers while fielding calls from his desk phone. He looked up as Jan approached.

      ‘Bloody hell, Carl – you’re supposed to do those ultramarathons to get fit, not top up your holiday tan,’ she said. ‘Where were you this time? Lanzarote?’

      ‘Majorca, and I came seventh in my group. Mind you,’ he added, his smile faltering a little, ‘I think I’m starting to feel my age. It took me until Wednesday to feel like I could walk properly again.’

      ‘That must’ve been quite a sight for the good citizens of Wantage. Got a minute? I’ll run through what’s been found so far and what to expect coming in.’

      Carl walked over to a nearby desk and returned wheeling a chair. ‘There you go. Is Mark on his way, too?’

      ‘He’s downstairs, on the phone to the lab manager to see if they can get anyone in over the weekend to start processing what Jasper and his team have found. He’ll be up in a minute.’ Jan shuffled the chair closer to the desk. ‘Have you met the new forensic lead, Leila?’

      ‘Yes, last week on that break-in near Challow. I reckon she’ll fit right in.’

      ‘Same. Okay,’ said Jan, opening her notebook. ‘Ready when you are.’

      Carl swung his chair around to face his computer screen. ‘Ready.’

      ‘Right, the victim is Trent Jardel. He booked the office he was found dead in last week at short notice, and started working there on Monday. He was due to vacate it today. The woman who found him, Shelley Tinton, is the building’s cleaner. She told us that Jardel arranged for the scheduled clean on Wednesday night to be missed, saying he didn’t want to be disturbed. Alice has got her statement over there, so it’ll have a reference number now.’

      ‘Do you want it copied and circulated to the team ready for tomorrow’s briefing?’

      ‘Please, yes. Kennedy will want everyone in at eight at the latest so the more we can do tonight, the better,’ said Jan. ‘According to the receptionist, Mike Fenchase, he last saw Jardel when he arrived yesterday morning at nine fifteen.’

      ‘What does he do?’

      ‘We’re still looking into that.’ Jan craned her neck to see past him. ‘Has Alice managed to find anything about him on social media yet?’

      ‘Alice?’ Carl called. ‘Got a second?’

      ‘Sure.’ A petite blonde constable hurried over, handing Jan and Carl a stapled sheaf of papers that were still warm from the printer. ‘Figured you might want to see these ASAP. I’ve found one professional networking account for Trent Jardel, and there’s a locked private social account as well that I’m putting in an access request for.’

      ‘Thanks, Alice.’ Jan cast her eyes over the bullet point summary on the first page, then the scant details that had been gleaned from the professional networking site on the second. ‘Is this all there is?’

      ‘Sorry, yes,’ the constable said. ‘Apart from listing his old secondary school from thirty-odd years ago. Did Jasper find his wallet or anything? I could phone his bank or something in the morning and start processing the formal requests for his financial information…’

      ‘No wallet,’ said Jan. ‘No laptop, car keys or anything else either. Whoever killed him took everything with them.’

      ‘So we’ll have to wait until the DVLA are around on Monday morning, unless I can get hold of someone there tomorrow,’ said Carl, sighing. ‘Bugger.’

      ‘Not necessarily,’ said Alice. ‘Look on page four. He’s got quite an unusual name so I did a search via the local council for him – he’s renting a house in Long Wittenham. I managed to find a phone number for the rental agent, and I’ve arranged for them to meet you and Mark there tomorrow at nine, if that’s okay Jan. The bloke I spoke to seemed really keen to meet him.’

      ‘Did he now? Nice work, anyway,’ said Jan. ‘Did the agent say how long Jardel had rented there?’

      ‘He only moved in two months ago. Apparently, he told them he’d been doing some remote work overseas for a couple of years so he offered to pay the first three months’ rent up front. That deposit was below the anti-money laundering amount so he didn’t have to provide any supplementary paperwork. According to the agent, the house had been on the market for a while and was probably over-priced, so they were just glad to get it rented out.’

      ‘Did his application say where he’d been staying overseas?’

      ‘No, only that he’d been based in Dubai for most of that time.’

      ‘Interesting.’ Jan dropped the paperwork on Carl’s desk and glanced over her shoulder as Turpin walked in, his face weary. He looked at his watch before crossing over to where she sat, nodded a greeting to Alice and Carl, and then perched on the desk.

      ‘How’s it going up here?’ he said.

      ‘These two are off to a good start,’ Jan replied, ‘and I was about to give you a call. Given it’s nearly eleven now, is there anything else you want us to do, or should we wait until the morning when Jasper has finished processing Jardel’s office?’

      ‘Wait until the morning,’ said Turpin. ‘We’ve all been in since sparrow’s fart, and we’re no good to this investigation if we’re tired. Alice, Carl, if you want to get to a point in your work where it makes sense to leave it, do. Kennedy’s going to hold fire doing the briefing until ten tomorrow to give the forensics team as much time as possible to get everything over to the lab for testing and alert us to anything they find that might give us a head start with this one. Oh, and Gillian Appleworth’s agreed to do the post mortem from three thirty onwards.’

      ‘Alice has arranged for us to meet the rental agent at Jardel’s house at nine, so once we’ve been there, we’ll be back in time for the briefing,’ said Jan, dimples forming in her cheeks as they walked over to their desks. ‘She said he’s a fan of yours after reading about you in that newspaper article that was published last year, and can’t wait to meet you – his words, not hers.’

      Turpin groaned. ‘Just what I need.’
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      The next morning, Mark scrolled through a growing number of emails on his phone, swaying in his seat with the motion of the car as West exited the police station car park and aimed the vehicle towards Long Wittenham.

      There was a nip to the air, reminiscent of an autumnal day, despite it being mid-July.

      It had finally stopped raining at four in the morning, and the silence was deafening after the incessant thrum of water on his narrowboat’s roof. He and his partner Lucy had spent the morning mopping the deck before he left for work and making sure the boat was still watertight. It was, and once again he was thankful he no longer lived on the previous boat he had rented. That one had the unfortunate luck of resembling a cheese grater in rainstorms, and then met an untimely end after being set alight in an arson attack.

      Now, sunlight was attempting to break through the monotony of grey cloud that filled the sky as far as he could see through the car windscreen, and he took a moment to check the weather app. It forecast more showers later that afternoon and his top lip curled in disgust.

      So much for the summer.

      ‘At least this one’s close by,’ said West. ‘We should be there in fifteen minutes or so.’

      ‘Mm-hm.’ He lowered his phone. ‘Caroline and Alex have been assigned to this investigation as well. Caroline’s just messaged to say that Alex is onto the company that own the serviced offices to get CCTV footage for the past month. He’ll have some help going through that once Tracy sorts out the roster.’

      ‘Okay, good.’ West spun the wheel and zipped the car over the roundabout, under the A34 and on past the turning signposted for a golf course a few miles away. ‘Because if Jardel had visitors outside of reception hours, that’s our only chance of finding out who. I was chatting to the bloke on reception when I first got there last night, and there’s no way to record anyone going in or out if one of the clients has meetings late at night. Apparently the security access cards just act as electronic keys, there’s no recording of when they’re used.’

      ‘How often does the camera feed refresh?’

      ‘Every week, but it’s backed up remotely for three months. It’s a prerequisite of the building’s insurance, apparently.’

      ‘Lucky for us.’ He pointed through the windscreen. ‘That’s us, next turning on the right.’

      The residential street dog-legged left, then right and narrowed as West manoeuvred through the cul-de-sac, weaving between tradesmen’s vans and an assortment of cars. None of the houses had garages, and parking seemed to work on a free-for-all basis, with mopeds and motorbikes parked in impossible gaps between the vehicles. Here and there, he glimpsed a row of thick willow, alder and ash trees between the houses, evidence of the River Thames winding its way along the northern boundary of the village, sunlight glistening on the water.

      The houses were of a post-war design, all semi-detached with outer red bricks and concrete tiled roofs. Some had been rendered over the years, creating a patchwork along the street. A mixture of privet hedgerows, wooden palings and low red brick walls separated the properties from an undulating pavement. One outlier had no such boundary and its front lawn abutted a lamppost and a raised concrete fire hydrant sign.

      West turned the car around at the end and faced back along the road. ‘Which one?’

      ‘On the left, just down there. The one with the postbox outside, by the privet hedge.’

      There was a black BMW parked against the kerb outside the house, and after West pulled up behind it, Mark could see a man in a grey off-the-peg suit with short sandy-coloured hair pacing the concrete paving slabs outside an open front door. He held a black leather portfolio folder in one hand and his phone to his ear with the other but ended his call when he heard the car doors slam shut, straightened his tie and took a step forward as Mark drew closer.

      ‘Detective Turpin? I’m Peter Fernsby, Latchworth and Co estate agents.’ He thrust out his hand, beaming. ‘Pleased to meet you.’

      Mark arched an eyebrow. ‘Shame about the circumstances, Mr Fernsby.’

      ‘Oh, yes. Of course.’ The other man had the decency to blush, then swept his arm towards the open front door of number thirty-two. ‘Shall we?’

      ‘You’ve been inside?’

      ‘Only into the living room to open the windows. It smelled a bit musty when I turned up. I haven’t been upstairs though.’ Fernsby arched his eyebrow. ‘Is there a problem?’

      ‘We’re investigating a homicide, Mr Fernsby. That of your tenant. Of course it’s a problem.’ Mark bit back a sigh and looked at West. ‘Have you got a fingerprint set in the car by any chance?’

      ‘Back in a mo,’ she said, and turned away.

      ‘Fingerprints?’ said the estate agent. ‘Will that be necessary?’

      ‘Will that be a problem?’ Mark stepped forward, keeping his gaze locked on the other man.

      ‘No, no. Of course not. May I ask why?’

      ‘Because, in the simplest of terms, Mr Fernsby, everything in this house can be considered as potential evidence in the murder of your tenant. Is that clear enough for you?’

      Fernsby clenched his jaw, but whatever thoughts ran through his head were saved from expulsion by West returning.

      ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Might as well do this here.’

      The estate agent looked over his shoulder, then at a woman and her dog that were passing by the garden wall, both eyeing him with keen interest. ‘Here? Can’t we go inside?’

      ‘I’ve just explained that part to you,’ said Mark. ‘No, we can’t. So we fingerprint you here for elimination purposes before entering the building. Unless you want to accompany us to the station and we can do it there?’

      ‘Um, no. No, that won’t be necessary.’ Fernsby forced a smile, tucked his leather portfolio under his arm and waggled his fingers. ‘Ready when you are.’

      West was quick, and after recording the prints and handing the estate agent an antibacterial wipe from her handbag, she got out her notebook and gave Mark a brief nod.

      ‘Right, Mr Fernsby,’ he said. ‘Are you the agent who rented out this house to Trent Jardel?’

      ‘I am, yes.’ Fernsby finished wiping his fingers, looked around for somewhere to dispose of the wipe, then gave up and stuffed it into his inner jacket pocket. ‘Mr Jardel saw our ad online and phoned the office to view the property.’

      ‘How many applications did you receive?’

      ‘Several. It’s a very popular location, obviously. Great connections to London via Didcot Parkway, easy access to the motorway network…’

      Mark held up his hand. ‘I’m not interested in renting it, Mr Fernsby. Only in what Mr Jardel’s tenancy was like. ‘

      ‘Of course.’ Fernsby gave a slight smile. ‘Force of habit. Sorry.’

      ‘Why did you give Jardel the tenancy rather than anyone else? There must’ve been a fair few families who would’ve applied for a place like this. Did Mr Jardel have anyone living with him?’

      ‘No, it was a sole occupancy application. Mr Jardel simply had a sum in excess of the minimum deposit readily available, and he was able to move in straight away. Between you and me, the landlord was in a bit of a tight spot after the last tenants left and there were quite a few outgoings to get the place redecorated such that it could be placed on the market again. Not the tenants’ fault, I hasten to add – just some structural remediation work that was long overdue. We were unable to show the house to prospective tenants during that time, and once we were, our instructions were to lease it as soon as possible. Mr Jardel offered the full asking price plus ten per cent, and so he was our obvious choice.’

      ‘What about references?’

      ‘They weren’t forthcoming in time for the date he wanted to move in,’ said Fernsby. ‘We advised the landlord, but given that Mr Jardel had offered to pay for three months’ rent in advance, we were instructed to proceed without them and just chase them up once he was in.’

      ‘We’ll need the details of the referees.’

      ‘I’ve taken the liberty of printing out a copy of his original application.’ Fernsby unzipped his leather portfolio with a flourish and withdrew a bright pink plastic folder. ‘He came into our office in Abingdon to fill this out, rather than submit an online one, but his writing’s quite legible.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Mark, taking the folder from him and angling it so that West could read the contents. There was a photocopied tenancy application together with a bank mandate form. Jardel’s previous address was listed as being a hotel in Dubai, and then there was an email address for a rental agency in that city as well. The referees’ details were that of a man called John Flackman, and a woman by the name of Deidre Kyte. Jardel had provided post office box addresses and mobile numbers for each of them. ‘Why didn’t he fill out an online application?’

      ‘He said he was just passing by the office and hadn’t had time to complete it online,’ said Fernsby. ‘We like to ensure accessibility for all of our tenants, so we don’t insist on an online application in case they don’t have access to a computer. Some of our tenants have tight budgets.’

      ‘Did he pay the deposit via this bank listed here?’

      ‘Ah, no. He paid the deposit by debit card. That’s obviously been registered with the relevant deposits agency.’ The estate agent’s brow furrowed. ‘Do you think anyone will claim it, now that he’s dead?’

      ‘I’ve no idea, Mr Fernsby,’ said Mark, flipping shut the folder and handing it over to West. ‘You’ll have to check with the deposits agency. Did you touch anything inside the house?’

      ‘Only the post that I’ve left on the kitchen unit. Oh, and the living room curtains. They were still closed. I’ll open the upstairs windows once you’ve finished here.’

      ‘I’d rather you didn’t, Mr Fernsby.’ Mark held out his hand. ‘And I’d appreciate it if I could have the keys, please. Depending on what we find here, we may be requesting a forensics team to attend the property. And you might be considered a suspect.’
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      Trent Jardel’s home had all the atmosphere of a storage unit, and the cardboard boxes to match.

      They lined the narrow hallway against a left-hand wall that faced a staircase with carpeted treads stained with muddy scuff marks, and more boxes were double-stacked in the living room that Mark found through a doorway off to the right of the stairs.

      The living room was filled with the musty smell of cardboard, acetone and nothing else.

      There was no furniture, no television, no artwork on the walls, no photographs. The walls were bare, save for empty picture hooks and a black line where a sofa had once rested against the off-white painted plasterwork. The carpet’s beige-coloured pile showed tramlines where boxes had been dragged across it, and showered with tiny white Styrofoam beads and shreds of sticky tape.

      And, over in the far corner, shoved behind a stack of new flat-packed boxes, was a thick roll of bubble wrap.

      Mark glanced at West and jerked his head towards the hallway. ‘We’ll leave this one for Jasper. Let’s have a quick look at the rest of the place before we call him.’

      He paused to push the front door closed as they passed, noting the disappointed expression in Peter Fernsby’s eyes as he was shut away from their activities.

      ‘Should we open one of these, and see what’s inside?’ said West, eyeing the line of boxes in the hallway.

      ‘Yes – I didn’t want to open one of the ones in the living room, not with that bubble wrap being there.’ Mark smiled his thanks after she handed him a pair of protective gloves from her bag, then turned to the nearest box. ‘Can you film this on your phone, just in case?’

      ‘Sure. Okay, off you go.’

      Mark cleared his throat. ‘For the purposes of the recording, this is Detective Sergeant Mark Turpin of Thames Valley Police. I’m currently with Detective Constable January West at the home of Trent Jardel. Access to the property has been gained using a key provided by his rental agent.’ He recited the date and time, then picked at a corner of the brown parcel tape that had been used to seal the box, and ripped it open. ‘The living room and hallway of the property are filled with sealed cardboard boxes. The living room also has a large roll of bubble wrap in it, similar to that found around the victim’s head. We’re opening one of the boxes in the hallway now to ascertain what’s inside to assist with our ongoing investigation before leaving the remainder to the forensics team… Inside this box there’s some bubble wrap laid across the top, and once I remove that… there are several layers of brown packing paper… Inside the wrapping is… nothing.’

      He bit back his disappointment, then gestured to West to angle her phone camera over the empty box.

      After repeating the process with a second box, he found the same – it was full of scrunched up packing paper, but nothing else, and pushed the flaps closed. ‘We’ll leave the rest of the boxes for forensics to process.’

      He ended the recording after checking his watch and reciting the time once more, then West lowered the phone while he peeled off the gloves.

      ‘What do you think?’ she said.

      ‘No idea. Maybe he’d just used these to fill with rubbish to be recycled, but then that doesn’t explain the new boxes still flat-packed in the living room, does it? Let’s see what else we can find.’

      He followed West along the short hallway, pausing to open a closed door that turned out to be a dining room filled with more boxes, all of them sealed, and carried on until they reached a small but functional kitchen at the rear of the property.

      It was dingy, and when he flipped the light switch just to the left of the door frame, it did little to offset the effect. The window above the stainless-steel sink faced a line of thick leylandii trees a few metres away from the house that shielded their view of the river beyond. The postage stamp-sized lawn was a mixture of grass nearer the kitchen window and moss under the trees, and a low gate led to the riverbank. A lone blackbird pecked at the weed-strewn flowerbeds, tossing pebbles this way and that as it searched for food.

      The window sill was sprinkled with dead flies and, in one corner, the skeletal remains of a spider dangled from an old cobweb that spun around in an indeterminate breeze.

      The black-patterned laminate kitchen work surfaces were crinkled in places where hot plates or pans had been placed on them, and the corners of the laminate peeled away at the edges where it met the cooker hob and sink. There were food stains smudged into the surfaces, and when Mark opened the refrigerator behind the door, he recoiled at the stench of sour milk that assaulted his nostrils. There was a tub of butter on the top shelf of the refrigerator door with blue mould clinging in the crack under the lid, and half a wilted iceberg lettuce with brown soggy leaves was all that remained on the middle shelf. The crisper section rattled when he opened it, and he discovered two cans of a well-known European lager.

      He frowned, turning back to the room. ‘There are no takeaway cartons, no pizza boxes… anything in the cupboards?’

      ‘Hang on.’ West reached up and opened the first of the cabinets above the work surfaces, revealing dust-laden shelves. Then another, and another. ‘There aren’t even any plates in here. No tins, no packets of dried food… nothing at all.’

      ‘Let’s have a look upstairs, and then I’ll call Jasper,’ Mark said, shaking his head. ‘But this is bizarre. It doesn’t feel like anyone was actually living here, does it? Or is that just me?’

      ‘Well, if he was, he wasn’t eating here,’ said West, following him up the stairs. ‘Depending on what he did for a living, maybe he’s been too busy to unpack, and maybe he ate out on his way home from that office, or wherever else he’s been working since getting back from Dubai.’

      Mark heard the doubt in her voice, but said nothing as he reached the top of the stairs and paused for a moment on a narrow landing. There was a bathroom off to the right, and two closed doors, both of which he assumed were the bedrooms. A window comprising nine frosted glass panels provided a dappled light where he stood, and he took one look at the bare walls and squared his shoulders. ‘Bathroom first, then.’

      He stuck his head round the door and blurted a surprised “huh”.

      Instead of the barren wilderness he expected, there were shaving products and a bottle of body wash in the shower cubicle, and a bottle of hand soap next to the sink taps. A navy blue bath mat had been placed over the lip of the bath tub, and a matching towel hung from the rail behind the door. There was a faint smell of lemon-scented bleach in the air and a yellow squeegee on the side of the bath.

      ‘Well, that’s more promising,’ said West. ‘Bedroom next?’

      ‘Yes.’ He turned to follow her through the nearest door to the bathroom, but the smaller of the two bedrooms turned out to be empty. There weren’t even any curtains at the windows, and a musty smell emanated from the carpet. The plasterwork walls were chipped in places, and there was a damp patch spreading across the ceiling in the far corner. ‘Okay, let’s have a look at the master bedroom then.’

      West strode to the far end of the landing, then pushed open the door leading to the room at the front of the house.

      The curtains at the window were of a thick material and evidently double-lined because no light penetrated the space. Mark reached out, his gloved fingers finding the light switch as West moved further into the room.

      As the single bulb in the ceiling flashed to life, she faltered, then emitted a strangled cry. ‘Oh, fuck.’
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      Jan took a tentative swig from the takeout coffee cup that Turpin thrust into her hand, and felt her teeth try to retreat back into her gums as the sugar assaulted them.

      She leaned against the passenger window of the pool car and watched as her colleague walked back to the front garden of Jardel’s house where Mark and a uniformed constable stood beside Peter Fernsby. The estate agent was running his hand over his head repeatedly, his face puce after he had been informed he was currently under suspicion for his tenant’s murder, given he had been the last person to enter the house.

      Uniformed officers shepherded gawping neighbours away from the house while two junior constables created a perimeter with blue and white crime scene tape stretched between temporary bollards. A patrol car now blocked the entrance to the cul-de-sac, and more officers were going from house to house interviewing the neighbours who hadn’t yet made their way along to the property. Several cars had had to be moved into a nearby street to make way for the pathologist’s car and two vans belonging to Jasper’s forensic team, and a helicopter hovered overhead that Jan was sure had been hired by one of the local news channels.

      The media would seize this story and run with it for months if the investigating team weren’t careful, and everything she and her colleagues did would be under scrutiny from reporters and their own senior management alike. She could only imagine what it would be like back at the incident room once Detective Inspector Ewan Kennedy had been informed about their latest discovery.

      Jan shivered and forced another sip of sweetened coffee past her lips as she returned her gaze to the house.

      The victim was a man, or had once been.

      What remained of him lay on bare floorboards in the room she could see above the front door, its curtains still pulled closed but now with flashes of bright light emanating from the edges as a forensic photographer took pictures that would haunt the investigating team for the rest of their lives.

      His legs and arms had been hacked apart from his torso, the bones broken in several places at his wrists, feet and ankles. His ears were missing, and whoever had butchered him had gouged out his eyes too.

      There was thick congealed dried blood everywhere, and the flies had already found a way into the house.

      She could still hear their buzzing in her ears.

      ‘Shit,’ she muttered, and leaned over to tip the rest of the coffee down a nearby storm drain before chucking the empty cup into the passenger footwell of the car. Slamming shut the door, she rolled her shoulders, straightened her jacket and headed back to the house as Gillian Appleworth appeared on the front step.

      The pathologist was dressed head to toe in a white protective suit, her grey eyes fierce as she peered over her paper mask. She saw Jan, and made her way over.

      Turpin looked up from where he stood next to the constable talking to Fernsby and held up his forefinger.

      ‘I’ll wait for him, don’t worry,’ said Gillian, removing her mask and pushing the suit hood back from her hair. She tousled it a little, scratched at her scalp and then looked over her shoulder at the house. ‘That’s a bad one, isn’t it?’

      ‘Uh-huh.’

      ‘Will you be okay?’

      ‘I’ll get there. You?’

      Gillian gave a slight shrug. ‘Alistair’s home tonight. That’ll help.’

      ‘Good.’ Jan paused while Turpin wandered over, and Fernsby scuttled to his car before revving the engine and zig-zagging his way past the police cordon. She watched him leave, then turned to her colleague. ‘What did he have to say for himself, sarge?’

      ‘He assures me he didn’t go upstairs,’ said Turpin. ‘His fingerprints will tell us otherwise once Jasper’s had time to process it all, but given Fernsby’s reaction when I gave him an idea of what we’d found, I don’t think he’s our killer. We’ll keep an eye on him, just in case though, and I’ve asked him to come to the station tomorrow for a further interview.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘What are your first impressions, Gill?’ he said, turning his attention to the pathologist. ‘Bit of a mess in there, isn’t it?’

      ‘Certainly is.’ Gillian pulled her gloves from her fingers and pulled down the protective suit, revealing a simple black T-shirt as she tied the suit arms around her waist. ‘I would say he’s been there for at least a week, given the insect activity. The maggots we found are still quite small. There are some body parts missing that may or may not be in that room somewhere. Jasper found an eye in one of the cardboard boxes in that room. I’ll have to run some tests to see if it belongs to our victim though.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Turpin managed. ‘Have you seen how many boxes are in that place?’

      ‘I have, but so far the team working through the ones in the living room haven’t found any other body parts.’

      Jan swallowed. ‘Was he alive when he was…’

      ‘Hard to tell until I’ve done the PM,’ said Gillian. ‘Speaking of which, I’ve got to get back – I’ll see if we can do this one straight after Trent Jardel’s so you’ve got as much information as possible.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Turpin gave her a small smile. ‘Appreciate it. We’ll let you get on.’

      ‘Talk soon.’

      Jan watched her go. ‘What the hell are we dealing with, sarge? Do you think this might be an organised gang that we missed, or what?’

      ‘I’ve got no idea,’ he said, his face troubled. ‘But whatever it is, I’m worried this is only the start.’
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      When Mark walked into the new dedicated incident room at two o’clock that afternoon, he was assaulted by a cacophony of voices, telephones ringing and – somewhere on a lower level in the police station – a power drill that screamed over the usual bedlam of an investigation in its infancy.

      A partition wall had been slid open, expanding two rooms into one large space that would accommodate the officers and administrative staff assigned to the inquiry. At present, there were still a few empty desks, although he could see several computers and screens being set up by Tracy, DI Kennedy’s usual admin wizard.

      She gave him a wry smile as he hurried past, and then he saw two familiar faces over in the far corner.

      DC Caroline Roberts was talking to someone on her mobile phone as he drew nearer, and put up her hand by way of greeting. She tucked her phone between her ear and her shoulder and resumed typing while she listened, but from the gist of the conversation Mark realised she was speaking to someone from a dental practice.

      ‘Afternoon, sarge.’ DC Alex McClellan looked up from his computer screen and gestured to a spare seat beside him. ‘We figured we’d set ourselves up over here, out of the way. Tracy’s brought up your laptop and everything from downstairs and she’s programmed your desk phone so you’ve got your usual number.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Mark sank into the seat and rubbed the back of his neck. ‘Jesus, that drill. What’s going on?’

      ‘They’re doing some rewiring in the reception area.’ Alex sighed. ‘Apparently, it’s better to do it today than Monday. Someone in the procurement department thought it’d be less disruptive today.’

      Mark rolled his eyes. ‘How’s it going here?’

      ‘Caroline’s widened a search for Jardel’s name nationwide to see if she can track down next of kin, while I’ve been ringing around local doctors and dentists to find out if Trent Jardel registered with anyone since he moved into the house at Long Wittenham. I also checked local social media groups in case there’s any mention of him there.’ The younger detective’s expression turned glum. ‘Nothing yet, though. And now we’ve got another victim.’

      ‘It’s going to get complicated, that’s for sure.’

      ‘No kidding. Gillian Appleworth phoned just before you got here. She’s doing the PM for Jardel in an hour, and says she’s planning to stay late in order to carry out the one for our latest victim.’

      ‘Are you attending those?’

      ‘I can go to Jardel’s, but I can’t make the other – Kennedy’s asked me to manage the search for Jardel’s vehicle. He must’ve got to that office somehow, but there’s no registered car parked there so I’m waiting for CCTV images from the council and surrounding businesses.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll go to the second PM. Hopefully after Gillian’s done those, we’ll have some more answers, although God knows what she’ll find from what’s left of the bloke at Jardel’s house. Jasper’s lot have found fingerprints, but some of those will be Fernsby’s, the estate agent’s, and the rest will need checking against the system. The other victim’s fingerprints are going to be a problem,’ Mark said, grimacing at the memory.

      Alex’s eyebrows shot upwards. ‘Why?’

      ‘Because they haven’t found any of his fingers yet.’

      ‘Oh.’ The young detective turned back to his computer screen, and shuddered. ‘God, no wonder Jan looked pale when she walked in.’

      Mark craned his neck over the other officers milling about the room. ‘Where is she, anyway? I thought she came up here after parking the car.’

      ‘She went down to the custody suite to have a word with Tom Wilcox,’ said Caroline, finishing her phone call. ‘He’s been in the area for a couple of decades, so she wanted to know if he’d come across anything like this before. He knows a few of the older officers who’ve retired over the years too, so she figured it was worth following up on.’

      ‘Sounds good. Okay, I’m going to go and find Kennedy and give him an update. Has he had a chance to do a briefing yet?’

      ‘Not yet,’ said Alex. He gathered up his keys and mobile phone. ‘I think he was just waiting for you two to show up.’

      ‘Right. See you when you get back.’ Mark watched the young detective leave, and smiled. Not so long ago, Alex would have baulked at the thought of going to a post mortem, but now he was like the rest of them – keen to learn more, and even more keen to use that knowledge to find a killer.

      The power drilling stopped, and a collective sigh arose from the assembled officers.

      ‘Thank God for that,’ said Caroline, and pushed back her chair. ‘Although I think my ears are going to be ringing for the next hour. Do you want a coffee? I need some caffeine before I make the next call.’

      ‘I’m good, thanks.’ Mark weaved his way between desks until he reached DI Kennedy’s office, another temporary space taken over by the investigation. He knocked once, then walked in. ‘Afternoon, guv.’

      The DI looked up from a report he was reading, and gestured to one of the visitor chairs by his desk. ‘It’s been a busy twenty-four hours, Mark. And not very pleasant this morning, from what I’m hearing.’

      ‘We’ll need to be careful who sees the photos, that’s for sure.’

      ‘I was thinking the same thing, so we’ll restrict it to yourself, Jan, and me for now,’ said Kennedy. ‘I’ll assess any other requests from the team on a case-by-case basis, depending on how it serves their tasks.’

      ‘Fair enough.’ Mark sank into the chair and leaned his elbows on his knees, staring at the carpet for a moment. ‘And it goes without saying that I’ll keep an eye on Jan this week.’

      ‘Knew you would, thanks. Who’s attending the post mortem?’

      ‘Alex is on his way to the Jardel one. I’ll go to the one for our mystery victim when Gillian does that later. I reckon we should let Jan get back to her family.’

      ‘Good idea.’ Kennedy pushed the report to one side. ‘It’s her and Scott’s anniversary next week too, I believe. Hell of a way to celebrate.’

      Mark straightened at the sound of footsteps approaching, and smiled as his colleague appeared, her complexion returning to normal.

      ‘Jan, come in – how are you holding up?’ said Kennedy, rising to pull out a chair for her. ‘I hear you walked in on him.’

      ‘Bit of a shock, to be honest, guv,’ she replied. ‘I’ll be okay though.’

      ‘You know where I am if you need me,’ the DI said, returning to his desk.

      ‘Let’s just get the bastard who did that to him, and whoever killed Jardel.’ She straightened her shoulders. ‘Don’t take me off the case, guv. I mean it. I’m okay.’

      ‘Understood. Right, then – Mark, what I’d like to do is have a briefing with everyone to go over the events of last night, catch up with where we are in relation to interviewing other tenants of that office building, and find out where Jardel was working while he was in Dubai.’ Kennedy drummed his fingers on the desk as he spoke. ‘I saw the video that Jan filmed at the house before discovering the body – do you think Jardel was dealing in stolen goods?’

      ‘Hard to say at the moment, guv. We didn’t find anything in the boxes we opened to suggest that. But whatever he was doing, it doesn’t look legitimate to me, even before we take that body into consideration. The house didn’t look like it’d been lived in, apart from the bathroom anyway.’

      There was a knock on the door then, and Caroline peered in, her face troubled. ‘Got a minute, guv?’

      Kennedy beckoned. ‘Of course. What is it?’

      ‘I’ve widened the search for Trent Jardel this afternoon, and trying to find out where he might have been prior to going to Dubai and then renting the house in Long Wittenham,’ she said, ‘and I’ve run into a problem.’

      ‘What’s that?’

      Caroline handed each of them a single sheet of paper, still warm from the printer. ‘Trent Jardel died three years ago. He was found murdered in his studio apartment in Birmingham. That’s the summary page for the case in the system. I’ve just finished speaking with the detective charged with keeping an eye on the cold case, and he’s told me Jardel’s body was cut into several pieces and laid out on the floor––’

      ‘Exactly the same as our latest victim,’ Turpin said, scanning the page. He looked across at Kennedy, who wore a perplexed expression. ‘So if the real Trent Jardel was murdered three years ago, who the hell did we find with his head encased in bubble wrap last night?’
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      Five minutes later, Ewan Kennedy paced the carpet in front of a whiteboard that was already covered in handwritten notes, maps, and photographs showing the serviced offices and the house in Long Wittenham.

      He had remained true to his word. No photographs of the horrors inside the house were displayed, and access to the images on the HOLMES2 database were restricted by a password that only he, Mark and West were privy to.

      However, there was a single photograph of the victim that had been discovered with bubble wrap around his head last night, with the name “Trent Jardel” written above it. That now had three question marks scribbled after it.

      Mark watched as Kennedy re-capped the whiteboard marker pen and turned to his team.

      ‘Thanks to Caroline’s discovery, we’re going to refocus on who this person is,’ he began. ‘And, once we have a name, we need to determine whether he was responsible for butchering the other man found earlier today at the house.’

      ‘Guv, the Birmingham team who told me about the real Trent Jardel are going to send me a copy of their investigation file,’ said Caroline. ‘I’ll make a start on that as soon as it arrives – I should have an email link by the morning.’

      ‘Good, thanks. Once that’s in, I want to know if you find any connection between our bubble wrap victim and the Thames Valley area. Why did he come here after leaving Dubai? His fingerprints are now in the system, and I’ve spoken to Alex and asked him to get Gillian to request an orthodontic search with UK dentists as soon as she’s finished the post mortem. If she finds anything else during the PM, Alex will be in touch.’

      Murmuring filtered amongst the gathered officers before the DI continued. ‘Who’s looking into the serviced offices’ records to trace the room booking for our victim?’

      ‘That’s me, guv,’ said PC Nathan Willis, raising his voice. ‘Jardel – or whoever he is – made the booking via their central call centre last week, but the phone number Jardel used is no longer working and unfortunately, because the company that runs the office is only a small one, it doesn’t record phone conversations to train new employees, otherwise I would have put in a request for that. Jardel specifically requested a quiet office away from other clients, saying that he was in the process of finishing a proposal for a major contract and couldn’t afford to be disturbed.’

      ‘Were any other requests made prior to him turning up, or while he was using the office?’

      ‘No, none,’ said Nathan. ‘He turned up each morning this week around nine twenty, but often left after the reception desk closed. Whoever’s working on the reception desk leaves the clients alone unless they request assistance with equipment or something like that. The cleaner is on a schedule whereby the rooms are cleaned every two days, and then she does a final clean on the day that the client vacates the office prior to a new client coming in.’

      ‘Was the person who spoke to the caller who made the booking able to pick up on an accent, or anything like that?’

      ‘No, guv. She said she couldn’t remember his voice, because they take so many bookings through that call centre.’

      ‘Okay, thanks Nathan. Right everyone, I’ve tasked Alex with requesting CCTV images from outside the building and from the surrounding streets via the council, so once those are in we’ll be able to trace our victim’s movements. According to the bloke on reception, our victim didn’t park in the car park behind the building, and given the office location he might have had to catch a bus or a taxi to get to it.’

      Mark raised his hand. ‘Guv, what if somebody gave him a lift?’

      ‘Again, we’ll have to wait until we get the CCTV footage. The receptionist didn’t notice him arrive with anyone else, but it’s a good point.’ Kennedy paused to update the notes on the whiteboard, then called over his shoulder. ‘Jan, how did you get on talking to Tom downstairs? Had he ever come across anything like this before? I can’t remember anything from my years here but he’s got a decade on me.’

      ‘Not as horrific as our latest victim,’ said West. ‘He did recall one case where someone had been suffocated using a plastic bag, and I’ve updated the system to note that case reference, but having read the notes, I’m not convinced. It’s just a gut feeling that the two aren’t connected though, so I’ll keep an open mind.’

      ‘Noted,’ said the DI. He turned to Caroline, and raised an eyebrow. ‘Apart from putting a spanner in the works regarding who our victim is, what else have you managed to find out? Is there anything on our system in relation to missing persons matching his description?’

      ‘He’s not on the missing persons list, guv,’ said the detective constable, and gestured to the two uniformed officers who stood next to her. ‘Alice and Grant have been helping me, and the images that Jasper sent through once the bubble wrap had been removed don’t match anyone in the Thames Valley area.’

      ‘Widen the search,’ said Kennedy. ‘Send out his photo to all divisions, and check with Interpol as well. If our Jardel was living out in Dubai for a couple of years, he might have moved around before getting there. If he did kill the real Trent Jardel, they might have an idea who this bugger is.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Half an hour later, Mark followed West across the car park towards her small hatchback, which was parked on the far side beside a chain link fence separating the police station from the neighbouring housing estate.

      Here and there, dark clouds peppered the horizon, and somewhere within the bramble bush that tangled itself within the fence, a robin sang. The traffic from the dual carriageway beyond the industrial estate had quietened now, save for the occasional truck that roared between Oxford and Winchester.

      ‘I’ll drive,’ said Mark.

      He caught the keys West tossed to him, unlocked the car, and started the engine before reaching for the air conditioning controls as she settled into the passenger seat. ‘Is Scott at home tonight with the boys?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He finished early today and picked them up from his mum’s. There’s plenty of stuff in the freezer for them to heat up if he doesn’t fancy cooking, and he doesn’t have to be at work tomorrow so I expect they’ll stream a film or two tonight.’

      ‘Sounds good.’ He glanced across at her. ‘Kennedy mentioned it’s your anniversary this week.’

      ‘Yes, fifteen years now,’ she said, her face wistful. ‘We were meant to be going out to dinner tonight to celebrate, but…’

      ‘Shame about the circumstances.’

      ‘Exactly.’ She forced a smile. ‘I wouldn’t feel like eating in a fancy restaurant with everything going on at work at the moment anyway, and as soon as I phoned Scott this morning to say we were going to be in for a long day, he suggested postponing it until next week or the week after. Or maybe we’ll just get away for a long weekend without the kids when this is all over.’

      She fished out her phone from her bag and started scrolling through emails.

      ‘Any updates from Alex?’ he said.

      ‘Not yet. Maybe he’s still with Gillian. I’m sure he’ll call when he’s got some news, or she can fill us in when we get there.’

      Mark turned out of the car park then shot around the ring road that encircled the industrial estate. Instead of taking the turnoff for the A34, he powered on, crossing a roundabout and turning this way and that until he entered a housing estate on the northern fringes of Abingdon.

      West looked up from her phone and sat forward in her seat. ‘What…?’

      Mark braked outside a tidy semi-detached house with a decorator’s van parked on the driveway. Beyond his open window, he could hear a football being kicked back and forth in the back garden, and music playing through the living room window. He let the engine idle and turned to his colleague. ‘I spoke with Kennedy. We both agreed you needed to be with your family tonight, not attending a post mortem.’

      She turned to him, mouth open to protest, but he held up his hand to silence her.

      ‘You’re not being taken off the case, I promise. You’ll be back in bright and early tomorrow. But that’s tomorrow.’ He gave her a small smile. ‘Go and have a glass of wine and put your feet up. If Gillian finds out anything urgent, I’ll phone you but otherwise I’ll update you first thing in the morning. Sound good?’

      Tears welled up in her eyes, and she bit her lip before nodding. ‘Okay. Thanks.’

      ‘You’d do the same for me,’ he said, then winked. ‘Now, bugger off or else I’ll be late and in Gillian’s bad books again.’

      She smiled at that, then opened the door and climbed out. ‘I’m buying lunch tomorrow, sarge. No arguments.’

      ‘Deal.’

      ‘And you’ll call me if Gillian finds anything?’

      ‘Only if it can’t wait until tomorrow. Go and find that wine.’

      West sighed, and her shoulders dropped a little. ‘I owe you.’

      He gave her a small salute, then pulled away from the kerb as soon as she shut the door.

      ‘Right,’ he muttered. ‘Let’s hope we do get some answers, otherwise the media is going to have a fucking field day.’
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        * * *

      

      Gillian was waiting at the door to the mortuary building when Mark pulled into the car park at the John Radcliffe Hospital.

      He could see her outline beyond the frosted glass door as she paced back and forth, and hurried over.

      The door opened as he approached, and she stood aside to let him in before locking it behind him.

      ‘Clive’s just cleaning up after the last one, and our part-time receptionist is on holiday,’ she explained, ‘so we’re having to keep the door shut when we’re busy.’

      ‘Is Alex still here?’ he said, scrawling his signature in the register on the reception desk.

      ‘You just missed him.’ Gillian held open the men’s changing room door for him and pointed to a stack of plastic-sealed protective suits on a bench seat in the far corner. ‘Get changed, and I’ll see you in the examination room. While Clive’s preparing our second victim, I’ll fill you in with my findings from the first.’

      Mark did as he was told, removing his jacket and tie and placing those with the car keys and his wallet and mobile phone into a locker. The protective suit zipped up at the front, and after adding matching booties and plucking a paper mask from a dispenser next to the door, he padded back out to the door and along to where Gillian and her assistant waited.

      Despite seeing the second victim’s remains at the house that morning, he still baulked when he saw the man’s head and torso laid out on one table, and his legs and arms on another beside it. He had seen many dead bodies in his time with the police service, but none of them was as shocking as this.

      He swallowed, and took a couple of paces forward before Gillian turned to him from her laptop on a counter over to the left hand side of the examination room.

      ‘Good, you’re ready. Come over here, and I’ll show you my findings from the earlier PM.’

      ‘Was he murdered, or was it something that was self-inflicted and went wrong?’

      She waited until he joined her and then pointed to a series of photographs she had taken during the examination. ‘Someone else did this to him. Your first victim died from asphyxiation after having his head wrapped in plastic. It wasn’t a quick death, either. He bit through his tongue, and he’s missing three fingernails from where he dug his fingers into the arms of the chair he was found in. There are also bruises to the back to the backs of his legs and his hips which may suggest that he was forced into that chair. You see this bruise here on his face? He evidently put up a fight, because at some point someone punched him in the face to subdue him. You can see the markings from the other person’s knuckles here.’

      Mark winced. ‘And they managed to do this without anybody hearing anything. What do you think the time of death is?’

      ‘I’m going to put in my report that I believe death occurred at least sixteen hours prior to him being found by the office cleaner,’ said Gillian. ‘Making that roughly between two and four yesterday morning.’

      ‘When the offices are normally empty,’ Mark said. ‘So we’re going to be reliant on CCTV images to try and find out who else was with him.’

      ‘Gillian, he’s ready for you,’ Clive called.

      Mark turned to see the pathologist’s assistant waiting patiently beside the two examination tables, his eyes baleful over his mask.

      ‘All right,’ said Gillian, closing her laptop and switching on her lapel microphone. ‘Let’s see what this poor chap can tell us.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Mark stood a few paces away from the examination table as Gillian circled it, her gaze falling to each body part as she narrated her findings for the recording equipment.

      Her report would be generated in real time, enabling her to read it soon afterwards and make any corrections she deemed necessary before signing it off and filing it into the legal system. The need for accuracy gave her voice a cold, emotionless tone, but he knew how much each victim meant to her.

      He could see it in her eyes as she passed by him.

      Despite the mask he wore, there was still a strong scent of antiseptic liquid and floor wash from where Clive, the lab assistant, had swabbed down the entire examination room between post mortems. He now stood poised ready to pass any equipment to Gillian, and to take the internal organs she removed and prepare them for weighing and testing.

      There was a stoicism to Clive’s posture born from years of experience, and a detachment that didn’t quite quell the memory of the victims who passed through these doors. Mark knew this, because he had found Clive quietly drinking a pint in the same pub he frequented next to the River Thames in Abingdon late one Thursday night after a particularly bad case had resulted in an end-of-life sentence for the perpetrator. Clive’s diligence and assistance to Gillian’s work had been key to the jury issuing a unanimous guilty verdict.

      He avoided Mark’s gaze now, instead focusing on their current victim as Gillian returned to the man’s head, gently reaching out to cradle his skull in her hand.

      ‘Right, you,’ she said. ‘Let’s find out what you can tell us about the bastard who did this to you, and why you died like this.’

      She squared her shoulders and turned to the other table. ‘For the purposes of the recording the victim’s legs and arms have been cut away from his torso using a saw-like implement, the exact type of which we’ll attempt to ascertain through testing. There are cut marks to the victim’s humerus bones, that may indicate a method of torture, or that his killer attempted to remove the limbs at this point first. His legs bear similar markings at the femur bones.’

      Mark swallowed, and dug his gloved fingers into his palms.

      Gillian continued. ‘Insect activity indicates that he must have lain where he was found for between five and seven days. There are markings to what remains of his neck, which may be attributable to a form of strangulation, but further tests to his lungs will need to be completed. The lividity on his buttocks suggests that he was killed in a sitting position. Other forensic evidence will be needed to corroborate this.’ She gently picked up the man’s right arm and examined his wrist. ‘There is bruising to his wrists and ankles that suggests he was bound at some point with rope. The bruising gives way at the wrist to burn marks similar to those found when a roughly hewn rope such as baling twine or similar is used. I would posit that our victim tried to escape his bindings at some point, causing the rope to dig into his skin at the juncture between the radius and carpus. At present, his fingers remain missing, so I’m unable to take any prints. I’ve requested DNA analysis on the eyeball that was found near to where the victim’s other body parts were discovered, but the other is missing.’

      She turned back to the man’s torso, and looked at Clive. ‘All right, pass me the saw please. Let’s find out what his internal organs are like.’

      Mark turned away as the saw started up, unable to watch but desperate for answers.

      An hour later, the post mortem was complete, and Clive was labelling several specimens and swabs for further analysis by a private laboratory on the other side of Oxford. The rest had been couriered via motorbike half an hour ago, in the vain hope it would give the team a head start on the results.

      The victim’s mutilated remains would be placed into the morgue’s refrigerators and as he watched Gillian prepare them for storage, Mark vowed he would find out the man’s name.

      The pathologist looked over her shoulder. ‘I can hear you thinking from here.’

      ‘Mm,’ he mumbled, then cleared his throat. ‘Just wondering how the hell I’m going to tell his family what happened to him.’

      ‘You don’t, unless they ask,’ she said. She removed her gloves as she walked over to the sluice sink and began scrubbing at her skin. ‘And if they do ask, you tell them the bare minimum. Save them the nightmares.’

      Mark loosened the protective suit from his neck and wandered across. ‘Have you ever seen something like this before?’

      ‘No,’ Gillian said, twisting off the tap and flicking her hands at the sink. She pulled paper towel from a dispenser and watched as Clive began the paperwork to finalise the pathology report. ‘I’ll be able to confirm whether this was done to him pre- or post mortem once those lab results are back, but I’m inclined to suggest he was strangled or suffocated first.’

      ‘So his limbs were removed after he died?’

      ‘I believe so, yes.’ Gillian glanced over to the small desk at the far end of the room as her laptop emitted a ping. ‘Bear with me. That might be the DNA results I’m expecting from the lab – they’ve got a couple of technicians working overtime tonight to help us out.’

      ‘No problem.’ Mark stared at the remains laid out on the table, the man’s torso now obliterated by the pathologist’s saw and pliers.

      Who was he? What did he do to put him in the path of his killer?

      He closed his eyes for a moment and exhaled, resisting the urge to pinch his nose while he still wore the protective gloves.

      There were so many questions.

      Too many questions.

      ‘Mark?’ Gillian pivoted in her chair to face him. ‘How far along has Jasper got working through those cardboard boxes at the house?’

      He opened his eyes. ‘He reckons they’ll be there until tomorrow afternoon at least. Why?’

      ‘The eyeball that was found in the same room as the victim. It’s not his, and your bubble wrap victim has both eyes,’ Gillian said, her face stony. ‘So that eye over there belongs to someone else. You need to look for a third body.’
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      There was a full moon that night.

      The River Thames was silent, with all the tourists that had choked the waterway on hired boats during the day having now returned to their accommodation in the town or at the nearby campsite.

      There wasn’t much traffic going across the centuries-old bridge either, just one or two cars that flashed past. An orange glow clung to the night sky above the town, but here on the river it was still possible to see a few pinpricks of stars in between patches of white cloud.

      Six boats occupied the riverbank on the Thames beyond Abingdon Bridge, but only one was a permanent mooring. It was wider than most, no more than three years old, with the addition of four solar panels and several flower pots containing a variety of herbs on the roof.

      The aroma of basil, thyme and sage carried on a gentle breeze to where Mark sat on the roof, bathed by the residual light from the pub garden next to the bridge downstream. Beside him, a small scruffy dog stood to attention, his nose pointing towards the water.

      Mark turned the crystal tumbler in his hand and listened to the distant rush of water from the weir further upstream. Across the river in the Abbey Gardens, a pair of tawny owls hooted at each other, and then there was a splash and the dog gave an excited yip.

      ‘Shh, Hamish,’ said Mark. ‘You’ll wake the neighbours.’

      The dog grumbled under his breath, but did as he was told, padded to the end of the narrowboat and sat facing the bridge, his ears pricked.

      Mark turned back to his phone screen and typed a reply to Kennedy, who had requested a brief update prior to the morning briefing. He let the DI know that they would be looking for a third victim according to Gillian, and finished the text with a promise to be in early the next morning to help collate updates and assign tasks.

      Movement at the stern of the boat caught his eye, and he looked up to see his girlfriend, Lucy, place a bottle of whiskey and a second tumbler on the roof before clambering up.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I was going to come down a while ago, but time got away from me.’

      She smiled in response, handed him the bottle, and sat cross-legged beside him, lowering her voice. ‘It’s not a problem. It’s only just gone eleven anyway, and I finished my book so I figured I’d come up to join you for a little while if that’s all right?’

      ‘Of course it’s all right,’ he said, and motioned for her to hold out her glass while he poured a generous measure. ‘I’ll only have a tiny splash in mine because I’ve just told Kennedy I’ll be in early. How much do you want?’

      ‘That’s enough, thanks. How are you doing?’

      ‘I’m okay.’ He took a sip of the whiskey and let the flavours colour his tongue before swallowing. The subtle burn warmed his throat, and he reached over to tangle his fingers in her curls. ‘Sorry. You must be feeling a bit neglected tonight.’

      ‘On a brighter note, the boat isn’t,’ she said. ‘I’ve been cleaning the galley.’

      ‘Now I feel even more guilty – I said I was going to do that this week.’

      ‘Don’t,’ she said, leaning over to kiss him. ‘And I’m here whenever you need to talk about this.’

      ‘I know.’ He gave her a sad smile. ‘But not this one, love. It’s nasty.’

      ‘I thought it might be. You seem more reticent than you’ve been with some of your other cases lately.’ She paused as Hamish trotted over and started nosing the pocket of her sweatshirt. ‘Yes, all right, you’ve rumbled me, you terror. Here, but only one treat before bedtime, or else you’ll be farting all night.’

      Hamish sat, his tail wagging while Lucy retrieved the jerky strip, then took it gently in his mouth and lay down beside her.

      ‘How’s Jan?’ she said. She sipped her whiskey and looked sideways at Mark. ‘Did she go to the post mortem with you?’

      ‘No, I dropped her off at her house on the way. There was no need for her to witness that, not after this morning.’ He shuffled closer and pulled her to him, resting his chin on her head.

      Here was safe, away from the thoughts that tumbled around in his head, the regret at letting Jan walk through that door before him this morning, the frustration at not being able to protect her from what she had discovered, and the knowledge that she would be having a rough night.

      ‘I love you,’ he murmured, kissing Lucy’s hair. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

      She looked up. ‘Love you too. After this one, perhaps we should take the boat away for a few weeks. You’re well overdue some time off, aren’t you?’

      ‘I think I’ve got about three weeks owing to me,’ he said. ‘Fancy heading downstream? We could stop at Streatley or Pangbourne for a bit if you like. Maybe a bit further.’

      ‘I’d love that.’ She ran her hand down his thigh. ‘It’d be nice to spend some time together without…’

      ‘Yeah, I know.’ He kissed her again before she straightened and took another sip of her whiskey, but kept his arm around her shoulders. ‘Without having to worry about what people do to each other.’

      Hamish patted the beef jerky strip with a paw to keep it in place on the boat’s roof, sinking his teeth into the meat and snuffling under his breath as he worked at it, then sneezed.

      Lucy chuckled. ‘He was sticking his head in all the brambles and weeds on our walk this afternoon. I’m sure he gets hay fever, but I can’t stop him – there are too many interesting smells along the towpath.’

      ‘There’re a couple of new boats tonight too,’ Mark said, lowering his voice and craning his neck to see down the line of different vessels. There was a white motor cruiser at the end beyond the rented narrowboats, its cabin curtains drawn and no light emanating from it. ‘Another private owner, too.’

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘He turned up early this morning. I waved, but he didn’t wave back. Probably just passing through. There were one or two others earlier, but they were only day-trippers. I took some photos while they were moored up – I thought I might paint one of them sometime, because the sun caught the water just right. I’ll send you a copy – see what you think. The one at the other end is a hire boat from Oxford with a couple of kids on board. Hamish has already made friends with them.’

      ‘I’ll bet he has.’ Mark ruffled the fur sticking up between the dog’s ears. ‘Just as long as he remembers not to stow away.’

      ‘Well, if he does, they have to come back this way to drop the boat back anyway, and at least it’d save us his food bill for a few days.’

      ‘Coming from the person who buys him the gourmet treats.’ Mark chuckled, and drained the last of his drink before checking his watch. ‘Okay, I need to get to bed. Coming?’

      Lucy held out her hand and he pulled her up before following her down to the galley, Hamish at their heels. All the surfaces were sparkling, and she had put some flowers in a vase on the wooden counter that were filling the cabin with a heady scent.

      After stripping off his clothes and slipping under the sheets, he wrapped his arms around her as her breathing slowed. Soon, she was fast asleep and he lay listening to the water lapping against the hull.

      And wondered how on earth he was going to find a killer, and the identity of their three victims.
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      The next morning, Jan watched from her husband’s van as a series of cars flashed past the junction out of their housing estate, and resisted the urge to check her phone.

      Scott had woken her up before the alarm went off, placing a mug of tea on the bedside table and announcing he would drive her to work. ‘I’ll be your chauffeur today.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Well, I’ve got to go past the police station on the way to Wantage to quote for a job, so I thought I’d drop you off. It’ll save Mark coming to get you, won’t it?’

      ‘Okay, thanks.’

      The twins had plans for the day, making the most of the start of their summer holidays by going on an overnight camping trip with a friend’s family, and so the house had been quieter than usual, calmer.

      Scott pounced as a space opened up between a bus and an off-duty ambulance, and turned up the radio, humming under his breath.

      Jan smiled. It was a favourite song of his, and one that he usually sang along to when they were driving anywhere.

      The drive to the police station took another fifteen minutes around the ring road, during which time she flicked through her notebook and tried to piece together the different evidence threads that had been gathered to date. Any investigation was at its most critical in the first twenty-four hours, and yet here they were three days later with still no idea who the victim in the serviced offices was, or who it was who had been butchered at the property in Long Wittenham.

      ‘We’re here,’ Scott said, pulling her from her thoughts.

      After passing her security pass to Scott so he could swipe it, she began to gather her phone and notebook together as he drove under the security barrier.

      ‘Right,’ she said. ‘I should be okay to get a lift home tonight from Mark, so if you want to head down the football club for a kick about, I could ask him to drop me off there when I finish. I know there are pizzas in the freezer, but I was thinking as a treat we could have a Chinese takeaway tonight.’

      ‘Wait,’ said Scott. He pulled into a parking space at the far end of the car park, away from the main building, hitched the hand brake and reached over to the glove compartment. He extracted a small wrapped box, and handed it to her with a shy smile. ‘I hope you like it.’

      Curious, she took the gift from him, pulled at the glistening pink thread tied around it and then tore open the pretty cream-patterned wrapping paper to reveal a black velvet jewellery box. ‘What’s this?’

      ‘Open it,’ he said.

      She popped the lid to reveal a delicate silver chain from which an intricate pendant in the shape of a dreamcatcher had been attached.

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ she breathed. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘To help with the nightmares,’ he said.

      ‘Oh. Was I talking in my sleep again last night?’

      ‘A bit. And last week, so when I saw this in the window of that new gift shop in town, I couldn’t resist.’ He reached out and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. ‘I know you love your job, so I won’t ever tell you to quit, but I worry about you. I worry about what all of this does to you. I can’t imagine the horrors you have to deal with every day––’

      ‘Scott, I––’

      ‘Let me finish,’ he said, cupping her face in his hand. ‘I’m so proud of you, January West. And your children are proud of you. And I’m telling you this because I think you need to hear that, okay?’

      She nodded, her throat aching. Wiping away tears that threatened at the corners of her eyes, she gave Scott a watery smile and pulled him into a hug. ‘I love you.’

      ‘I love you too,’ he said, then eased away. ‘Would you like some help putting that on?’

      ‘Yes, please.’ She lifted up her hair while he fastened the necklace, then tucked the dreamcatcher under the collar of her blouse. ‘And thank you again.’

      He waited until she turned back in her seat to face him, and she saw then the concern in his eyes. ‘Promise me, you’ll tell me if this ever gets too much to bear.’

      ‘Pinky promise.’ She held out her little finger and twisted it around his, then sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Scott. I’ve got to go.’

      ‘I know. Love you.’

      ‘Love you too. See you later.’

      Jan climbed out of the van, waved as Scott drove away, then turned and walked towards the police station. She sniffed, then thought about the families who had lost loved ones. Squaring her shoulders, she swiped her security card, pushed open the door and hurried upstairs to the incident room.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Jan walked through the door, there was already a throng of officers by the whiteboard, and so she greeted Caroline and Alex, gave Turpin a thankful smile as he held up his hand at the front of the room and pointed to a chair he had set aside for her, then pulled her notebook from her bag and hurried over to join him.

      ‘How’re you doing?’ he murmured as she sat beside him.

      ‘I’m okay, thanks,’ she said. ‘You?’

      ‘Yes, thanks.’ He turned his attention to the front once more as Kennedy stalked from his office and motioned for silence.

      ‘Right,’ said the DI. ‘Let’s not hang about. We’re going to be in for a busy day. First of all, thanks to those of you who’ve cancelled rostered days off to support this investigation. Let’s make it worth your while, shall we?’

      A flutter of murmurs passed through the group in response, with one of the older uniformed sergeants standing a little straighter at the recognition.

      ‘Onto business,’ Kennedy continued. ‘Caroline – where are we up to with fingerprints from our first victim, the bloke found at the serviced office?’

      The detective constable squeezed past two administrative staff and raised her voice. ‘Guv, I ran his prints through the system, but he doesn’t have a record. I put in a request with a contact at Interpol as well, just in case anything popped up there given our victim’s time in Dubai, but again that’s come up negative.’

      A collective groan filled the room.

      ‘Hang on, I haven’t finished,’ said Caroline. ‘I was speaking with the Birmingham-based detective last night, and asked him if the original inquiry identified any suspects. He’s emailed over their details and statements this morning. There were three suspects in total. Unfortunately, we’re not going to be able to speak with one of them because he was killed in a car accident eighteen months ago but he was ruled out pretty quickly by the investigating team at the time because he provided an alibi that was pretty solid.’

      ‘I thought this was going to be good news,’ said Kennedy. ‘What about the other two?’

      ‘Suspect number two was very evasive at first, which gave the investigating team cause to believe he was their killer but when they questioned him a third time, he admitted that he was having an affair with a work colleague and provided the man’s name. His wife filed for divorce soon after that.’ Caroline held up a manila folder, and Jan saw a smile forming. ‘The third suspect is the one that interests me the most. He was last seen with Jardel twenty-four hours prior to his death, but not since. The Birmingham team weren’t able to identify him at the time, but they’ve sent me copies of the CCTV images, and I reckon there’s a likeness to the victim found in the office on Friday night.’

      She crossed to where Kennedy stood and held out an A4-sized photograph.

      The DI put on his reading glasses and peered closer at the image, then at the photograph pinned to the whiteboard that had been taken by Gillian Appleworth prior to yesterday’s post mortem. ‘I think you’re right, detective. Well done. Got a name for him?’

      ‘I’ve been going through some of the other footage that was uploaded to the system in the original investigation, and he emerges from a bank on that street two days before this was taken. I’ll phone them tomorrow to see if anyone working there remembers who he is.’ Caroline gave a resolute shrug. ‘It’s a long shot, I know, especially as the Birmingham lot got nowhere, but…’

      ‘But worth pursuing, and the best lead we’ve got so far.’ Kennedy removed his glasses and updated the notes on the whiteboard. ‘Let me know the moment you find out anything.’

      ‘Will do, guv.’

      ‘In the meantime, Alex – how have you got on with the CCTV footage from around the serviced office location?’

      ‘I’ve got some of it through, guv, but a lot of the companies aren’t back until tomorrow, or their head offices that manage the video uploads don’t open over the weekend,’ said the younger detective. ‘I’ll chase them up first thing tomorrow, but we’ll make a start on what we’ve got after this.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Kennedy turned to Mark. ‘So, according to Gillian, we may well have a third victim somewhere, yes?’

      Jan looked at her colleague in horror. ‘The eye that Jasper found?’

      He gave a nod in response, then made his way to the front of the room and stood beside the DI to address the gathered officers. ‘Late yesterday, I attended the post mortem of our second victim who was found at the house in Long Wittenham. Gillian ran a DNA test to compare that to the remains found in the room, and the results came through as she was completing the second post mortem. The eyeball found in one of the cardboard boxes doesn’t belong to the man found at the house – it’s not a match. Therefore, we have a third victim whose identity remains unknown at this time, although the laboratory have confirmed it’s female.’

      Jan’s pen flew over the page as she kept up with Turpin’s commentary, the full horror of what she was hearing not registering until he paused for breath and she read back her notes.

      A cold sweat prickled her neck, and she exhaled, focusing on the questions that were now being fired at the two senior officers.

      ‘Has Jasper found any other body parts in the house, sarge?’ said PC Marie Collins.

      In response, Turpin turned to Kennedy. ‘Guv?’

      The DI cleared his throat. ‘I spoke with him before the briefing. And yes, other body parts have been found, this time in four of the boxes in the living room. Those remains are undergoing DNA testing at the moment, and as soon as the results are in, I’ll provide another update. In the meantime, I want to follow up with the neighbours. Statements were taken yesterday, and it appears that the occupants of the adjoining house spoke with the tenant on a number of occasions after he moved in. Mark, Jan, I’d like you to re-interview them this morning. We’ll wrap up this briefing now, and reconvene at ten tomorrow.’

      ‘Is there anything in particular you want us to ask them, guv?’ said Jan, closing her notebook.

      ‘Yes,’ Kennedy said as officers began to rise from their seats and move back to their desks. ‘You can ask them how the hell our killer managed to butcher at least two people without them hearing a bloody thing.’
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      By the time Mark and West left the police station to return to Long Wittenham, bright sunshine was piercing the clouds and bathing the car park with a warmth that had been missing for several weeks.

      Mark removed his jacket and placed it on the back seat before rolling up his sleeves and turning the key in the ignition. He looked across at his colleague as she settled into the passenger seat. ‘Are you sure you’re okay? You got a hell of a shock yesterday.’

      ‘I am.’ She nodded, and ran her fingers over the thin silver chain around her neck. ‘Really, I am. Okay, I’ll probably have bad dreams from time to time, but that’s no different to some of the other cases we’ve worked on together, is it? I’m sure you didn’t sleep well last night either.’

      ‘True.’

      ‘So, Jardel – or rather, whoever he really is – murders the man at the house, then just goes to work at the rented office as if nothing happened,’ said West. ‘That’s if we base the timeline on Gillian’s assertion that the man at the house was killed five to seven days before we found him.’

      Mark worked out the timeline in his head, then frowned. ‘But the people at the rented offices said someone phoned the week before to make that booking for Jardel or whoever he is.’

      ‘I wonder what he did for work?’ she mused.

      ‘I don’t think we’ll find out that unless we can locate his laptop – if indeed he had one there,’ said Mark. He flicked the indicator stalk and slowed as he neared the junction for the cul-de-sac. ‘Just because there were power leads there doesn’t mean they were plugged into anything.’

      ‘And we don’t know yet whether Jasper’s right about those carpet indentations being caused by a camera tripod.’ West tucked the chain back under her collar and sighed. ‘The sooner we get that bloody CCTV footage from the office, the better.’

      Louise and Miles Laverton’s house was, as DI Kennedy had described, the one adjoining Trent Jardel’s rented home, and currently the subject of scrutiny by a myriad of journalists and camera crews that lined the pavement outside.

      When he turned the car into the cul-de-sac, Mark eyed the Lavertons’ home as they passed, then frowned. ‘There are no vehicles on the driveway. They must be at work or something. What does the file say they do for a living?’

      West flipped open the folder and scanned the contents while he turned the car around. ‘They should be here. Louise works for a kindergarten in Drayton, and Miles is employed as a financial consultant for a small firm in Oxford. They’ve got one six-year-old daughter, and an eight-year-old son that both attend the local primary school.’

      Mark eased the car to the kerb outside the semi-detached property and wound down the window as a young probationary constable wandered over. ‘Where are the Lavertons?’

      ‘You missed them by half an hour, sarge,’ came the reply. ‘They’ve packed up and moved into a friend’s house on the outskirts of Wantage until this lot bugger off. Can’t say I blame them, not with two youngsters. It all got a bit much for them, being bombarded with questions every time they left the house.’

      ‘Fair enough.’ Mark glanced over his shoulder to check that West had her notebook ready, then turned back to the constable. ‘Got an address for that friend?’

      In response, the constable pulled out his mobile phone and held it out, showing an image of a handwritten address. He gave a sly smile as West wrote it down. ‘Figured if I said it out loud, one of this lot will lip-read me and that poor family will be on the move again.’

      ‘Good thinking,’ said Mark. ‘Everything else okay here?’

      ‘Those reporters will get bored eventually, sarge. Leila and Jasper reckon they’ll be finishing up their search tonight, and Jasper said he’ll have a full inventory sent over ready for tomorrow’s briefing.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      The drive to Wantage took less than thirty minutes, and soon Mark was braking outside a large detached home on a leafy avenue that wound through the eastern side of the town.

      An upstairs curtain twitched when he climbed out, and then the front door opened before he had a chance to ring the doorbell.

      A man in his late thirties peered out, his brow creased. ‘I’m not answering your questions, wherever you’re from. We’ve just been hounded from our home because of you lot.’

      ‘We’re not reporters,’ said Mark, holding up his warrant card, ‘and I can fully understand your frustration with them. I’m Detective Sergeant Mark Turpin, and this is my colleague DC January West. We have a few questions we’d like to ask you. May we come in?’

      The man’s shoulders relaxed, and he stood to one side. ‘I’m sorry. The past twenty-four hours have been too much for my family, and I have two young children to worry about.’ 

      Mark noticed that the man’s hand shook as he closed the door and then beckoned them towards the rear of the house.

      ‘Louise has just put the kettle on,’ he said. ‘Do you want a coffee or something?’

      ‘We’re fine, thanks.’ Mark stepped into a square-shaped kitchen with worktops around the right-hand side and a large refrigerator taking up a corner. A young girl looked at him over a glass of orange juice, her eyes widening. He winked. ‘Hello. I’m Mark.’

      She swallowed, then looked up at her father. ‘Dad?’

      ‘It’s okay, honey – he’s not a reporter. Do you want to go and help your brother unpack your bags?’

      She handed him the half-empty glass and scurried from the room, and Mark could hear her talking with a young boy in an upstairs room a few moments later, their voices competing with another girl’s.

      ‘This is Louise,’ said Miles, turning to a woman of a similar age to him, and giving her a wan smile. ‘This is her best friend’s house – they’ve known each other since university.’

      ‘And thankfully the kids have grown up together, so that’s made this a bit easier,’ she said, pouring fresh coffee into a mug and passing it to her husband. ‘Are you sure you two don’t want a drink?’

      ‘No, that’s fine.’ Mark pointed to a circular pine dining table over in the corner. ‘Shall we sit over there while we go through some questions, and then we can get out of your way?’

      The couple followed him meekly, taking the chairs with their backs to the wall, and Mark pulled out a chair for West before sitting next to her. ‘My colleague will take notes, but do you mind if we record this as well? I’ll need to recite a formal caution too, just as a matter of process.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Miles. He glanced at his wife. ‘I guess that won’t be a problem.’

      ‘No problem,’ she agreed. She reached out for his hand. ‘I’m just horrified by what’s happened. Anything we can do…’

      ‘Thanks.’ Mark started the recording, recited the formal caution from memory, then eyed the couple. ‘So, Trent Jardel – tell me about him. When did you first meet him?’

      ‘A few days after he moved in,’ said Louise. ‘I finish work at three on Fridays, and he was in the front garden when I got home that day. I said hello, and welcome, and he asked me where he could buy some second-hand curtains.’

      ‘Curtains?’ Mark said.

      ‘Yes. Apparently, there were none in the bedrooms. The previous tenants had provided their own, and taken them with them when they vacated.’ Louise shuddered. ‘To think that’s where…’

      Miles squeezed his wife’s hand. ‘We had no idea what went on in that house, Detective Turpin, I can assure you. I’ve been going over and over it in my mind since we found out yesterday what he did. We didn’t hear a thing.’

      There was a thump on the floor upstairs, and then the sound of giggling. Mark froze, and raised his gaze to the ceiling. ‘How many bedrooms are there in your house in Long Wittenham?’

      ‘Three. Why?’

      Mark was already pushing back his chair. He hurriedly ended the formal interview for the recording and swept his phone from the table. ‘Jan, with me. Mr and Mrs Laverton, thank you. You’ve been a great help.’

      He almost ran along the hallway to the front door, wrenched it open and then paused when he reached the car.

      West was still on the doorstep, apologising to the couple for the quick exit.

      Mark scrolled through the contacts list on his phone, found the one he wanted, and hit the speed dial. It was answered within three rings. ‘Jasper?’

      ‘It’s Leila,’ came the reply. ‘Jasper’s got his hands full at the moment.’

      ‘Can you put him on speaker? You both need to hear this.’

      ‘Sure.’ There was a mumbled conversation, and then Jasper’s voice emanated from the speaker.

      ‘Mark? We’ve got a problem here. I’m measuring the rooms upstairs and something doesn’t add up.’

      ‘I think I know why,’ Mark said, as West joined him, her face perplexed. He switched to speakerphone so she could hear the two forensic specialists. ‘According to Jardel’s neighbours, their house has three bedrooms. Jardel’s should match, given that it’s a semi-detached shouldn’t it?’

      ‘Except there’s only two… unless––’

      ‘Jardel blocked off the doorway for the third bedroom,’ said Mark. ‘So you’re going to have to knock down the wall. I reckon it’s where he’s hidden the other body, the one that’s missing an eyeball.’
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      By the time Mark and West reached Long Wittenham, the reporters had been herded from the cul-de-sac and were loitering beside a temporary barrier that was positioned in such a way that they were unable to see the rental property.

      There was a predatory atmosphere to the growing throng, and they turned as one to Mark as he stalked towards a uniformed constable and flipped open his warrant card. The constable gave a curt nod and stood to one side to let him and West pass while the reporters surged forward, their microphones thrust at the two detectives with demands for an update and their comments on the activities at the house.

      Mark ignored them, and instead made sure that West went ahead of him, sheltering her from the glare of cameras and mobile phones that were held aloft.

      Hurrying along the pavement to catch up once they were past the cordon, Mark glanced across to her. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘I can imagine a lot more of these neighbours are going to be finding alternative accommodation after today,’ she said, eyeing the houses lining the street, most of which now had curtains closed to prevent the reporters trying to see inside.

      ‘And I wonder how many will ever return? I mean, some won’t have a choice, but others will.’

      They fell silent as they approached the driveway to number thirty-two and waited beside a second cordon.

      Two polyester white tents had been erected in the front garden, taking up much of the weed-strewn lawn, and Mark spotted an additional panel van a little further along the street. Then a forensic technician in a protective suit appeared at the front door before making his way into the nearest tent, his arms laden with evidence bags and the hems of his protective trousers covered in plaster dust.

      Mark could hear the sound of a large hammer banging against something from within the house, the noise interspersed with an occasional shouted instruction.

      The forensic technician emerged from the tent, and wandered over, lowering his mask. ‘Are you DS Turpin?’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘There are spare suits in that second tent – get changed, and I’ll let Jasper and Leila know you’re here.’

      The banging stopped, and a relieved shout emanated down the stairs and out the front door. The technician gave a grim smile. ‘Sounds like the wall’s down. I’ll come and get you once they say it’s okay for you to come up.’

      He pulled up his mask and disappeared inside, while Mark led the way over to the tent, holding open the flap for West. ‘Ladies first.’

      ‘Thanks.’ After a few seconds, there was the sound of rustling from within the tent before she spoke. ‘Do you think they’ll find anything?’

      In response, Mark heard someone swear loudly from within the house, and then Jasper issuing instructions. He strained to hear what was being said, then gave up. ‘I think they just have.’

      West emerged from the tent, and zipped up her suit. ‘I’m ready.’

      ‘Good, and don’t take this the wrong way, but let me go in first this time, all right?’

      She nodded in response. ‘I’ll wait for you.’

      ‘Won’t be a minute.’

      That was a lie, of course. The protective suit was clumsy and took a couple of attempts to pull over his trousers before Mark shoved his arms into the sleeves and zipped it up. It creased against his neck and prickled his skin, but he tugged the hood over his hair and joined West outside before they crossed to the open front door and pulled plastic booties over their shoes.

      He could still hear Jasper’s voice somewhere at the top of the stairs, and was wondering whether the forensic lead had forgotten about them when a figure appeared on the top step and crouched until they could see him.

      ‘Detective Turpin?’ Leila’s voice emanated from behind her mask. ‘You can come up now.’

      ‘Thanks.’ He stepped over the threshold then paused and glanced over his shoulder. ‘Would you like to stay here?’

      West hesitated for a split second, but then shook her head. ‘I’m coming. I need to know what we’re dealing with, and I want to catch the bastard responsible.’

      ‘Come on, then.’

      Heart pounding, he climbed the thirteen stair treads, his footsteps heavy on the worn carpet. At the top, Leila said nothing, but pointed over his shoulder. Turning, he saw a jagged hole that had been knocked through the plasterwork wall between the front bedroom and the one at the rear, a wall that had been built by Jardel – whoever he really was – in the scant months he had been a tenant here, and then painted over to disguise his handiwork.

      Mark exhaled and edged closer, hearing the crinkle of West’s protective suit as she followed.

      The hole was over a metre in length and wide enough for someone to squeeze through, but Mark stayed on the landing and peered inside.

      It was dark. No light penetrated the room, save for a single torch beam that flashed off the far wall while a scraping sound echoed off bare floorboards.

      ‘Jasper? It’s Mark.’

      ‘Stay there a moment, we’re just moving our lights,’ came the reply. ‘Ah, here we go.’

      Mark blinked as a spotlight came to life, then bit back a groan before turning to West. ‘You don’t want to see this.’

      She froze, eyes widening. ‘Really?’

      ‘Really. Wait there, okay?’ He turned back to the room. ‘Have you had a chance to call Gillian?’

      ‘She’s on her way,’ said Jasper, appearing beside the remains of the plasterwork wall. ‘For what it’s worth. While we’re waiting for her, you can come in and take a look so you can report back to Kennedy, but don’t ask me to move anything, not until she’s declared the… I mean…’

      Mark nodded, then climbed through, making sure he stood with his back to the landing to block the view from West.

      Gillian had been correct in her findings that the eyeball once belonged to a woman.

      What was left of the victim was scattered across the floor, her head at an odd angle and her matted hair strewn across her face.

      Then there was the––

      ‘Thanks,’ Mark managed, and turned away. ‘I’ve seen enough.’

      He climbed back through the hole in the wall, placed his hand on West’s arm, and steered her towards the stairs. ‘Fresh air.’

      ‘We’ll get what we can emailed to you this afternoon,’ Leila called after him. ‘But tell Kennedy that it might be a few hours yet.’

      ‘Thanks, will do.’ He stumbled down the stairs and out the front door, tearing away the protective mask and pulling down his hood before resting his hands on his knees and closing his eyes.

      ‘Sarge?’ West placed a gentle hand on his shoulder.

      ‘Give me a minute.’

      He kept his eyes closed, concentrating on the simple task of breathing in through his nose and out through his mouth. He tuned out the voices from within the house, instead listening to a wood pigeon cooing from the privet hedge separating the property from the road. In the distance, he could hear the honk of a train horn from the Cherwell Valley line, and an occasional shout from the cordon that held back the journalists. After moment, he straightened.

      West was watching him, her eyes full of concern. ‘That bad?

      He nodded. ‘That bad.’

      ‘Let’s get out of these suits, then head back to the station to give Kennedy an update.’ She glanced over her shoulder as a familiar car pulled in to the kerb. ‘That’s Gillian.’

      The pathologist wore a grim expression as she pushed through the gate. ‘I take it you’ve already been inside. You look pale, Mark.’

      ‘It’s a bad one, Gill.’

      ‘Thanks for the heads-up.’

      ‘You got here quick.’

      ‘I was on my way back from Didcot when I got the call.’ She stared at the house for a moment. ‘I’d best get on with it then.’ She left her briefcase on the doorstep, then headed into the tent to get changed. ‘No need for you to hang around,’ she called. ‘Tell Kennedy I’ll be in touch as soon as I’ve got a day and time for the post mortem, but I’ll try for tomorrow if they’ve finished here and get everything over to me.’

      ‘I will,’ said Mark, then followed West over to a biohazard bin next to the tent and stripped off the protective suit before stuffing it inside. Gillian emerged and made her way into the house, and he turned to his colleague. ‘Do I still look rough or will I make it past the reporters?’

      ‘You’ve got a bit more colour in your cheeks. Ready to run the gauntlet?’

      ‘Let’s do it. Keep your head down and have the keys ready for the car.’

      With that, he led the way back to the outer cordon, elbowing his way past journalists who stepped too close in their haste for an exclusive quote, their curiosity piqued by the arrival of the pathologist. Mark gave them a curt “no comment” and got into the car as West started the engine.

      She waited until they were on the fringes of Abingdon before she glanced over at him. ‘What the hell are we dealing with, sarge?’ she said. ‘And how the hell are we going to find out who his two victims are, when we don’t even know who Jardel really is?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Mark. ‘But whoever killed him had to have known who he was and what he was doing, and for that reason that person – whoever they are – is even more dangerous.’
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      Detective Inspector Ewan Kennedy was in a sombre mood when Mark walked into his office thirty minutes later.

      There was a subtle scent of spray-on deodorant that almost masked the mustiness to the room, and when the DI looked up from the report in his hand, Mark could see dark circles under his eyes.

      ‘Take a seat,’ said Kennedy, gesturing to one of the visitor chairs in front of his desk. ‘Seems like you and Jan are having a rough time of it at the moment with this case.’

      ‘You could say that,’ said Mark, unable to prevent the sigh escaping his lips as he sat. ‘And yet Jasper, Leila and their team have it worse.’

      Kennedy flicked the report to one side and clasped his hands on the desk. ‘Headquarters are putting out a media statement within the hour, and they’ve agreed to have a team manage that cordon for the next forty-eight hours to give the neighbours a respite. I wish we could do more for them, but…’

      ‘At least it’s something, guv.’

      ‘Do you need to talk to someone about what you’ve seen? I was going to have words with Jan too.’

      ‘I’ll be all right, and I’ve told Jan that if she needs to speak to someone I’m here, but yes – remind her about the help available, if she needs it.’ Mark managed a small smile. ‘Don’t be surprised if she turns you down though. She’s more resilient than we give her credit for.’

      ‘That may be the case, but it gets to each of us in different ways. Point taken though.’ Kennedy reached for his computer mouse and negotiated his way around the screen. ‘I was going to ask you and Jan to interview the two referees that were given on the rental application for that property, but given the morning you’ve had, I can pass it on to Caroline.’

      ‘Actually, guv, I wouldn’t mind speaking to them myself and I’m sure Jan will want to sit in on the interviews too. You’ve managed to track them down, then?’

      ‘Alice phoned those mobile numbers earlier this morning, and she’s organised back-to-back interviews. The first one is due to start in half an hour.’

      Mark glanced up at the clock on the wall. ‘Okay, well that gives us time to review the notes she’s put together before we make a start. Do we know what their relationship to Jardel is?’

      ‘Deidre Kyte was apparently his landlord in Dubai prior to him moving into the hotel a couple of weeks before flying back to the UK. Alice reckons she had a soft spot for Jardel after she spoke with her to set this up. John Flackman was an acquaintance he played golf with from time to time. Alice wasn’t able to enquire further as Flackman was on his way out to a meeting but he agreed to the interview.’

      ‘Good.’ Mark pushed back the chair and crossed to the door, watching the desperate activity in the incident room. ‘With any luck, they can shed some light on who the hell Jardel really is, and what he was doing in Dubai.’
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      Deidre Kyte was waiting for them.

      She answered Mark’s phone call after the first ring, and sounded as if she was smoking a cigarette in between her opening exclamations of surprise.

      ‘Honestly, detective, I would never have thought it possible. Trent, of all people.’ She paused to suck on the cigarette, spluttered, then paused again.

      Mark could hear a bottle being opened and the sound of her drink of choice splashing against a glass filled with ice. Then she was back. ‘After your colleague phoned me this morning, I was like, no – surely not.’

      ‘And yet here we are,’ said Mark.

      West looked up from her notebook on the other side of the conference room desk and shot him a warning glance, her mouth twisting.

      He winked, then turned his attention back to Deidre, realising that she was probably as glad as he that the interview wasn’t being conducted via video call. ‘Ms Kyte––’

      ‘Call me Deidre.’

      ‘Thank you. When did you first meet the man you know as Trent Jardel?’

      ‘Eighteen months ago,’ she said. ‘I’d put the word out amongst friends that our spare room was available, and asked if anyone knew someone who might want to rent it. Well, I say spare room – it’s more of an annex to the house. It’s got its own separate entrance.’

      ‘Who introduced you to him?’ said Mark.

      ‘I think it was one of my husband’s associates. In fact, yes, it was – he told Neville – that’s my husband – that Trent’s lease was up on the unit he had first been renting when he got to Dubai. Or was it a bungalow…? Oh – I don’t know,’ she said dismissively. ‘Anyway, Trent popped round to take a look at the annex and said it was good enough for what he needed, and moved in within the week.’

      ‘Did you bother getting references?’

      ‘No, because he came as a recommendation, and because we both met him when he came round to see the place, we saw no need. He gave us a two-month deposit up front, and moved in the following week.’

      ‘How did he pay the deposit?’

      ‘Straight into our bank account, same as he did with the subsequent rent payments.’

      ‘We’ll need those bank details he used please.’

      ‘No problem. I’ll email them over when I’ve looked them up.’

      ‘Thanks. What about furniture, belongings, things like that? What did he bring with him?’

      ‘The annex is fully furnished, so he didn’t have to worry about anything like that, and apparently his previous apartment had the same arrangement.’ Deidre paused to take a sip of whatever she was drinking, the ice cubes jangling in the glass as she put it down. ‘I was surprised that he didn’t bring anything else though but he said he liked to travel light.’

      ‘What did he bring?’ Mark reiterated.

      ‘Oh, just a couple of suitcases, and those only had clothes in, because I saw inside. He started unpacking them while I was showing him how to use the air conditioning unit in the bedroom.’

      ‘Did you have much to do with him while he was living there?’

      ‘Not to start off with, no. He kept himself to himself most of the time. Like I said, the annex has its own entrance – it also has its own garage around the other side to ours, so I only saw him if I was dropping around post for him.’

      Mark straightened. ‘You received his post?’

      ‘Well, yes – the annex doesn’t have its own address, you see. Mind you, he didn’t get much, just a single plain white envelope once every few weeks.’

      ‘Could you tell from the envelopes where they were sent from, or who sent it?’

      ‘It came from the UK but I don’t know who sent it, and I certainly wasn’t going to ask. None of my business.’

      ‘How long did Trent rent from you?’ said Mark.

      ‘Until earlier this year. He handed in his notice at the beginning of April and said he had to return to the UK. He didn’t say why, and because his contract with us was supposed to be through until August, he offered to pay the difference. Obviously I said no – it’s not like we need the money. We just wanted someone in the annex so it wasn’t empty when we went overseas. Trent was good like that. If we needed to go away because of my husband’s business, he would look after the house for us.’

      Mark could hear the smile in her voice, and frowned. ‘When you say he looked after the house, what exactly did he do?’

      ‘Well, he’d just make sure that the burger alarm was set on the main house, and that the automated lighting system went on at night for us, things like that – just for our peace of mind. We’re in a gated community but you never know.’ She paused and took another sip. ‘Neville is usually too busy working to do anything around the house, so after the first year Trent started helping out here and there. He liked working in the garden even though the body corporate here organises gardeners for us. He said he found it relaxing so he’d often be out there once the sun was going down and it was cooler to work. He surprised us by building a new gazebo last February while we were overseas on holiday, saying it was an anniversary gift for us – we celebrated forty years that month. He single-handedly dug up all the old paving slabs, relaid new ones and then built the most gorgeous gazebo and planted mature vines around it. You should see them flowering now, it’s beautiful.’

      Mark looked across the table at West to see her eyes widening. ‘Deidre, when Trent left in April, did he leave anything behind with you to look after for him?’

      ‘Actually, he did.’ The woman chuckled. ‘He was ever so apologetic about it, but we told him not to worry. We’ve got plenty of room here after all, now that the kids have moved out and are doing their own thing. Our daughter is married with two small children in New Zealand and our son works in Japan at the moment.’

      ‘So, what did Trent leave with you?’

      ‘Just some cardboard boxes. They’re all sealed up in the garage that belongs to the annex. We’re not planning to rent it out at the moment, so we told Trent it was no problem. Why?’
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      Jan’s heart was still racing when she and Turpin returned to their computers.

      Caroline was stalking the carpet between the desks, mobile phone to her ear while she tried to chase up the forensics results from the evidence collated at the serviced office building, and Alex was wearing an expression of perpetual boredom as he watched CCTV recordings in the vain hope of finding the victim’s car.

      Kennedy’s office door was shut while he spoke to headquarters and provided an explanation why one of his senior officers was now speaking with Interpol and their counterparts in the United Arab Emirates.

      In the meantime, Jan had been told by DI Kennedy to continue with their planned interview with John Flackman, the second referee that Jardel provided on his tenancy application, and was now adjusting their interview strategy to take into account the revelations provided by Deidre Kyte.

      She glanced across as Turpin sat upright in his chair, and she heard a barked voice on the other end of his phone as he was connected with someone in Dubai.

      ‘Is that Sergeant Abadi?’ he said. ‘My name’s DS Mark Turpin. I believe my inspector, Ewan Kennedy, has already been in touch with you this morning about a case involving… Yes, that’s correct… Yes, her name is Deidre Kyte and she and her husband… Oh, good – you have the address already. How soon can you get someone round there?… No we don’t think they’re involved, but the man who was their tenant until April is the subject of our enquiries. Really? Okay, that’s great – thanks. Yes, I’ll wait to hear from you.’

      Jan turned her attention back to her work, twirling her pen between her fingers as she went through the questions, pausing to jot reminders in the margins. She looked up to see Turpin scrolling through his emails, his mouse scraping and tapping on the desk as he tried to manoeuvre it around a trail of biscuit crumbs left by the previous occupant.

      ‘Where are the background checks on Flackman that Caroline put together?’ he said.

      ‘Here,’ she said passing them over. ‘According to his social media, he’s a freelance graphics designer. There’s no sign of Jardel in any of his contacts lists or anything like that. It does appear that he’s a regular golfer though – there are plenty of photos of him with different people, so maybe he was the one who recommended he spoke with Neville Kyte about renting the annex from him and Deidre.’

      ‘Hence them both being on the referees list he provided,’ said Turpin. ‘Do any of Flackman’s social media photographs include Jardel or whoever he is?’

      ‘No – Caroline checked them all.’

      He got together his notes and glanced at his watch. ‘We’re due to talk to Flackman in less than five minutes so let’s head downstairs. I’ll let you lead this one, and if I think of anything or we need anything clarified, I’ll let you know. Sound good?’

      She nodded. ‘Let’s go.’
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      When John Flackman answered his phone, he had to raise his voice over the sound of passing traffic, and sounded harassed.

      ‘Hold on a moment,’ he said. ‘Sorry – I wasn’t expecting your call for another hour.’

      Jan frowned. ‘My apologies, Mr Flackman. My colleague arranged the interview, and must have got the time zones wrong.’

      ‘Not to worry. Bear with me – I’m only on the second floor but the mobile signal tends to drop out if I use the lift.’

      Jan heard the familiar sound of a security panel beeping, a door opening, and then the traffic noise dissipated. ‘Would you like me to phone back in half an hour or so?’

      ‘No, that’s okay. Stay on the line,’ Flackman said, his voice echoing off a stairwell. ‘I’m sure this won’t take a minute, will it? And then we can both get on with our day.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      She could hear the jangle of keys before a door was unlocked, and then it sounded as if Flackman had thrown the keys onto a table or similar hard surface. A few seconds later he sat down with a sigh.

      ‘That’s better,’ he said. ‘Right, detective, what did you want to ask me? I haven’t heard from Trent in a few weeks. Is something the matter?’

      ‘I’m very sorry to be the bearer of this news, Mr Flackman, but Trent Jardel was found dead on Friday afternoon.’

      ‘Oh God,’ he breathed. ‘I don’t know what to say. Will you excuse me for a moment?’

      ‘Of course.’

      She heard him put the phone down and then his footsteps walking away before the faint tinkle of water into a glass reached her ears. Then he returned, sighed once more and picked up the phone. 

      ‘Sorry about that,’ he said.

      ‘No need to apologise, Mr Flackman,’ Jan said. ‘I realise this must have come as a shock to you.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘I’m sorry, I’m unable to comment on our investigation at the moment. When did you first meet Mr Jardel?’

      ‘At the golf club… must’ve been a year and a half ago,’ Flackman mused. ‘Yes, around December that year. It’s a bit cooler to play then, so I usually make the most of it.’

      ‘Do you know Neville and Deidre Kyte?’

      ‘I used to do some work for Neville, yes. I only met Deidre a couple of times at corporate events. That’s why I suggested they rent out the spare room at their house when Trent was looking for somewhere to live. They weren’t sure what to do with the place once the kids left home. Before that, Neville said his daughter used it while their son had a bedroom in the east wing of the house.’

      Jan blinked, wondering how big the Kytes’ house was, then refocused on her questions. ‘How long had you known Trent before making that recommendation?’

      ‘Only a few weeks, but he sounded like a decent enough chap, so I had no problem mentioning it to them.’ Flackman’s voice warmed at the memory. ‘I bumped into Trent the first time after I’d been playing a late afternoon game with one of the other club members. Trent didn’t play golf but liked to drink in the bar because it was quieter than some of the other expat hang-outs in the city, and a bit more… how can I put this? Refined.’

      ‘Was he ever with someone else?’

      ‘No, he was always on his own whenever I saw him at the bar. He and I only got talking one afternoon after a bit of friendly banter with one of the staff about a motor race that was being shown on the television. We both thought the whole thing had become boring with all of the new rules and regulations.’

      ‘How long had he been in Dubai for at that point?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’

      ‘Did he say what he did for work?’

      ‘Some sort of consulting, I think.’ He paused, and she could almost hear the shrug. ‘I never asked him. None of my business, really. I mean, we talked about general stuff, sports, things like that, but I never like to pry with people. I just figure if someone wants to tell me something, then they will in their own time.’

      ‘And when was the last time you saw Mr Jardel?’

      ‘Um, it must’ve been… March, I think. He left Dubai shortly after.’

      ‘Did he say why?’

      ‘No, and again, I didn’t like to ask.’

      ‘Have you been in contact with him since then?’

      Flackman sighed. ‘Look, it’s a shock about his death because I liked the bloke, but it’s not as if we were close friends or anything. We just socialised at the golf club, that’s all.’

      Jan pursed her lips for a moment, then: ‘Thanks for your time, Mr Flackman. We’ll be in touch if we have any further questions.’
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      Ewan Kennedy held the morning briefing the moment the team assembled in the incident room on Monday.

      He was weaving between the desks, unable to sit still when Mark walked through the door and noticed the DI urging people towards the whiteboard.

      Caroline was at her desk, gathering up various documents. As he drew near, she swept up the final reports, gave him a harried smile, and hurried over to where Kennedy was waiting.

      West appeared with two mugs of steaming coffee as Mark dropped his backpack onto his chair and held one out to him. ‘Something’s happened. Kennedy said there’s just been a breakthrough.’

      ‘Really?’ Mark looked over his shoulder as a handful of stragglers from the administrative staff walked through the door, then back to where the DI was in conversation with Caroline next to the whiteboard, their heads bowed. A shiver of anticipation crossed his shoulders. ‘I thought she looked pleased with herself.’

      ‘Come on.’

      He followed West over to where some chairs had been left abandoned after the previous briefing and sat facing Kennedy together with the rest of the team. There was an electric atmosphere in the room, with barely a mumble from the younger ranks and Tracy’s administrative team. Alex dropped into the seat beside Mark, gave him a curt nod and then turned his attention to the front of the room as Kennedy cleared his throat.

      ‘Thanks for your attention, everyone. We’ve got a lot to get through this morning, so I won’t hang about. Caroline, would you like to bring everybody up to date with your findings in relation to our first victim?’

      The detective constable joined him after passing a large sheaf of papers to Tracy. ‘Please could you hand those out for me? It’s a summary of what I’m about to share. So, over the weekend I spoke with the Birmingham team who originally investigated the death of the real Trent Jardel three years ago before the case went cold, and they provided me with copies of images they obtained from CCTV cameras at the time. From the three suspects they had, the last one bore a likeness to our victim, and was seen outside a bank in the city. It was hard to tell whether he was walking past it, or exiting the building, but I managed to get hold of one of the senior employees there late last night via the bank’s central call centre after telling them why it was so urgent, and that employee has confirmed the man was a customer.’

      ‘Nice work,’ said West. ‘You must be one of the few people that can get an answer from one of those places at a weekend.’

      Caroline let the smatter of laughter die away, and smiled. ‘I realise that. Better still, that employee remembers the man from the CCTV image. He said that he was a regular customer, perhaps going in two or three times a month but confirmed he hadn’t been seen for three years or so. I asked him if he remembered what the man’s business was, and he wasn’t able to tell me but he did say that the man had a safety deposit box at the bank, and that’s what he used to go there for. I asked him if the previous investigators had requested access to that, but although he was a suspect, he’d done nothing to warrant further action being taken, and because he hadn’t been arrested or charged, the investigating team had no right to apply for access to the safety deposit box. The employee at the bank confirmed this, saying that they had never received such a request. Further, the safety deposit box was emptied and the account closed three years ago. Despite this, the employee was able to tell me the man’s name this morning after logging into their system at the bank.’ Caroline turned to the whiteboard, picked up a folder she had left on the desk next to it and withdrew a single photograph that she pinned to the board. ‘Meet David Wannick.’

      Mark leaned forward in his seat as he stared at the photograph.

      Caroline had managed to enlarge the image before it pixellated to give a clear view of the man leaving the bank. The man who had been found with his head wrapped in bubble wrap was looking up at an advertising poster stuck to the inside of the bank’s window as he passed, and at that moment the CCTV camera had captured a clear shot of his face.

      He was clean-shaven, with dark hair and a receding hairline. He wore a dark-coloured padded winter jacket with jeans, and had his hands shoved into his pockets.

      ‘It’s him,’ said West. ‘Isn’t it?’

      ‘I’ve requested copies of Wannick’s bank statements, and they’ve also given us an address in the city,’ said Caroline while the DI crossed out Jardel’s name and wrote Wannick’s above the photograph of the first victim. ‘I’ve spoken to the Birmingham team this morning, and they’re arranging for a patrol to go to the house with one of their detectives as soon as possible.’

      ‘So, they confirmed they never spoke to this David Wannick three years ago?’ said Kennedy. ‘Even though they had this CCTV image to work with?’

      ‘They interviewed bank staff at the time to try and trace Wannick, but it appears that the person I spoke to last night was seconded to another branch when the investigating team turned up. I’ve checked the timeline, and by the time that staff member returned to Birmingham, Wannick was out of the country on Jardel’s passport.’ Caroline gave an apologetic shrug. ‘It was bad luck, guv, that’s all. Could’ve happened to any one of us.’

      ‘Fair point. All right, in the meantime, Alex has been doing a quick search to see what he can find out about David Wannick.’ Kennedy peered over his reading glasses at the younger detective. ‘Do you want to stand up here and let us know what you’ve got so far?’

      ‘Thanks, guv.’ Alex sidestepped around PC Marie Collins and faced the group. ‘Wannick only had one social media account, and that appears to have been neglected for the past six years. I’ll be working through the contacts listed there today, and I’ll be seeking some help with the interviews.’

      ‘Tracy, get two officers assigned to Alex, would you please?’ said Kennedy, before turning back to the detective. ‘Anything else?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Alex. ‘And I think you’re going to like this, guv. When I was scrolling through his social media timeline, I noticed Wannick posted a few photographs of places around here I recognised. I checked our system, and there’s a flag against his name in relation to an incident near Didcot five years ago. There was a house fire at an abandoned cottage on the fringes of some farmland, but according to one of the neighbours, Wannick had worked part-time at the farm helping to drive tractors during the harvesting, and he was seen in the vicinity of the cottage before it went up in smoke.’

      Mark frowned. ‘Was anyone killed?’

      ‘No,’ said Alex, a smile forming. ‘But amongst the remains, the fire crew found a lot of bone fragments. No one was ever arrested in relation to it because the test results were inconclusive as to whether the remains were animal or human, and the details were kept out of the media. There’s still an open file on it in HOLMES2.’
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      Mark looked around at his colleagues, and saw the same stunned expression he was sure he wore.

      Kennedy was staring at Alex, the inspector’s jaw set while the clock on the wall ticked into the next hour.

      Beyond the windows, traffic swished past with the sound of an occasional truck engine giving way to the subtle whoosh of a bus door opening at the stop outside the station. There was a fly bashing against the glass, its frustrated buzzing cutting through the shocked silence that filled the incident room.

      Finally, Kennedy gave a slight shake of his head. ‘How the bloody hell didn’t we know about this? Who ran the investigation?’

      ‘A sergeant by the name of Stackleton,’ said Alex, checking his notes. ‘Apparently, he retired just after the case was audited––’

      ‘And died shortly afterwards,’ said the DI, adjusting his reading glasses while he looked over Alex’s shoulder at the young detective’s notebook. ‘I remember – I went to the bastard’s funeral. Who was working on the case with him?’

      ‘A detective constable called Hazel Abbotsford, she’s now retired too, but I’ve got an address for her – she’s living in Southmoor.’

      Kennedy caught Mark’s eye. ‘I want you and Jan to head out there after this briefing to speak with her. Take a copy of the file with you to jog her memory if she needs it.’

      ‘Will do, guv.’

      ‘How are you getting on with the search for Wannick’s car, Alex?’ said the DI. ‘Any luck?’

      ‘Yes, unfortunately a patrol found that in the early hours of this morning burned out in a lay-by on the Berkshire Downs,’ said the young detective. ‘It’s being assessed at the moment but the licence plate matches the one we saw on CCTV footage given to us by another business on the same road as the office Wannick was renting. There’s still no sign of a laptop or mobile phone though – there’s no trace of them in the vehicle.’

      ‘Keep on top of that. It’s imperative we find them so we can see what he was working on while he was there.’

      ‘Yes, guv.’

      ‘So, let me get this straight,’ said West, sitting back and crossing her arms as she stared at the whiteboard. ‘Wannick may have set fire to that cottage outside Didcot five years ago, and might have killed someone or more than one person before doing that. Then he moves to the Midlands and murders Trent Jardel in Birmingham three years ago, disappears to Dubai, then returns about two months ago to live in Long Wittenham. He murders the woman at the house after moving in, then about ten days ago he murdered the man we found on Saturday, then just goes to work at the rented office as if nothing happened,’ said West. ‘That’s if we base the timeline on Gillian’s assertion that the victim in the front bedroom was killed five to seven days before we found him. Why come back to this area if it could raise suspicion?’

      ‘There must be something here he wanted or needed.’ Mark worked out the timeline in his head, then frowned. ‘But we don’t yet know exactly when the woman we found in the bricked-up third bedroom was killed.’

      ‘Gillian’s final report is due in later, so I’ll let you know if that provides any further information,’ said Kennedy. ‘In the meantime, I’ve had a call from Jasper this morning to say the lab results are back, and Wannick’s DNA matches the swabs taken from the bodies in the house.’ He removed his glasses and turned them in his hands while he glared at the whiteboard for a moment. ‘But who killed Wannick? And why?’

      Mark exhaled. ‘The only thing I can think of at the moment is maybe someone connected to one of the victims found out what Wannick did, and took matters into their own hands instead of coming to us.’

      A phone rang then, the sharp trill from Kennedy’s office piercing through the conversation.

      ‘I’ll get that,’ said Tracy, and hurried away. Mark heard her voice carry through the open door, and then the desk phone beside the whiteboard started to ring before she reappeared. She pointed at the phone. ‘That’s Sergeant Abadi from Dubai on the line, guv. He says it’s urgent.’

      Kennedy pounced on the phone. ‘Sergeant? I’ve got you on loudspeaker so the rest of my team can hear you, is that okay?’

      ‘No problem,’ said Abadi. ‘Detective Turpin asked me to call as soon as I had any news, and I couldn’t get an answer when I phoned his number.’

      ‘He’s here with me,’ said Kennedy. ‘What have you got for us?’

      ‘I’m at Neville and Deidre Kyte’s house,’ said Abadi. ‘I’ve got two teams working here. The first team is investigating the cardboard boxes that their tenant left behind in the garage. It’s… disturbing. It appears that there are human remains – fingers, toes for instance. Given how long they’ve been there for, it is going to take our pathologist some time to ascertain the age because they have been packed in amongst old books and magazines, which has gone some way to keep the boxes dry.’

      ‘What about the garden?’ said Kennedy. 

      ‘We arranged for our forensic team to run some tests around the gazebo. They’ve been using ground penetrating radar to assess the area. There were some anomalies, so they have pulled up part of the paving stones and excavated the earth underneath. I can confirm that we have just found human remains there too.’

      Mark’s heart dropped. Mouth dry, he wet his lips as Kennedy paled.

      ‘Sergeant, are you able to confirm whether it’s one body, or…’

      ‘Sir, at the moment our pathologist is still assessing the site,’ said Abadi. ‘However, it is his initial opinion that there are at least three victims. It’s very hard to tell at the moment, because they’ve been––’

      ‘Butchered,’ said Kennedy. ‘Just like the others.’
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      Ex-detective Hazel Abbotsford lived in an end-of-terrace Victorian cottage between Kingston Bagpuize and Southmoor. The house incorporated Cotswold stone with a grey slate roof and an orange blossom hedgerow that separated the small front garden from the road.

      The heady scent tickled Mark’s nostrils as he pushed through the garden gate and led West along a short path that wound around a bay window and under an ivy-strewn trellis to a front door on the side of the property.

      After ringing the doorbell, he turned to face a pretty flower border encircling a freshly mown lawn. Various flowering shrubs that he recognised but forgot the names of were mixed in with privet and laurel to create a natural screen that provided privacy for the owners from the neighbouring properties.

      A tabby and white cat emerged from behind a rosemary bush and padded towards them, emitting a soft meow when West bent over to scratch it between the ears. She straightened as the sound of a latch being turned rattled through the door, and Mark took a step back as it opened.

      The woman who stood on the threshold was in her late fifties, with dyed blonde hair and inquisitive blue eyes. She cocked an eyebrow. ‘You’ve got here later than I thought you would, so I presume you’ve had a busy morning. I take it you’re detectives Turpin and West?’

      ‘We are,’ said Mark. ‘Thanks for making some time for us this morning, Mrs Abbotsford.’

      ‘Please, call me Hazel. I had enough of the formalities by the time I retired.’ She stood to one side as the cat shot into the house then smiled and beckoned them in. ‘Come on through. I figured we could sit in the kitchen. It’s lighter in there, and my husband is currently decorating the living room, so it’s a bit of a bomb site.’

      Mark glanced at the closed door to his right as he passed, and smelled the faint whiff of fresh paint. Music played in the background, some sort of jazz ensemble, and then he followed West along a stone floor and down a small step into the kitchen.

      Hazel had been right. The kitchen had been extended to the back of the property and large windows had been built into the far end, which cast sunlight over a large pine table. Although three chairs were tucked underneath the nearest side, an L-shaped window seat had been extended around the rear of the table and lined with plush russet-coloured cushions. Hazel had already set out a jug of water and three glasses, and as Mark and West shuffled onto the window seat, she poured a glass for each of them. After pulling out a chair for herself, she sat down and clasped her hands on the table in front of her.

      ‘So, what has David Wannick done now?’

      Mark held up his hand. ‘Before we go into that, how did he first cross your path?’

      ‘Around about eight years ago.’ She pointed at the manila folder West had extracted from her bag. ‘I see you’ve already read the file on the cottage fire five years ago, but three years before that there was another fire at a disused garage on one of the roads out of Wantage.’ Hazel’s gaze was keen as she recounted the story. ‘It turned out that the garage was up for sale, and that a local man by the name of David Wannick had inherited that and a small parcel of land beside it from his parents. He told us he had no interest in keeping the property or running it as a garage, so he was selling it.’

      ‘What brought Wannick to your attention?’

      ‘There were some bone fragments found amongst what would have been a small back office. From the materials found around them, our forensics team put forward a theory that they’d originally been put in those foolscap box files people use to keep paperwork in. While we waited for the test results, we focused on whether David set fire to the place to claim the insurance, but then it transpired that he hadn’t in fact insured the property since inheriting it a few months prior to the fire. That’s when the sergeant in charge, DS Stackleton, turned our attention towards a group of teenagers that had been spotted on CCTV footage on a road adjacent to the garage shortly before the fire took hold.’ She shrugged. ‘Anyway, they all had alibis and so shortly after that Stackleton closed the case with a senior officer agreeing that it was for the best given no one had been hurt, and Wannick sold the land to a developer. There are houses there now.’

      ‘Hang on,’ said Mark. ‘What did Stackleton do about the bone fragments that were found?’

      Her mouth twisted. ‘The findings from the lab were inconclusive, so the sarge reckoned they were animal bones and put forward an alternative theory that a cat or something had got stuck in the building.’

      ‘What did you think?’

      ‘You know what I think,’ she said. ‘Otherwise, you wouldn’t be here, would you?’

      Mark noted the sparkle in her eyes. ‘May I ask why you retired? It seems to me that we lost an asset when you quit.’

      ‘My husband got quite sick, and I had already put in enough years to get my pension, so we decided to focus on his health instead.’ She wrinkled her nose. ‘I don’t miss the politics, but I do miss this, the nuts and bolts of why people do what they do to each other.’

      ‘How is your husband’s health now?’

      ‘He’s fully recovered, thank you.’

      ‘That’s good to hear. Tell me about the fire at the cottage five years ago.’

      ‘May I?’ Hazel reached out for the folder, and spent a few moments going through the contents. ‘I remember most of this, of course. It bothered me at the time, and still does. I’m sure you have cases that prey on your mind, the ones where you wonder if you let some monster get away.’

      Mark said nothing, while West’s pen froze above her notebook.

      ‘The fire was reported by a couple who lived further up the lane towards the Blewbury road,’ Hazel continued. ‘The cottage was at the end of the lane – well, it was more like a dirt track by the time you reached that – and had been owned by an older man who’d died a year or so before. The family were having issues with the Will, all sorts of in-fighting over the inheritance as far as we could make out, and hadn’t bothered renting it out. The couple who phoned the fire service said they’d smelled smoke and walked down the lane to find out what was going on, and found the cottage up in flames when they reached it. After the fire was extinguished and the fire crew were investigating the cause, they discovered bone fragments in what would’ve been the upstairs main bedroom.’

      ‘All of that’s in the file,’ Mark said, ‘and I understand that Wannick was working at a nearby farm. So, what made you focus on him?’

      ‘Stackleton didn’t want to, but it was a valid lead and after I’d suggested it in a briefing he had no choice than to let me follow it up,’ said Hazel. ‘I was surprised that Wannick was working there. I mean, he would have done all right out of the sale of the garage and land, and farm labouring doesn’t pay much. Hang on, his statement is in here, isn’t it?’

      Mark waited while she sifted through the contents of the file, then skim-read the paperwork. ‘You were the one who took his statement, weren’t you?’

      ‘Yes, and I knew right then I was onto something,’ she said, looking up from it. ‘He was too confident, too… sly. Like he was enjoying himself.’

      ‘Was there any evidence to link him to the cottage?’

      ‘None,’ she said, a note of disgust in her voice as she placed the statement back in the file. ‘Just a gut feeling, you know? Plus, he managed to provide an alibi that he’d been down the pub when the fire started. There was a party for one of the regulars with live music though, and he’d have had time to slip out and start the fire before returning without anyone noticing, I reckon. And nobody really knew him – he kept himself to himself while he was renting a bedsit in Harwell while working on the farm. I’d started my career in that area as a volunteer special constable at Didcot and knew a lot of the locals from those days. It was one of them, a woman who worked at the supermarket, who recognised him from a photo I showed her. He used to go there to do his food shopping once or twice a week.’

      ‘What about the farmer he says he worked for?’

      ‘After the fire, I interviewed the farmer, who confirmed what Wannick told me, that he got the job after talking to one of the other labourers in a local pub one night. They just needed an extra pair of hands for the harvest, and Wannick was gone after that. The thing was, the cottage backed onto the field Wannick was harvesting, and I think that’s when it must’ve come to his attention.’

      ‘When did you find out Wannick had left the area?’

      ‘Like I said, it never sat well with me that we had a second incident with bone fragments being found after a fire, and at properties that he was associated with, so I kept an eye on things.’ Colour rose to the woman’s cheeks. ‘I wasn’t harassing him, I was just… I don’t know. I suppose I fully expected something else involving him at some point. Every now and again I’d drive past his bedsit to see if I could spot him, but apart from one instance where he was walking along the road with a shopping bag in his hand, that was it. Then, one day I saw an estate agent’s sign up outside the house and found out he’d moved out two weeks before. I never saw him again.’

      ‘And when was that?’

      ‘About four years ago, I suppose.’ Hazel pushed the file towards Mark and folded her arms. ‘But you know where he is, don’t you? That’s why you’re here.’

      ‘Two victims were discovered in a house in Long Wittenham over the weekend,’ he said. ‘They’d been suffocated, and then butchered. Body parts were found in cardboard storage boxes in the property.’

      The retired detective paled. ‘He’s back?’

      ‘Sort of,’ said West, looking up from her notes. ‘He’s dead.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jan leaned against the rear door of the pool car and watched as a family of four returned to their vehicle at the services area, the two children laden with free gifts from the fast food outlet.

      The children’s voices mingled with the roar of traffic from the dual carriageway behind her, and somewhere high above she could hear the mournful cry of a sparrowhawk riding the thermals.

      The smell of fat and grease wafted on the air towards her, and her stomach rumbled in response before the fuel pump clicked, and she turned her attention back to the task at hand.

      After locking the car, she walked over to the kiosk to pay, and eyed the newspaper rack outside the sliding doors as she neared. There was a local paper and four national ones of the tabloid variety, all of whose headlines screamed about the gruesome findings made by her and her colleagues, and after entering the shop a shiver crossed her spine that had nothing to do with the air conditioning unit she passed under.

      The service station was on the other side of Didcot, and after a quick phone call to the incident room upon leaving Hazel Abbotsford’s house, she and Turpin had discovered that the rental agency that let out the bedsit to David Wannick was still in business.

      Jan swiped her debit card and looked through the window while she waited for the receipt to see Turpin returning from the fast food restaurant with two brown takeout bags in his hand and his mobile phone to his ear. She thanked the cashier and hurried out before driving over to one of the spare parking bays beside him.

      ‘Double cheeseburger,’ he said, handing her one of the bags. ‘And medium fries.’

      ‘Thanks, sarge.’ She wound down the window a crack to stop the smell of fast food clinging to the car’s interior, and sank her teeth into the burger, Turpin doing the same with his. She swallowed. ‘Who was that on the phone?’

      ‘That rental agency. The woman who processed Wannick’s application for the bedsit is out at an appointment at the moment, but her manager said she’s free from two o’clock.’

      Jan checked the clock on the dashboard. ‘Half an hour.’

      ‘Plenty of time.’ He picked at his fries. ‘Have you decided what you’re doing yet for your anniversary?’

      She sighed. ‘Given the way this week’s going, we’ll probably postpone any celebrations until we can relax properly. I’m due some annual leave, and Scott’s got some space in his diary between jobs so we might ask my mum to have the boys for a few days and get away for a long weekend somewhere. I’ve always fancied visiting Copenhagen.’

      ‘You’d like it there. I went there three years ago with my girls during the summer holidays.’ He chuckled. ‘They’d just developed an interest in Vikings for some reason, so I treated them. They loved the place, as did I.’

      Jan finished her food and wiped her hands on a napkin before stuffing the lot back into the paper bag and starting the engine. ‘I’ll pick your brains later on about accommodation then – I much prefer going with a recommendation.’

      ‘Sounds good.’ He settled back in his seat and demolished the last of his fries as she pointed the car in the direction of Didcot, then looked down as his mobile phone emitted a beep. ‘It’s a message from Kennedy. Gillian’s final report is in – she’s confirmed that the victim who was found in the front bedroom of the house was suffocated before he was cut to pieces.’

      Jan tried to ignore the way her stomach lurched at the memory, and reached forward to open the dashboard vents, taking a deep breath of cold air. ‘That’s something, then. What about the woman who was found in that bricked-up room?’

      ‘Gillian found abrasive marks on her neck and some remnant bruising, and reckons he tried to suffocate her first, before resorting to strangulation. And after getting some test results back from swabs taken from the first victim’s mouth, she’s confirmed there were traces of plastic between his teeth.’

      Jan spun the wheel and drove into a public car park behind Didcot’s Broadway. ‘Bubble wrap perhaps?’

      ‘Hard to say, but Kennedy’s put forward the theory that both victims were killed in the same way as Wannick, which adds weight to the theory that his murder was payback for one of the victims.’ Turpin unclipped his seatbelt but didn’t get out. Instead, he stared through the windscreen, his gaze distant. ‘Given that he seems to have had a history of setting fire to buildings, I wonder what made him leave Dubai before doing the same to the Kytes’ annex, and whether he was planning to start a fire at the house in Long Wittenham? And, like you say, if he’s known in this area, why risk coming back here even if he did change his name?’

      ‘I’m not sure whether it’s audacious or stupid,’ said Jan. ‘There must’ve have been one hell of a motivation, given the risk involved.’

      ‘True,’ said Turpin. He gave a slight shake of his head and opened the door. ‘Okay, let’s go and find out what this rental agent can tell us.’

      The agency was squashed between a vape shop and a bakery on the Broadway, and was easily recognisable from its bright pink fascia and matching liveried sign that poked out above the door. There were a range of properties advertised in the front window, but Jan noticed that most had stickers stating that leases had been agreed placed over the particulars, and very few were actually available.

      When she followed Turpin through the door, there was a musty smell to the carpet and, despite someone’s attempt to brighten the place with artificial plants and some cheap framed prints on the wall, the overall effect was one of tired resolve. That same effect was reflected in the face of the woman at the nearest desk, who looked up from her computer screen with a weary sigh.

      ‘I take it you’re the police,’ she said. Without waiting for an answer, she spun her chair around and hollered at a closed door at the back of the room, ‘Sarah, it’s the coppers.’

      With that, the woman turned back to her computer screen, ignoring Jan and Turpin, who bit back a smirk and walked over to a pair of threadbare chairs that had been placed against the opposite wall. Jan remained standing, and a few seconds later the door at the back of the office opened and a woman in her early thirties emerged, wiping her hands on a napkin that she then proceeded to dab her lips with.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘I was just having my lunch. My last appointment went on longer than I thought it would.’

      ‘That’s okay,’ said Jan. ‘Sorry about your lunch, but it is quite urgent that we talk to you. Is there somewhere quiet we can do that?’

      ‘Well, if you don’t mind all the mess out the back, it’s probably best if we talk there in case any clients come in. Follow me.’

      The woman led the way between four desks that were strewn with various tenancy applications and housing particulars, and showed them through to where she had been having her lunch.

      There was a half-eaten packet of crisps, a discarded sandwich wrapper, and a bottle of sparkling water with its lid off, the sound of bubbles escaping hissing in the awkward silence after Turpin closed the door behind them.

      ‘Sorry, I’m Sarah Ashville.’ The woman paused to take a swig of water, then waved them to two spare chairs beside the small pine table she was using. ‘Ellis, my boss, said you needed to speak to me about one of our old tenants, David Wannick, is that correct?’

      ‘That’s right,’ said Jan. ‘I understand that he rented a bedsit in Harwell through this agency, and that you were the agent who managed that lease. Do you still have a copy of his application on file?’

      ‘I doubt it,’ said Sarah. ‘We’re only allowed to keep things like that for a maximum of seven years under the Data Protection Act, and because his tenancy ended five years ago we’ve probably still only got a copy of the lease agreement. We’d have to destroy that in two years’ time.’

      ‘What about any contact details for him or referees he gave at the time?’

      ‘No, it’s the same,’ said Sarah. ‘Their details wouldn’t be kept either.’

      Jan bit back a sigh of frustration. ‘What can you tell me about David Wannick then?’

      Sarah played with the scrunched up napkin for a moment, then cast it aside and looked away. ‘He was strange. I didn’t like doing the inspections on my own – I always made an excuse to take someone with me after I first met him.’

      ‘When did you first meet him?’ said Jan.

      ‘When he originally viewed the property. There were two other prospective tenants but Wannick had the deposit available straight away and Ellis said that the references checked out okay. I think they were work ones and so Mr Wannick was given the lease for twelve months. He extended it for another year before handing in his notice.’

      ‘I see that the bedsit is still let out by yourselves,’ said Jan. ‘Was the property left empty at all after he moved out?’

      ‘Only for about a week while the cleaners went through,’ said Sarah.

      ‘Going back to what you were saying about him being strange,’ said Jan. ‘What did you mean by that? What happened at that first viewing that made you feel uncomfortable around him?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’ Sarah looked thoughtful for a moment. ‘It was just a feeling, the way he watched me get out the car that day. He was already there, waiting on the pavement outside the house. I was wondering about this over lunch just now and whether it was just because I was still quite new to the role and didn’t have the confidence around people that I have these days. But it wasn’t that. I just instinctively made sure I kept the door open while the viewing was taking place, and kept my phone in my hand. I didn’t follow him into any of the rooms, and I stayed between him and the front door all the time. I just felt like… I don’t know… like he was sizing me up. He wasn’t flirting or anything – it wasn’t like that. It was really creepy, and then when Ellis agreed the tenancy with him, I felt sick every time I had to go around there to do an inspection. I mean, those are only once every three months, but I used to wake up feeling sick knowing I had to go there. Right from the start, I made sure I took one of the juniors with me – I told them and Ellis it was because it would be good experience for them to be out on the road with me, but I’m ashamed to say it was because I had a feeling something might happen to me if I went there on my own.’

      ‘Nothing wrong with doing that,’ said Turpin. ‘I’d advise my daughters to do the same thing.’

      Sarah gave him a wan smile. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Were there any issues with the bedsit during his tenancy?’ said Jan.

      ‘Like what?’ said Sarah.

      ‘Did he keep it tidy, or did you have issues with cleanliness for instance?’

      The rental agent frowned. ‘Well, I never got the impression that he bothered to unpack all his belongings. There were always cardboard boxes in the hallway. I asked him once, early on in the tenancy agreement, if he was happy there and when he said yes, I made a little joke about he must be looking forward to unpacking the rest of his things, and he gave me a strange look. There were all sorts of files and folders lying around, but I just figured that was work stuff.’

      ‘What did he do for a living?’ said Turpin. ‘What was on his application about his employment?’

      ‘I think it said he was working in insurance, or something like that. He was freelancing, I remember that much, but then one day he phoned Ellis to say he’d been made redundant but that he expected to be able to maintain his rental payments, and that he was getting part-time work at a farm to tide him over while he was waiting to hear back from some job applications. Ellis kept an eye on things, but sure enough the payments kept arriving, so we didn’t have to take action.’

      ‘Did you ever have any complaints about him from his neighbours?’ said Jan.

      ‘Only in the last few months he was there, before he moved out. The man in the bedsit upstairs that we also rented out said that he reckoned the drains were blocked, or that a rat had got stuck somewhere in the wall and died. We sent a pest control bloke around there to investigate but he couldn’t find anything and, you know what some of these contractors can be like trying to get them booked in, by the time he got there the smell had gone. Mr Wannick was a bit funny about letting contractors in to check his bedsit – I remember that because it took me about three attempts to sort out a date that worked for him. He could be quite obstructive sometimes if routine work needed to be done to the bedsit too, such as checking fire and carbon dioxide emission alarms, servicing the boiler, things like that. Most tenants want that stuff done as soon as possible so that they know that they’re safe.’ She shivered. ‘I can’t tell you how glad I was the day I found out he handed his notice in. Even more so when I went round there to do the final inspection and found that he’d dismantled the smoke detectors and had tried to start a fire.’

      Turpin straightened. ‘He did what?’

      ‘I couldn’t prove it, so please don’t say anything to Ellis,’ said Sarah, her eyes widening. ‘It’s just that Mr Wannick paid for us to sort out the final clean after he left because he said he was moving out of the area for work, and I got there before the cleaners turned up so I could let them in. I found all sorts of burned bits of paper stuffed into a corner of the living room, and – like I said – the smoke alarms had been broken. I heard a rumour afterwards that the police had turned up a few weeks before that and spoke to him about a fire at a cottage near here. Is that true?’

      Jan closed her notebook and kept her face passive. ‘I’m afraid we can’t comment on past investigations. Thanks for your time, Miss Ashville.’
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      Mark wrapped his fingers around the strap above the passenger door and tried not to grit his teeth as the car rocked from side to side along a potholed chalk track.

      There were deep ruts on either side, with the telltale indentation from large tractor tyres.

      Tall grasses obscured the view of a field to his left, a sturdy line of barbed wire separating it from the track, while on the other side the roll and dip of the landscape was a rich swathe of ripening barley and wheat. The car’s suspension creaked ominously, and West swore as the tyres lurched through a large hole left by last winter’s rain.

      She glanced over at the mobile phone in his hand. ‘What have you managed to find out about this farmer then, sarge?’

      Mark turned his attention back to the screen. ‘Only what’s on the website so far. Warren Brooke is a fourth generation farmer, and most of the land around here is arable, although it says here they breed turkeys as well. There’s not much on social media for him, but the balance sheets on the Companies House website for the business look healthy. I found a couple of newspaper articles for local produce awards too, but that’s it.’

      ‘Hopefully he won’t mind us turning up here out of the blue,’ said West. She slowed as a wooden five-bar gate appeared, separating the track from a large yard full of farming machinery. ‘And hopefully he hasn’t got a dog.’

      ‘I’ll get the gate.’ Mark climbed out, leaving the door open in case West had a valid point and a creature resembling the hound of the Baskervilles decided to chase him from the yard.

      Compared with the chalk track, the property was in good repair with a wide concrete expanse beyond the gate leading to two large machinery sheds and a corrugated iron barn on the left. To the right, Mark saw a late Georgian farmhouse, its stylish portico framed with a deep green ivy that wound its way across the front of the building and cradled the windowsills of the upper floor.

      Opening the gate, he paused for a moment and when he heard no barking he held it wider so West could drive through. After securing it once more, he walked over to where she had parked beside a mud-streaked four-by-four and an empty livestock trailer.

      The tang of silage filled the air, carried on the breeze from the surrounding fields, and he could hear a tractor engine in the distance. There was nobody within sight but he could hear a hammer being beaten against something metallic from the larger of the machine sheds and wandered over, West already fishing out her notebook from her bag.

      As he reached the open door and blinked to let his eyes adjust to the gloom of the interior, he saw a large blue tractor parked over to the left. A mixture of seed drills, cultivators and ploughs formed a neat line on the right and, at the far end, he could see the claw and bucket from a medium-sized telehandler.

      Then he heard a low curse, and the hammering stopped.

      ‘Hello?’ he called.

      A man peered out from behind the tractor, his brow furrowed. ‘Who are you? Didn’t you see the sign on the gate? This is private property.’

      Mark held up his warrant card and walked closer. ‘DS Mark Turpin, and this is my colleague, DC Jan West. Are you Warren Brooke?’

      The man tossed a hammer to the floor with a clang, and pulled down an oily rag from where it had been hanging from the tractor’s cab steps before wiping his hands. ‘I am. What’s going on?’

      ‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’

      ‘Here will have to do.’ Brooke jerked his thumb at the tractor. ‘I’m meant to be spreading fertiliser on one of my fields today, and if I don’t get this fixed within the hour, I’m going to be working in the dark.’

      ‘Okay, we’ll try to make this as quick as possible.’

      ‘What’s this about? Have there been thefts around here again?’

      ‘I’m not here about thefts,’ said Mark. ‘I was wondering what you can tell us about David Wannick.’

      Brooke stopped wiping his hands on the rag and stared. ‘Wannick?’

      ‘He used to work here, didn’t he?’

      ‘Five years ago. Until the fire.’

      ‘The one at the cottage?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Brooke. ‘He didn’t hang around long after that. He handed in his notice a week or so later. I didn’t mind – he was only here as a temporary worker to help with the harvest that year, and between you and me, I always reckoned he might’ve been responsible, but your lot let him off the hook.’

      ‘What makes you say that?’

      Brooke threw the oily rag back over the cab steps before leaning against the enormous front tyre and folding his arms. ‘He seemed to be fascinated with the place. It had been derelict since my dad was a youngster – it used to be rented out to farm workers back in the day but never got connected to the mains sewer and water supply around here. There’s a well in the old garden that we filled in ten years ago to stop any of the local kids mucking about and falling down it by accident, and I boarded up the place shortly afterwards. I’d often see David walking around it, but whenever I asked him what he was doing he’d just tell me he was stretching his legs in between work. I don’t know though, he just had an odd persona about him. I never did take to him, to be honest. I mean, it was useful having him help out with the harvest that year but I was glad to see the back of him.’

      ‘How’d he get the job?’

      ‘He lived in Harwell at the time and got to know one of my other workers, Jake Ingham, down the local pub. They got talking one night, and David apparently told Jake he was looking for some part-time work while he decided what to do next – he wasn’t struggling for money, I know that much. He told me once he’d inherited some money from his parents, but he said he got bored easily and I wasn’t complaining. We had a busy year that year, and I’d just lost my farm manager so I was doing everything myself. Jake told David to get in touch, and he started about a week later. That must’ve been late July. He was gone by mid-September.’

      ‘Sarge?’ West said, then held out her phone. ‘This is a copy of Jake’s statement at the time of the fire.’

      Mark took it from her, scanned the text, and handed it back with a nod. ‘Thanks. Mr Brooke, were Jake and David close at all? I see here that he provided David with an alibi for the fire.’

      ‘I wouldn’t say they were friends, no. I mean, I didn’t see them hanging around here. I got the impression Jake just tolerated him – the only reason he mentioned the job to him was because we were short-staffed and it meant we’d be struggling otherwise.’

      ‘What happened on the day of the fire at the cottage?’

      ‘Follow me.’ Brooke walked out of the barn and over to the house, not stopping until he reached a large tumbledown wooden shed around the left-hand side of it, and then pointed down a hillside to a copse of horse chestnut trees at the bottom. ‘The cottage – or what’s left of it now – is just behind those trees. I was out in one of the fields walking our old dog, so I didn’t even see the smoke when it went up in flames. First thing I knew was when Maureen, my wife, phoned me and said one of the neighbours had phoned the fire brigade because it was on fire. I came straight back here, jumped in the four-by-four and got there at the same time as the first fire truck. It took them three hours to get it out and dampen it down. Bloody lucky too – if it had spread, it would’ve likely wiped out our wheat in that field.’

      ‘What time was this?’

      ‘About eight or nine o’clock at night I think.’

      ‘How long was it between the fire at the cottage and David leaving your employment?’ said Mark. ‘Can you remember?’

      ‘Only about a week or so. Your lot interviewed him a few days after the fire, and then he left soon after.’

      ‘And what about Jake Ingham?’

      ‘He left us in October that year – he worked part-time at an abattoir in between jobs here, and they offered him a permanent role with longer hours.’

      Mark’s eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve got a contact number and address for him?’
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      Jake Ingham lived in a red brick house on the outer fringes of Harwell village.

      The front lawn was separated from the pavement by a simple wire fence, beyond which a yellowing lawn stretched between a plain aluminium gate and the front door. The turf was threadbare, with patches of dried mud here and there, and – unlike the farmyard – displayed the telltale presence of a large dog.

      ‘According to Caroline, Jake Ingham’s got an arrest record,’ said West, thumbing through her phone messages while Mark eyed the house in the rearview mirror. ‘He wasn’t convicted, because the person he assaulted dropped the charges before the CPS got involved, but apparently he’s got a bit of a temper on him.’

      ‘He’ll be strong, too if he’s been working at an abattoir all these years,’ said Mark. ‘And used to handling knives.’

      West lowered her phone and twisted in her seat to look through the back window. ‘Best I let you go first then, sarge. If you don’t mind.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Locking the car, he led the way back to number fourteen, taking in the identical semi-detached houses that had been built in the 1950s throughout the area as the nearby atomic research laboratory grew in size and importance during the Cold War years, swelling the local population.

      Pushing open the gate to Jake Ingram’s house, Mark noticed that weeds filled the cracks between the concrete paving stones that led up to the wooden front door. When he reached that, he looked for a doorbell before giving up and rapping his knuckles against the peeling paintwork. He took a step back and peered at the downstairs front windows, the panes smeared with dirt and, on the nearest, the faint ghostlike outline of a bird’s wings where a blackbird or pigeon had hit it at some point. None of the curtains were drawn, but there were vertical opaque blinds slanted in such a way that they blocked his view of the living room.

      The street was devoid of passing traffic, and yet he could hear the steady roar from the busy roads that surrounded the village, and – somewhere nearby – the familiar shouts and playful screams from a schoolyard.

      He checked his watch, then cocked an eyebrow at West. ‘Doesn’t sound like he’s in.’

      ‘Try again.’ She was standing with her hands in her jacket pockets, staring at the upper floor. ‘I just saw movement behind a curtain.’

      Mark hammered the door, louder this time, and heard a distinct curse emanate from the bedroom above. ‘That worked.’

      ‘You’re too polite sometimes,’ said West. ‘You’ll never wake anyone up tapping like that. How on earth did you survive your uniform days?’

      ‘Charm,’ he said, then turned to the door as it was pulled open and a man in his late forties glared at him.

      Jake Ingham wore a creased and stained T-shirt with a faded sports logo over baggy jeans, his shaggy eyebrows a stark contrast to the buzz cut that raked his skull. His eyes were red-rimmed as he blinked at the two detectives.

      ‘What the fuck do you want?’ he barked. ‘I worked all bloody night, and I’ve only been asleep an hour.’

      Mark held up his warrant card and made the introductions. ‘Are you Jake Ingham?’

      ‘Yeah.’ The man folded his arms across his expansive chest, biceps bulging. ‘Why?’

      ‘We’d like to ask you some questions about David Wannick. Can we come in?’

      ‘Do I have a choice?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Mark. ‘This way, you get to go back to sleep as soon as we’ve finished. The alternative is to come with us and we’ll interview you at the station. What’s it to be?’

      Ingham effected a snarl, but took a step back. ‘Come in, then. Hope you like dogs.’

      Mark ignored the worried glance that West shot him, then followed Ingham along a short hallway with stained plasterwork walls and mud-splattered skirting boards then into a kitchen that reeked of canned dog food and wet fur. ‘Before we continue, Mr Ingham, I’d like to recite the–– Bloody hell.’

      He took two steps back as an enormous dog rose from a large tartan-patterned bed beside the oven and watched it take a languid stretch before it shook its head. Its large ears flapped the air, and he was sure he felt a breeze carry across his shoulders before it stopped and eyed him with suspicion.

      Behind him, West uttered a muted squeak.

      ‘Er, sarge?’ she managed. ‘You’re treading on my toe.’

      ‘Sorry.’ He side-stepped, keeping his gaze on a space between the dog’s ears so as to avoid eye contact. ‘Mr Ingham, is your dog safe?’

      ‘He’s fine,’ said Ingham, wandering over to the kitchen sink before turning to face them. He clicked his fingers twice and the dog ambled over, accepting a rub between the ears as it tried to lean against the man. ‘Just ignore him while he gets used to you. What did you want to ask me?’

      ‘In the circumstances, we’re going to make this formal,’ said Mark, clearing his throat and reciting the formal caution while he willed his heart rate lower. ‘We’d like to know how you came to know David Wannick.’

      ‘Him?’ Ingham bit back a yawn. ‘He just drank down the same pub as me, that’s all. I was working part-time up at Warren Brooke’s farm back then, and he needed an extra pair of hands. We were facing a busy harvest and so when David asked if there was any work going, I suggested he speak to Warren.’

      ‘Did you often socialise with David?’

      ‘I chatted with him when I saw him in the pub, although that was most Friday nights back then. Pay day, you see. It’s closed now, but it used to be heaving in there on a Friday from about four o’clock onwards.’

      ‘Is that the same pub that you were arrested at three years ago?’

      ‘I wasn’t charged.’ Ingham stiffened, and his dog emitted a low growl. ‘The charges were dropped.’

      ‘But you have a temper, right?’

      ‘Only if people piss me off.’

      ‘Did David Wannick piss you off?’

      ‘What? No. Haven’t seen him in nearly… five years now. Must be.’

      ‘Why did he leave Warren’s farm?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Tell me what happened the day of the fire at the cottage.’

      Ingham shrugged. ‘Not much to say, really. I was down the pub when it happened.’

      ‘Who with?’

      ‘You know who with, otherwise you wouldn’t be here, would you?’

      ‘Tell me.’

      ‘David. One of the regulars was having a party for something or other, and we got invited to that. There was a band from Wantage playing.’

      ‘And the fire?’

      ‘Someone came in at about half ten, just before last orders and told me. I hadn’t heard from Warren so I assumed nobody was hurt, so I kept drinking.’

      ‘Where was David?’

      ‘At the bar.’

      ‘All night?’

      ‘Yes.’ Ingham frowned. ‘As far as I know. I mean, he disappeared once or twice but I figured he’d gone to the toilet or something. I mean, I’d had a few by then so…’

      ‘So you can’t be entirely sure he was there all night?’

      ‘No, I suppose not…’

      ‘And yet, you still provided a statement to the effect that he was, thereby giving him an alibi. Why did you do that?’

      Ingham glared at him, but said nothing.

      ‘Providing someone with a false alibi is a serious offence,’ Mark continued, ‘especially in a case like this where bone fragments were discovered in the cottage after the fire. Unless you knew about those bones, and know how they came to be there of course.’

      ‘I didn’t. I don’t.’ Ingham folded his arms and leaned against the sink as if trying to put more distance between himself and the two detectives. ‘I had no idea there were bones there.’

      ‘Really? Tell me, Jake. Where were you last Thursday night between the hours of eleven o’clock and six in the morning? Because you weren’t at work, were you? We’ve already checked with your manager at the abattoir.’

      ‘Can’t say.’

      ‘That’s a shame,’ said Mark, keeping an eye on the dog as it ambled back to its bed and lay down. ‘Because right now, you’re our only suspect in the murder of David Wannick.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ Ingham spat.

      Mark looked around, taking in the knife block beside the hob and the row of vicious blades that lined it. ‘Are those all of your knives, Jake?’

      The man’s eyes darted to the left, then back. ‘Apart from my work ones, yes.’

      ‘Where are those?’

      Ingham jerked his chin towards a zipped-up case on the pine kitchen table beside West. ‘There. I don’t like using the ones at work. They’re usually blunt, and we’ve got targets we have to meet every shift, otherwise we don’t get paid as much, so I take my own.’

      Mark crossed to the table, pulled on a pair of protective gloves and unzipped the bag. Inside were a set of vicious-looking stainless-steel knives. He turned back to Ingham. ‘We’re taking these with us, and we’d like you to provide a swab for DNA testing too. You do not have to say anything…’
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      There was a soft crimson hue to the horizon over Abingdon later that day.

      The incident room was quieter than that morning when Mark and West walked in, with the ceiling lights over the desks at the far end switched off and only those nearer the white board blazing overhead. Most of the uniformed officers and administrative staff had headed home for the evening, their rosters dictating whether they would return the next morning or the day after, and all of them looking exhausted by the time they left the incident room.

      The distinct smell of takeout pizza fought against the programmed air conditioning, wafting grease and cheese and meat aromas across the room, all of it emanating from Ewan Kennedy’s office in the corner.

      ‘Good timing,’ said the DI, his hand hovering above one of the open pizza boxes from a local takeout shop as Mark and West appeared on the threshold. ‘And well done about Jake Ingham. Tom Wilcox just phoned to say you’d brought him in.’

      ‘It was a lucky break,’ said Mark. ‘And we’ve had to release him pending the results from the DNA swabs, but Leila says we’ll have those within a day or so. Ingham’s been told to report to his local police station in the morning, and they’ll keep an eye on him to make sure he isn’t a flight risk. Jan checked with the CPS on the way here, and they say we haven’t got enough evidence to hold him in custody at the moment.’

      ‘Typical. Has he said anything?’

      ‘He’s refusing to tell us where he was last Thursday night at the moment, but that’s only helping our case against him.’

      ‘Okay, well let’s hope Leila and Jasper can process those tests sooner rather than later.’ Kennedy pointed to two spare chairs in the corner. ‘Best have some of this pizza before it disappears.’

      ‘Thanks, guv.’

      ‘So,’ said Kennedy as he swiped up a slice of pizza as Alex reached out for the last pepperoni piece, ‘when it comes to David Wannick are we dealing with an arsonist who became a killer, or a killer who took to arson to cover his tracks?’

      Mark savoured the taste of the pepperoni and tomato sauce, contemplating Kennedy’s question for a moment. Beside him, Alex and Caroline sat in silence while they ate, content to fuel up on the much-needed carbohydrates after a long and frustrating day.

      West was eating and pacing the short gap between the open door and the wall behind Kennedy’s desk, staring at the carpet as she walked.

      ‘Or,’ continued Kennedy, ‘did Wannick panic each time he thought he was about to get caught?’

      ‘With respect, guv, that doesn’t make sense,’ said Caroline. She picked up her can of soft drink and rubbed her thumb over the condensation running down its side. ‘If we assume that those were indeed human bone fragments in both the earlier instances where we believe he was involved in fires – the one at the garage eight years ago, then the cottage fire outside Didcot – the victims had already been butchered because only some remains were found. Then you’ve got the bodies that have been found at the Kyte’s house in Dubai – he buried those under the gazebo foundations. Only after that did he start butchering his victims and collecting them again in archive boxes and things. If he hadn’t left for the UK when he did in April, I reckon there’s every chance he would have started a fire in that annex to try and hide what he’d been up to.’

      ‘And,’ Alex said, ‘if he hadn’t been killed, he might’ve had the same plan with the house in Little Wittenham.’

      ‘Shit,’ Mark murmured, dropping his crust into the pizza box lid.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ said Kennedy.

      ‘Deidre told us when we spoke to her yesterday that Wannick’s post used to go to them because there wasn’t a separate mailbox for the annex.’ Mark looked around at his colleagues. ‘And I’m an idiot, because I didn’t ask her if there was any mail still there for him.’

      ‘Don’t worry about it,’ said West. ‘I remembered after our conversation with her, and emailed her. She’s confirmed that there’s been nothing for him, so either he stopped getting post or he put a redirection in place, and that’s going to take a little longer to find out. If we can though, we might be able to corroborate that forwarding address with the house in Little Wittenham.’

      ‘Or anywhere else he might have been in the interim,’ said Mark. ‘Thanks for doing that.’

      ‘No problem.’

      ‘But why bury the bodies under the Kytes’ patio at all?’ said Alex. ‘It doesn’t fit with his pattern of butchering and hiding in boxes, does it?’

      ‘Maybe Ingham can shed some light on that when we interview him,’ said West, then reached out for another slice of pizza before her hand froze above the box as Kennedy’s desk phone rang.

      ‘It’s Gillian,’ the DI said, reaching out to answer it. ‘Gill? I’ve got my team here with me so are you okay if I put you on speaker? Great, thanks – you’re on.’

      ‘Evening, everyone,’ said the pathologist. ‘I’ve been putting the finishing touches to my report and was about to email it over, but I’ve received a phone call from the orthodontist I consulted regarding our two victims. He’s been making enquiries on our behalf since yesterday, and I’ve just finished speaking with him. He’s managed to identify both victims found at the house in Long Wittenham.’

      A collective sigh met her words.

      ‘That’s both good and sad news, Gillian,’ said Kennedy.

      ‘I know. I’ll forward the details in a minute, but I thought you’d like the names so you can visit the families before the media get wind of this. It’ll only be a matter of time, won’t it?’

      The DI plucked a pen from an empty coffee mug he used as a desk tidy. ‘Give them to me, Gill. We’ll arrange to speak with them tomorrow.’
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      Mark stared up at the windows of a sixth floor flat, his hands in his pockets.

      The apartment building had been constructed in the early 1970s, but unlike some in the area, the body corporate had maintained the outside over the years, which included creating a tree-lined communal garden that was being trimmed and mowed by a pair of men in high-visibility vests. The gardeners’ pick-up truck was parked against the kerb, taking the last available space opposite the flats, which was why West had dropped him off before driving further along the street to park.

      It looked as if the windows of each apartment had been recently replaced, and sunlight sparkled on those belonging to the top three floors, at odds with the sombre reason for his visit.

      Mark took a deep breath and squared his shoulders with the knowledge that his uniformed colleagues had delivered the most devastating news to a family already suffering from not knowing where their son was, or what had happened to him. He glanced sideways as West hurried towards him, the jangle of car keys reaching him before she dropped them into her bag.

      ‘Apparently, Ryan Merton’s parents moved here three years ago when they downsized from a larger house on the outskirts of town,’ he said as she joined him. ‘They told uniform last night when they broke the news that he was last seen at a pub in Oxford. Caroline’s requesting the CCTV images from there, as well as from the cameras along Saint Aldate’s. It’s a bit pre-emptive, but Ryan could well have got a bus from there to the rental place he was staying at in Appleton.’

      West wrinkled her nose. ‘He’d be lucky getting a bus to Appleton from there at that time of night. But he might have jumped in a taxi or a ride share car I suppose.’

      ‘Or,’ said Mark, ‘he met David Wannick that night, and never made it home. I’ve been reading through the statements that his family and friends provided when he was reported missing. It’s been over a week since anyone heard from him. According to his parents, Ryan suffered from bouts of depression in the past and had time off work for that but he’s never gone so long without being in touch with them, or his close friends.’

      West gestured to the communal entrance to the block of flats. ‘We should go before they see us standing out here.’

      Mark fell into step beside her as they climbed the stairs, opting to ignore the lift that appeared to be stuck on level two. The stairwell had been constructed with large panes of glass facing the road, and he could already feel the heat emanating from them. Another hour, and the sun would be over the roof of the house opposite, and he had no doubt that the inside of the flats would be akin to a greenhouse.

      Reaching the sixth floor, he took a moment to catch his breath while West adjusted her jacket.

      ‘I hate this part,’ he said.

      ‘Me too.’ West fiddled with her shirt cuff, and then gave up. ‘Grant got here an hour ago. He’s one of our best family liaison officers, so at least our visit isn’t unexpected.’

      ‘He is, but that doesn’t make me feel any better.’ Mark straightened his shoulders and gave the door a gentle rap with his knuckles. ‘Here goes.’

      Grant Wickes opened the door, the uniformed constable devoid of his standard issue stab vest and wearing a sombre expression. He stood to one side with a murmured ‘Sarge’, nodded to West, then gestured along a short hallway towards a living room that overlooked the River Thames.

      There was a narrowboat purring along the water towards Abingdon lock and a dog walker going in the opposite direction along the tow path, but Mark ignored both and turned his attention to the couple in their sixties who sat side by side on a three-seater sofa facing the window.

      ‘Sarge, this is Sophie and Jamie Merton,’ said Grant. ‘Ryan’s mum and dad.’

      Ryan’s father looked up at him with tearful eyes. He didn’t stand, and offered no introduction. His gaze was wary, as if he was bracing himself for even worse news, although Kennedy had already agreed with Mark and West that both victims’ families would be spared the graphic details of their loved ones’ deaths.

      Ryan’s mother sniffed, and dabbed at her eyes with a tissue, her fingers wrapped within her husband’s hand.

      ‘I’m terribly sorry for your loss,’ Mark said after introducing himself and West. ‘I know this isn’t an easy day for you, and I’m sorry to intrude further, but would you mind if I asked you a few questions about Ryan?’

      Jamie Merton nodded, his eyes downcast. ‘I know you’ve got a job to do, Detective Turpin, and Grant here has been very good in explaining what needs to happen. I’m sure you’ve heard this before, but all we want you to do is catch the person who did this to our son. Ryan was a gentle soul, and would never hurt anyone. I can’t understand why someone would do this to him.’

      Mark crossed to an armchair facing the couple, while West settled into an upright chair that Grant brought over from a small dining set in the far corner. ‘First of all, may I ask when was the last time you saw Ryan?’

      ‘It was the afternoon he went missing,’ said Sophie. ‘He seemed happier that day, more content than I’d seen him in a long time.’ She gave a sad smile. ‘He’d had his ups and downs with depression, but he seemed to have perked up a little in the previous two weeks. I’d wondered if he’d met someone – there was a woman he had seen a couple of times in June, and I think we both hoped that would turn into something a bit more permanent.’

      ‘Did he say anything to you that day that gave you any cause for concern?’ 

      ‘No, just that he was meeting friends at that bar in Oxford, the one we told your colleagues about, which is why when he went missing, we first assumed that he had met someone,’ said Sophie. ‘I really thought, the way he spoke about her, that he might want to introduce us to her soon.’

      Jamie squeezed her hand. ‘We knew something was wrong the next day. We were very close to our son, and we would phone or message him almost daily. When neither of us had heard from him by that evening, we called his brother – he hadn’t heard from him either, and there was no sign of him at home, so that’s when we started getting in touch with his friends.’

      ‘We reported him missing the following morning,’ said Sophie. Fresh tears rolled over her cheeks. ‘And now he’s dead.’

      Mark waited a moment while the couple consoled each other, then leaned forward. ‘I understand from our file that Ryan owned a place in Appleton. Would we be able to take a look there?’

      ‘Of course,’ said Jamie. ‘I’m not sure what you’re hoping to find – it was one of the first places we went when we hadn’t heard from him, but we’ve got a spare key, and you can have that. We’ve been going over a few times every day in case he turned up.’

      The man’s voice broke at his last words, and Mark’s heart twisted.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘And thank you for allowing me to ask you these questions.’

      Jamie nodded, pulling his wife into his arms as he sobbed. ‘Just find out what happened, and why. Will you do that for me?’

      ‘I will.’ Mark rose from his seat. ‘We’ve got all the information on file that you provided our colleagues with when you reported Ryan missing, but we’re going to follow up on everything again. Sometimes, people we’ve spoken to before will remember something out of the blue that might help us. I promise you, we will do everything we can to find out what happened to Ryan. Grant here will keep you updated on our progress and, as I’m sure he’s already explained to you, if you have any questions about our investigation he’s here to answer them where he can.’

      Five minutes later, and walking back to the car beside West, Mark took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He cast a sideways glance at his colleague.

      ‘You okay?’

      ‘Yes,’ she mumbled, then sighed. ‘Bloody hell, we’ve got to do this all again in twenty minutes.’

      ‘Coffee after that, before we go to Ryan’s house?’

      She flashed him a weary smile. ‘Probably the best question you’ve uttered all morning, sarge. Thanks.’
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      Colleen Ashbourne’s family home was a large four-bedroom detached house in an exclusive cul-de-sac on the eastern fringes of Abingdon.

      The property was set back from the road with a wide driveway constructed from small concrete cobblestones and hidden behind a pair of large oak trees that kept the front garden in shade.

      As Jan climbed out of the car, a blackbird scuttled into the ivy that obscured a brick wall with the neighbouring house, its accusatory parting chirp making her jump.

      A uniformed constable opened the door and introduced herself as the family liaison officer.

      ‘Mrs Ashbourne has just been seen by her GP,’ the constable explained. ‘She has a minor heart condition, and her husband was worried about her health after we broke the news to her last night.’

      ‘May we still speak with her?’ Turpin said.

      ‘She’s sleeping at the moment, sarge, but Trevor, Colleen’s dad, is in the living room.’

      Jan followed Turpin into a dreary front room that overlooked the garden and, as such, was completely shaded by the large trees outside. Even the light from a table lamp in the far corner did little to offset the effect and only served to enhance the shadows under the eyes of the man who watched them from an armchair in the corner.

      He held a blue patterned mug in his hand, but seemed to have forgotten it was there, and slopped some of the coffee over himself when he stood.

      ‘Sorry,’ he mumbled, putting the cup down on a wooden side table and plucking a tissue from a box to wipe his fingers. ‘I was told to expect two detectives. My wife… I’m sorry, she can’t be here at the moment. You can’t imagine…’

      ‘No, I can’t,’ Turpin said. ‘I’m sorry we have to intrude on your grief to ask more questions. We’ll be as brief as we possibly can.’

      Trevor nodded. ‘I knew something was wrong. I knew when she didn’t phone that something had happened. I never gave up hope but…’

      ‘When was your last contact with Colleen?’

      ‘She was home from university at Easter, and after spending a week with her best friend in Madrid, she came home to spend time with us while she worked on her thesis.’ He sat down and gave a watery smile at the memory. ‘The weather was perfect for a change, so she and I took the boat out along the river – I’ve got a small motor cruiser and taught her to fish when she was little, and we always enjoyed spending some time together. She and my wife, Meredith, went shopping in Oxford the day before she was due to return to Bristol for a meeting with her tutor. They had lunch at that posh restaurant opposite the bookshop on Broad Street, and came back in a taxi because someone had seen them having such a good time and bought them a bottle of champagne. Can you imagine? A complete stranger doing something like that in this day and age?’

      Jan looked up from her notebook. Turpin was watching the man with a keen interest.

      ‘How did they get into Oxford that day?’ he said.

      ‘I dropped them off at the park and ride at Kennington and they got a bus the rest of the way in. Easier that way – and just as well, in the circumstances.’

      ‘Did either of them describe the person who bought them the champagne?’

      ‘It was a man,’ said Trevor. ‘Meredith said it was a businessman who was having a meal with a colleague. He wasn’t chatting them up or anything like that. Colleen said he complimented her mum on her dress, said how lovely it was to see them having such a good time, paid for the champagne, and went back to his meal. He left the restaurant before them while they were having their lunch – by the time they realised he wasn’t at his table, he had gone so they couldn’t ask his name or thank him again. They were too shocked to ask him when he first bought the drinks. The bloke he was with wasn’t around either, so they must’ve worked together I suppose.’

      ‘What happened the day that Colleen left to go back to university in Bristol?’ said Turpin. ‘How was she going to get there?’

      ‘She’d left her cardigan at that restaurant the day before and wanted to get a ride share to Oxford to pick up that, so planned to get the train from there to Bristol afterwards rather than me taking her to Didcot as usual. She was travelling light, just a backpack, because she keeps some clothes and stuff here.’ Trevor wiped away fresh tears, his hands shaking. ‘She didn’t phone or message that evening, and we just thought maybe she was busy catching up with friends, so I texted her to say we hoped she was safe, and to call us when she could. We didn’t hear anything that night, or the next morning. Her first lecture was at ten that day, and half an hour later her form tutor phoned to enquire if Colleen was sick. That’s when we found out she hadn’t got to Bristol. There was no sign of her leaving a train when your colleagues checked the cameras.’

      ‘And from our file, I see that twenty-four hours after she left here was when you called triple nine and reported her being missing,’ said Turpin.

      ‘Yes, that’s right. We’d spent the morning contacting her friends and other family members and no one had seen her. We were panicking by then. It was so out of character for her. Like I said, we knew something was wrong.’

      ‘Did you receive any strange messages or phone calls following her disappearance?’

      ‘No. At first I thought maybe she had been kidnapped, but…’ Trevor waved his hand at the room, ‘you can see we don’t have much. I mean, we’re comfortable, but I’m not rich or anything. There was nothing. Nothing at all. She just disappeared. And then, a day after we reported her missing, one of your colleagues came around here to tell us that they had found some CCTV footage that showed her getting into someone’s car just around the corner from that restaurant. He showed us the picture – she had her cardigan over her arm and her backpack in her hand, and she was bending down to talk to someone in the car through the passenger window.’

      ‘I’ve seen that in the file.’ Turpin paused, and Jan saw him glance up to the ceiling at movement from upstairs. 

      Trevor did the same, and pushed himself out of the armchair with an effort. ‘I’m sorry, my wife needs me. I really must go and check if she needs anything…’

      ‘Of course,’ said Turpin, standing. ‘Don’t let us keep you. I promise I’ll be in touch as soon as I have anything to tell you.’

      ‘I’d like to believe you, detective,’ said Colleen’s father. ‘But that’s what your colleagues have been telling me since my daughter disappeared.’
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      Ryan Merton’s house was a semi-detached building that was along a side street off the main road through Appleton.

      The surrounding homes were of the same type as his, a Cotswold stone construction with one half of the building having an apexed roof and the other with a normal pitch, joined in the middle and with a garage for each property at either end.

      Ryan’s was the one on the left, halfway before a wide turning circle at the end where a supermarket delivery van was parked while the driver unloaded a number of food crates.

      There was a tiny scrap of a garden in front of the house, a scruffy row of three conifers separating Ryan’s half from his neighbour’s manicured turf, and a black wheelie bin on the pavement beside the driveway entrance. The garage door was closed.

      Mark turned a set of brass keys in his hand, looking for one that fitted the front door. They were cool to the touch, the metalwork dull, and one of them had the remnants of a label that stuck to his thumb as he turned the key in the latch.

      It took an effort to push open the door due to the amount of junk mail and post that cluttered the carpet, and while West gathered that and sorted through it, he turned his attention to the rest of the home.

      It smelled musty, and somewhere through to the kitchen there was the acrid smell of a waste bin that needed emptying.

      Despite the Mertons’ assurances that they were keeping an eye on their son’s home while waiting for him to reappear, Mark realised that an element of fear had seized the couple, that since their son’s disappearance they had been too afraid to touch anything in case he didn’t return. After all, everything around him was a memory for them, even the discarded Chinese takeaway cartons cluttering the kitchen worktops.

      West wandered into the kitchen, her gloved hands sifting through the post. ‘It’s mostly utility bills, sarge. Double glazing offers, a catalogue from the local garden centre, stuff like that.’

      ‘Anything personal, or handwritten?’

      ‘No.’ She set the pile on the worktop beside the sink and opened the refrigerator before rearing back. ‘Woah. That’s lively.’

      ‘Do you want to take upstairs where I continue down here? It’s only a two-bedroom place…’ He realised his error and held up his hands. ‘Scotch that. I’ll take upstairs.’

      ‘Thanks, sarge.’

      Mark found the first bedroom at the top of the stairs. The door was open, and the room looked out across an overgrown lawn. There was a fence surrounding the garden separating it from three other properties, including the direct neighbour’s garden, and very little by way of plants. A paved area was directly below him, and he guessed that there was a set of patio doors leading outside.

      Ryan had used the room as an office, with a basic desk and chair set against one wall, on top of which was a computer screen and various console games. The console and a computer tower were under the desk, both switched off.

      He found a built-in wardrobe set behind the bedroom door, its single rail full with shirts, T-shirts and a formal jacket. Below those, a row of shoes, trainers and a pair of tan-coloured boots were lined up along the floor.

      Mark made a note of the contents that warranted further forensic investigation, and went off in search of the bathroom.

      That turned out to be located between the back and front bedrooms, and upon inspection revealed a simple vanity unit and toilet with a shower unit over the bath. A mat had been draped over the bath, and Ryan’s toothbrush and toothpaste were on a glass shelf above the sink. When Mark opened a small cabinet above that, it revealed a selection of lotions, a half-empty bottle of aftershave, and a spare bottle of shower gel. He closed the door and spotted an identical bottle on a tray fixed to the shower unit, along with shampoo.

      Walking back out to the landing, he could hear West in the kitchen opening cupboards and cursing under her breath as she discovered more food gone to waste, then turned his attention to the front bedroom.

      His footsteps slowed as he approached, the memory of what they had found at the other house on Saturday preying on his mind. He wouldn’t swap places with West for one moment though, not after that incident. Instead, holding his breath, he pushed open the door.

      There were fitted double wardrobes to the left of the door, a dressing gown hanging from the handle of one, and a mirror on one of the doors.

      He exhaled. Ryan Merton had been a tidy man, and the double bed had been made, with a navy patterned duvet draped over matching pillowcases. There was a bedside table on each side and after seeing an e-reader and phone charger under the lamp on the right-hand one, Mark stretched his fingers within his protective gloves before opening the first drawer. There was an array of cufflinks, unopened condoms, some loose change, and not much else. The next drawer contained pairs of socks, all neatly rolled and organised into sports socks or others.

      The matching bedside table on the other side turned out to be empty, save for a spare light bulb for the lamp and Mark turned away with an exasperated sigh.

      Making his way downstairs, he leaned over the bannister to peer into the kitchen, but there was no sign of West. Then he heard something soft being thrown to the floor, and found her in the living room.

      She had already searched the two armchairs beside the window, and had now turned her attention to the three-seater sofa in front of a television. Cushions were strewn across the floor beside a glass-topped coffee table as she ran her hand down the back of the seam. Glancing over her shoulder as he walked in, she frowned. ‘Found anything, sarge?’

      ‘Nothing,’ he said. ‘You?’

      ‘No––’ She turned her attention back to the sofa, working her way along the length of it. ‘Although the kitchen ought to be declared a health risk.’

      He smiled and peered through the net curtains out of the window. There was a woman with a small sandy-coloured dog walking past, her pace slowing as she eyed the silver car at the kerb, then at the house before crossing the street and disappearing into one of the houses opposite. ‘Poor buggers. This place is going to be inundated with reporters the minute Kennedy sends out that press release later, isn’t it?’

      West didn’t answer, and the silence hung in the air for a few moments while he scrolled through his phone and read the latest emails from the team.

      ‘Sarge?’

      He glanced over his shoulder to see her holding a black leather men’s wallet in her hands, her brow creased. ‘Is that his wallet? Why would he leave that here if he was going into Oxford for the night?’

      ‘Because it’s not his,’ she said, turning it around so he could see the bank cards inside. ‘These have got Trent Jardel’s name on them.’
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      The sandy-coloured dog was barking by the time Mark and West walked up the driveway opposite Ryan Merton’s house. The animal was standing in the front bay window of the identical semi-detached property and pacing back and forth.

      Beyond the front door, Mark could hear the owner berating it, telling it to stop, and before he could reach out to ring the bell, the door swung open and the woman he had seen moments earlier appeared.

      ‘Something’s happened to Ryan, hasn’t it?’ she said.

      ‘What makes you say that?’ said Mark.

      ‘Because I haven’t seen him, his parents have been here more often than usual, and I’m guessing you’re the police.’ She looked them up and down. ‘Even if you’re not in uniform.’

      Mark extracted his warrant card and held it up. ‘May we come in?’

      ‘Why, what’s wrong?’

      ‘Please.’

      She sighed, but stepped back and ushered them in. The dog was still barking in the front room.

      Mark shot her a sideways glance as he wiped his feet on the doormat.

      ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘He won’t bite you. He just thinks he’s the guard dog for the entire street.’

      She showed them through to the front room, and as she predicted, the dog merely leapt down from the window sill, sniffed around his shoes, then trotted off to a bed beside a television cabinet.

      ‘Sorry, what’s your name?’ he said to the woman.

      ‘Laura Starling.’ She didn’t offer them a seat, and stood beside the sofa, arms crossed. ‘Are you going to tell me what’s going on?’

      ‘I’d ask you to treat this in confidence until we release a press release in a few hours,’ Mark began, ‘but I’m sorry to have to tell you that Ryan Merton was found dead on Saturday.’

      Laura paled. ‘Dead? How?’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Mark, ‘I’m unable to share the details at present. May I ask if you’ve seen anybody else apart from his parents visiting the house in the past month?’

      ‘I work full-time, detective. I don’t have time to look out the window.’ She gestured to the far end of the room where a desk with a computer on it was set up next to the patio doors. ‘Besides, I work over there, so I don’t have a view of the street.’

      Mark pointed at the dog. ‘But he barks every time somebody goes past, doesn’t he? And when he does, I’m guessing he doesn’t stop, not until you tell him, if he’s anything like mine. So, how often do you have to get up from that desk and tell him to get down from the window sill?’

      ‘Oh. I see what you mean.’ Laura blinked. ‘Right… let me think.’

      She stared at the carpet for a moment.

      ‘Tell you what,’ he said. ‘Let’s try this. When did you last see Ryan?’

      ‘I guess it must have been about three weeks ago,’ she said. ‘I usually walk the dog around this time of day – it gives me a break from the computer, otherwise I just tend to disappear down a rabbit hole with work. Ryan was outside bringing in the wheelie bin. So it must have been a Wednesday because that’s when they get emptied. I don’t know him that well, or didn’t, but we used to say hello if we spotted each other and… you know… just talk about general stuff. He was making a fuss of the dog – he always had a soft spot for him. There was a woman with him – it looked like she’d stayed there overnight because she had a small sports bag with her, and after I said goodbye to him he drove off with her. I’d seen her once before, so I’m guessing she was his new girlfriend or something.’

      ‘Did you see him with anyone else around that time? Did he have any visitors, or did you see any strange cars in the street?’

      She narrowed her eyes at him. ‘Now you’re making me feel like a busybody.’

      ‘Look, Laura, I’m just trying to find out what happened to Ryan. I’m not judging you. I just need answers. His family need answers. So, did you see anything that might help us?’

      Her shoulders sagged. ‘Okay, yes. I might have done. It might be nothing, but a few days after we spoke – it must have been a Wednesday – I’d seen him go out earlier in the evening. One of those ride share cars turned up. Ryan saw me at the window, so he waved as he got in. I guess he came back about eleven, maybe just after. I’d had some friends around and I was tidying up after they left – we just had wine and pizza while we watched a film and caught up – and I saw headlights on the curtains when someone turned a car around at the end of the street. It pulled up outside Ryan’s house, and the dog started barking. I told him to be quiet, and had a peek through the curtains to make sure it was Ryan, and not somebody else.’ She gave an apologetic shrug. ‘I run the local neighbourhood watch group, so it’s sort of my responsibility to make sure I know what’s going on around here.’

      Mark nodded and gestured for her to continue.

      ‘Ryan got out of the car, but the man who was driving got out too, which surprised me, because I thought it was another ride share dropping him home. The man followed Ryan into the house, and they were both laughing, so I didn’t think anything else of it.’

      ‘I don’t suppose you can describe the man who was with Ryan, can you?’

      ‘It was dark, and he had his back to the street, so no. Sorry.’

      ‘Well, what sort of height was he, compared with Ryan?’

      ‘I guess… a couple of inches taller than Ryan. Slimmer.’

      ‘What was he wearing?’

      ‘It looked like jeans and a pale-coloured shirt – he had the sleeves rolled up. It was warm that night, I remember that because I had the windows open upstairs and a bloody big moth got in before I went to bed.’

      Mark glanced out the window across to Ryan’s house. ‘I don’t suppose anyone in your neighbourhood watch group has security cameras, do they?’
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      When Mark walked into the incident room later that afternoon, he had a determined set to his jaw.

      It was humid outside, akin to a storm brewing, and someone had turned up the air conditioning so that a fresh breeze blew across the desks. Some of the administrative staff had stayed later than their rostered hours to process all the information being gathered by the team, and one of them passed him with a harried expression and a box of paper as she headed towards the printer in the corner.

      He placed his backpack under the desk and wiggled the computer mouse to wake up his screen. Taking one look at the amount of emails that had arrived since he and West had been speaking with the victims’ families and Ryan Merton’s neighbour, he felt a familiar rising panic that they might miss something. There was just so much to process, and now he and his colleague were about to add to the workload.

      ‘Mark, got a minute?’ Kennedy appeared at the door to his office and beckoned to him. ‘Bring Jan with you – and a couple of chairs.’

      Mark signalled to his colleague, and pulled two chairs with him across to Kennedy’s office, where he found Alex and Caroline already seated. They shuffled around the detective inspector’s desk to make room for him and West, then Kennedy closed the door, shutting out some of the noise from the incident room.

      ‘Right,’ he said, ‘Caroline, I’d like you to follow up with the bank who issued cards in Trent Jardel’s name to David Wannick and find out how he managed to pull that off. Given the sort of security checks most of us have to go through, they’re either incompetent or he had help from people who’ve done this before.’

      ‘I think my first port of call is the bank we saw him outside of in Birmingham three years ago,’ Caroline said. ‘He might’ve got the cards then and simply not used them until he returned to the UK.’

      ‘Good thinking. Let me know how you get on,’ said Kennedy. He turned to Alex. ‘I need you to get on to the Oxford bar where Ryan Merton was last seen. We’ll need their CCTV footage, and speak to the local council to get CCTV footage of the roads around Saint Aldate’s. Can you also get in touch with the restaurant where Colleen and Meredith Ashbourne had lunch? Let’s see if anyone remembers the businessman who bought them that bottle of champagne.’

      ‘Will do.’ The younger detective lowered his gaze to his notebook while Kennedy turned his attention to Mark and West.

      ‘As soon as Alex gets that restaurant footage, I want to know who that bloke is, and who he was having lunch with. Even if he isn’t a suspect, he may have noticed something that’ll give us a breakthrough.’

      ‘Sounds good, guv.’ Mark could hear the desperation in the DI’s voice, and tried to inject more enthusiasm into his tone than was warranted. ‘And we’ve got house-to-house enquiries taking place this evening with uniform talking to Ryan’s neighbours to see if anyone’s got any doorbell footage from the same night that Laura Starling spotted a man with Ryan going into his house – we might get a clear view of his face.’

      ‘Might,’ said Kennedy, his face still glum. ‘But yes, let me know if anything transpires from that. Given that the house showed no signs of a struggle, we still don’t know where Wannick killed him – or Colleen, for that matter. What about the girlfriend Ryan’s neighbour saw?’

      ‘Again, we’ll ask the other neighbours,’ said Mark, ‘and I’ve got Grant Wickes contacting Ryan’s friends in between his FLO duties – maybe they know something about her. Grant will let us know if he finds out anything.’

      ‘Okay, good.’ Kennedy sat back in his chair. ‘At least that gives us some forward progress. And that was a great find with the wallet, Jan. Well done.’

      ‘Thanks, guv.’

      Mark turned at a knock on Kennedy’s door, and when it opened, Carl Antsy peered in.

      ‘Sorry to interrupt, guv,’ he said.

      ‘I thought you went home twenty minutes ago,’ said Kennedy, arching an eyebrow. ‘Everything all right?’

      The uniformed constable smiled. ‘I reckon it’s more than all right. Alex – remember that computer repair shop you asked Grant to chase up about the CCTV footage? He passed it on to me after he left for the Ashbournes’ earlier today. Anyway, the manager got back from holiday today and phoned me. It turns out he does have a camera facing the serviced offices and he emailed over the video files.’

      ‘That’s great, thanks,’ said Alex. ‘I’ll take a look at them in the morning.’

      ‘Hope you don’t mind, but I thought I’d do that before heading home in case I had any questions for the manager while he was still at work – they close at nine in the evening on Tuesdays,’ said Carl. ‘Which is why I need you to see something.’

      Mark’s heart lurched. ‘What have you got?’

      Carl’s smile broadened. ‘I reckon I’ve got our suspect on camera. Want to take a look?’
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      The next morning, Mark sat in the pool car outside the serviced office building and stared at the photograph between his fingers.

      It was a frozen image from the CCTV camera footage provided by the computer repair shop where he and West were now parked, its windows displaying various posters that showed the different services it provided.

      Carl Antsy had been right last night – a man could be seen in the photograph as he hurried from the offices building early last Friday morning, his outline silhouetted by one of the lights on the corner of the street. He was slightly hunched, had his hands in his pockets, and despite wearing a baseball cap, appeared as if he had heard something and glanced over his shoulder.

      In that instant, the CCTV camera had captured the lower part of his face.

      It wasn’t Jake Ingham.

      Instead, the man in the photograph was about fifty years old, with a clean-shaven jaw that carried a little extra weight than his slight frame would warrant. Whatever had caught him off guard seemed to have made him jump. His mouth was open in an “oh” of surprise – and yet he hadn’t stopped walking. Carl had tried several different angles from a second camera located on the computer shop’s roof, but had been unable to see the man’s full features or what caught his attention. It could have been a fox, it might have been a door closing somewhere along the street – but whatever it was had provided the team with the breakthrough they so desperately needed.

      The image had also been passed on to the original investigation team in Birmingham, with Kennedy tasking Caroline with following up that and circulating it to other police forces in the immediate area.

      Now, Mark and West were here, at the site of Wannick’s murder, to find out whether the new suspect had left any other traces of his activities.

      He lowered the photograph and stared through the windscreen as a dark blue hatchback pulled into the car park for the serviced offices, closely followed by a fifteen-year-old white sports car that parked alongside it. A woman got out of the sports car, smiled at the occupant of the other vehicle, and waited while he climbed out.

      It was Mike Fenchase, the receptionist who had been on duty on Friday night when Wannick’s body had been discovered.

      ‘Huh,’ West said. ‘I don’t remember seeing her before, do you?’

      ‘No, but she looks like she knows him. A regular client here, perhaps?’

      ‘Maybe. What time is it now?’

      ‘Five to nine.’ He watched as Fenchase and the woman walked towards the front door, and then she swiped a security card on the panel beside it and led the way inside. ‘Let’s go – might as well speak to him before other clients turn up and he gets busy.’

      West followed him across the road but the door remained closed. Mark shielded his eyes from reflections and peered through the glass. The receptionist was laughing about something with the woman, who then held up a hand in farewell and headed towards the lift. Fenchase turned, then jumped when he saw Mark and West. He hurried over, and used a key on an elastic string fixed to his belt to open it.

      ‘We don’t open until nine,’ he said.

      ‘Close enough,’ said Mark. ‘Mind if we come in before it starts getting busy?’

      ‘I suppose so. I mean, I shouldn’t. For insurance purposes, you see. But––’

      ‘We’d appreciate it in the circumstances, especially as you’ve already let in one client.’

      ‘Lily? She’s not a client – she’s our part-time receptionist. She manages the front desk if I’m not around, or when my shifts finish early.’

      Mark followed West and the receptionist over to the desk and signed in on a tablet computer the man held out. ‘So you’re not always here late at night?’

      ‘No – I only work lates three days a week.’

      ‘Could you explain that? Which days do you work shorter hours?’

      ‘Tuesdays and Wednesdays,’ said Fenchase. ‘It’s mostly a cost-saving exercise by the owners. They don’t want to employ two receptionists full-time, so they have me start earlier on a Monday to take care of anything from the weekend, and I work late on Fridays in case there’s anything that needs sorting out before the following week. It’s why I was here when Shelley found that bloke’s body.’

      ‘And Lily? Which days does she work?’

      ‘She comes in every morning but works Tuesday and Wednesday afternoons as well – it means that between us, there’s always someone here for the clients, as well as dealing with contractors and stuff.’ Fenchase shrugged. ‘There’s always something that needs doing around here – catering orders, electrical fixes, that sort of thing.’

      Mark looked over to the lift. The light above the doors showed it had stopped on the second floor. ‘We’ll need to speak to Lily as well.’

      ‘No problem. She’s just double checking the conference room before clients arrive for a meeting at half nine and she’ll be back down.’

      ‘Okay.’ Mark pulled out the CCTV image from his shirt breast pocket. ‘Do you recognise this man?’

      Turning the photograph to the light, Fenchase squinted at it, then shook his head and handed it back. ‘I don’t think so. Only part of his face is showing. Where was this taken?’

      ‘From the computer shop across the road. He was seen leaving these premises at two forty-five in the morning on Friday.’

      The receptionist raised his eyebrows. ‘When Trent Jardel was murdered?’

      ‘We believe the victim to be a man by the name of David Wannick,’ said Mark. ‘But yes, him. And we’d like to speak to this man in relation to our enquiries. Any idea how he might’ve got in?’

      ‘None at all.’ Fenchase moved round the reception desk to a computer and tapped at the keyboard. ‘But I can check if any cards were issued while I wasn’t here last week.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      West cleared her throat, and he turned to see her jut her chin towards the lift as the doors opened, and the woman Fenchase called Lily emerged, her face harried.

      ‘Mike, there’s a leak in the ladies’ toilets on level two and the client’s due here in fifteen minutes,’ she said, breathless. She shot a brief smile at the two detectives, then crossed to a bookshelf beside the reception desk and plucked out a lever arch file. ‘The plumber was only here last week, and he said it was fixed. I’ll have to get them back out.’

      ‘I’ll phone them,’ said Mike, taking the folder from her. ‘And the clients can use the toilets on the first floor. These two need to speak with you. They’re the detectives investigating the murder.’

      ‘Oh.’ Lily’s eyes widened. ‘But I had a phone call from someone on Saturday and gave them my statement. I wasn’t here Friday afternoon.’

      ‘We know,’ said West, ‘but we’d still like to ask you some more questions. That okay?’

      ‘Of course. Like I said, we’ve got clients turning up in a minute for a conference, as well as our usual bookings so do you want to come through to the staff area?’

      ‘Sounds good,’ said Mark, and turned to follow the women.

      ‘Detective?’

      He paused and looked over his shoulder at the receptionist. The man was staring at the computer screen. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Mr Jardel, I mean Mr Wannick… he requested a new security card on Wednesday afternoon.’

      ‘He misplaced the original one you issued to him on Monday morning,’ called Lily, her hand on the door handle for a room to the left of the lift. ‘I issued him the replacement.’

      ‘When did he lose it?’ said Mark.

      ‘He reckoned sometime Wednesday morning,’ said the receptionist, wandering back with West in tow. ‘He went out for lunch, and came back just after Mike had left for the day. He knocked on the door to get my attention – I was on the phone at the time, but I saw him waiting out there and buzzed him in. He waited until I’d finished, and then explained about the card. He was ever so apologetic, but I still had to add a thirty pound fee to his account,’ Lily explained. ‘It’s company policy, you see.’

      Mark removed the photograph from his shirt pocket once more, and held it out to her. ‘Do you recognise this man?’

      ‘Maybe,’ she said, after only a few seconds. ‘I think he had a meeting with Mr Jardel––’

      ‘Wannick,’ said Fenchase, then reddened as West glared at him. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘You were saying, Lily?’ Mark prompted. ‘When did he come here?’

      ‘Last Wednesday, at about one o’clock,’ she said. ‘But he didn’t have an appointment. He just turned up and said he needed to speak to Mr… Wannick and that it was urgent. I phoned Mr Wannick’s extension, and he sounded surprised, but he came down here, fetched the man and took him back up to his office. The man left about fifteen minutes later.’

      Mark spun to face Fenchase, and pointed at the tablet computer. ‘I need a name.’

      ‘On to it.’ The receptionist scrolled through the entries, his expression growing more perplexed. ‘Lily, there’s no one signed in on this in the afternoon.’

      She frowned, walked over and took it from him, repeating the exercise. ‘He must be. Mr Wannick signed him in, because he said he wasn’t very good with technology… Huh. He’s not here.’

      ‘Did you see David Wannick enter a name?’ said Mark.

      The younger receptionist blushed. ‘I didn’t, no. The plumber turned up to fix the toilets on level two, and I just handed him this, left them to it and got on with telling the plumber what needed to be done. By the time I’d done that, they’d both gone upstairs.’

      ‘And you didn’t check the sign-in log?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘And then David Wannick requested a new security card later that afternoon, right?’

      ‘Yes.’ Lily looked close to tears as she handed back the tablet to Fenchase. ‘So, it’s all my fault that man came back and killed him the next night, isn’t it?’
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      It was a full house in the incident room when Kennedy began the briefing at noon.

      Most of the uniformed personnel assigned to the investigation were sitting on chairs around the whiteboard at the far end of the room, and Mark and the other detectives stood to one side while the detective inspector paced the carpet.

      A sudden rain shower had enveloped the town, and Mark could hear rain lashing the windows behind him. The sound of cars swishing through deepening puddles on the road outside filtered through to where he waited for Kennedy to begin while Tracy finished handing out agendas to each of the team and took a seat near the front beside Carl Antsy.

      A silence descended on the room and Kennedy cleared his throat. ‘So, we finally have a breakthrough in relation to David Wannick’s killer. Mark, do you want to give us the latest update?’

      ‘Thanks, guv,’ said Mark. ‘In the past hour, Mike Fenchase has provided us with more security footage from the lift and the lobby area on the same floor that David Wannick had a rented office last week. That footage clearly shows the suspect exiting the lift, but at that point he still had his face partially obscured by the shadow from his baseball cap.’

      ‘All right,’ said Kennedy. ‘I want that photograph shown to Colleen Ashbourne’s mother and the restaurant staff, and Alex – get a copy of it over to the bar that Ryan Merton was last seen in as well in case any of them recognise him.’

      ‘What about the media?’ West asked. ‘Are you going to release it to them?’

      ‘As soon as we’re finished here, I’ll be meeting with our media relations team so we can get something out before the local six o’clock news. They’ll share it to our social media profiles at the same time. Caroline – have we had any of that camera footage from the city council yet showing Colleen talking to that bloke in the car the day she went back to pick up her cardigan?’

      ‘Not yet, guv,’ said the detective constable. ‘I’ve chased them up twice but there was a demonstration taking place near Gloucester Green that day too, and they’ve been inundated with requests.’

      ‘Give me the number of the person you’ve been talking to,’ Kennedy growled. ‘I’ll put a rocket up their arse.’

      ‘Thanks, guv.’

      ‘Jan, where are we up to getting camera footage from Ryan Merton’s neighbours?’

      ‘We’ve had three neighbours submit doorbell videos,’ said West. ‘The one next door to Ryan was activated when he walked up his driveway that night Laura Starling told us about, and we’ve got a clear shot of the man he was with – it’s David Wannick.’

      A collective sigh of relief filtered through the assembled officers, and Kennedy managed a small smile.

      ‘That’s something, at least,’ he said. ‘Get that image in front of Meredith Ashbourne as well. What about Ryan’s girlfriend? Any progress finding out who she is?’

      ‘Not yet, guv – sorry.’

      ‘Keep on top of that.’ Kennedy turned to the whiteboard. It was now a patchwork of photographs, maps, handwritten notes in the detective inspector’s trademark scrawl, and explored a multitude of theories about the three murders. He faced the team once more. ‘Somehow, the man seen entering the serviced offices early last Friday knew Colleen and Ryan, and took matters into his own hands when he found out they’d been murdered. I want to know why. Why didn’t he come to us if he knew something? Something or someone links Colleen to Ryan, and how they came to Wannick’s attention in the first place. We’re stuck until we find out what that is. We’ll reconvene at eight o’clock tomorrow morning, but if you have any new information in the meantime, make sure you come and tell me.’

      Mark caught the car keys that West tossed to him, and followed her from the room. Taking the stairs, she held open the security door for him and waited until they were leaving the car park before pulling a copy of the two photographs from her bag.

      ‘Meredith first, I reckon,’ she said. ‘She’s nearest.’
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        * * *

      

      Grant Wickes opened the door when Mark knocked, and led them through to the living room where Trevor and Meredith Ashbourne sat together on the sofa, their faces expectant.

      Mark’s heart sank. He knew the couple wanted answers, but until he and Kennedy were sure, he would be careful what he shared with them.

      ‘Thanks for seeing us again at short notice,’ he began. ‘I’d like to show you some photographs. Would that be all right?’

      Colleen’s mother nodded. ‘Okay.’

      He handed over the first image, one taken when Jake Ingham had been brought in on Monday night when his DNA sample had been taken for processing. In it, the man faced the photographer, glaring while his jaw clenched.

      Meredith held the photograph with a shaking hand, then shook her head. ‘I don’t recognise him.’

      ‘That’s okay. What about this one? It was taken by a doorbell camera at night, so it’s a bit blurry. Would you mind having a look, and telling me if you recognise the person in this photograph?’

      Mark handed over the photograph from the security camera footage provided by one of Ryan Merton’s neighbours and watched as she took it with a shaking hand. She blinked.

      ‘It’s him,’ she said. ‘That’s him. That’s the man who bought the champagne for us.’

      ‘Are you sure? It’s quite a bad angle.’

      ‘I won’t ever forget him,’ she said. ‘It was the last time Colleen and I spent some time together, and he made it special. Who is he?’

      Mark looked at the photograph after she turned it around to face him. ‘His name was David Wannick, Mrs Ashbourne. We believe he was responsible for the death of your daughter.’

      ‘Was?’ Trevor blurted, fresh tears mixing with the confusion in his eyes. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Mr Wannick was found murdered on Friday evening,’ said Mark. He handed Meredith the second photograph, taken from the computer shop’s CCTV footage. ‘And we’d like to talk to this man about his involvement. Do you recognise him, Mrs Ashbourne?’

      ‘I’m sorry. I just can’t see his face properly. I mean, he might’ve been the other man at the restaurant, but I can’t be certain.’

      ‘It’s okay. Tell you what, can you remember the table number you were sitting at in the restaurant that day?’

      ‘Twelve,’ she said. ‘I remember, because it was the same number as our old house, before we moved here.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Mark rose from his chair and faced the couple. ‘I’m sorry I don’t have more news for you at this time, but please know this – I won’t give up until I find out what happened to your daughter, and bring you the answers I’m sure you’re seeking.’

      ‘I’m going to hold you to that, Detective Turpin,’ said Trevor, his gaze steady. ‘So, don’t let me down.’
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      Jan tapped the spoon against the side of her mug, blew across the hot coffee and took a tentative sip.

      The incident room was silent now and as she crossed back to her desk, even the sound of the cleaners working downstairs had disappeared. From the ground floor, she could hear the echo of a cell door closing, but apart from that and the occasional footfall from the force control team on the floor above, the police station was quieter than it had been for several hours.

      The sun was setting on the horizon and before sitting down, she walked over to the window and closed the blinds to stop the glare. The air conditioning was running a few degrees higher than normal, and she tweaked the controls, setting it to a more comfortable temperature.

      That done, she settled back at her desk and smiled as her mobile phone rang.

      ‘Hello, love,’ she said.

      ‘Happy anniversary,’ Scott replied.

      ‘Happy anniversary. Everything okay?’

      ‘We’re just on our way out the door to football practice,’ said Scott. ‘I was going to take the boys for a pizza afterwards – is that okay? I wasn’t sure what time you would be home tonight.’

      ‘That’s a good idea. We haven’t had time to do a food shop this week, and I was just starting to wrack my brains about what to give them this evening. I don’t know what time I’m going to be home – I just want to tidy up to give myself a head start for the morning, so if you’re asleep when I get back I won’t wake you. Mark and I are due to follow up a few more leads tomorrow, so I’ll be out early too.’

      ‘Well, in that case, as I’ve got a day off tomorrow, I’ll do the food shopping. And I’ll treat us to a nice bottle of wine at the same time so we can celebrate even if we can’t do dinner this week.’

      ‘Sounds good.’ Jan looked up at her computer screen as a new email appeared. ‘I’m so sorry, but I’m going to have to go, love. Love you.’

      ‘Love you too, bye.’

      Jan opened the email to discover that it had been sent by Emirates Post in the UAE. The local branch closest to the Kytes’ house had processed the redirection for David Wannick while he was still posing as Trent Jardel, and after a fraught twenty-four hours while Jan had to wait for Sergeant Abadi to lodge the information request on their behalf, it appeared she finally had a response.

      ‘About time,’ she muttered.

      She scrolled through the subtext, scanning it for the details she needed. Halfway down the page, she stopped, sat back in her chair, and stared at the screen.

      ‘What the hell?’

      Something niggled at the back of her brain, a memory of a conversation, and she reached out for her notebook and started flicking through the pages.

      She was close, she could feel it – she just couldn’t put her finger on it yet, but something wasn’t right. There was a nagging suspicion that she had made a mistake somewhere, that she had overlooked something, that she should have spotted something.

      ‘Bugger,’ she said, pushing the notebook to one side.

      She drummed her fingers on the desk for a moment then reached out and pulled her keyboard towards her. Starting with the DVLA, she began a search string of addresses linked to Trent Jardel or David Wannick from eight years ago when he had been in Wantage, when there had been an arson attack on his parents’ garage and servicing business, and then three years later when he had been living in Harwell at the time of the cottage fire.

      His name didn’t appear on the DVLA website after the garage fire, and she frowned. Next, she turned to the local electoral rolls and again, Wannick disappeared from those after the cottage fire.

      ‘Who did you know?’ she whispered. ‘Why did you move there? And why the hell did you end up in Dubai?’

      After checking the immigration information obtained by Sergeant Abadi, Jan sifted through the details to discover that Wannick had used Trent Jardel’s name and passport to enter the country, and supplied the name and address of a motel near the airport as his first location. He had ticked the box for business travellers, and made no customs declarations upon arrival.

      After that, the authorities lost track of him – as far as the United Arab Emirates were concerned, the man posed no threat to its citizens.

      Jan clicked back to her emails, and read through the Emirates Post response once more.

      ‘That doesn’t make sense. Why did you arrange for your post to be redirected to Abingdon when you left Dubai? We don’t have anyone from your past that lives here,’ she muttered.

      Turning her attention to the property address provided, she logged in and began a Land Registry search. It took a few moments, but when the list of names appeared on the screen, she sat back in her chair, her mouth open.

      ‘No way.’

      Jan turned her attention back to the Abingdon address provided by Emirates Post.

      It wasn’t that of the house that David Wannick had rented in Little Wittenham where his two victims were discovered.

      It matched that of the property displayed on the Land Registry website – an apartment owned by Neville Kyte.
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      Jan hitched the handbrake and turned the key in the ignition, the engine falling silent and the air conditioning following suit.

      The last vestige of a sunset clung to the rooftops beyond the windscreen, and a deep orange and gold glow bathed the car park and added a final splash of colour across the brickwork exteriors of the three-storey townhouses and apartment blocks surrounding it.

      The dashboard emitted a startled beep as she opened the door, and she jumped before realising she had left the sidelights on.

      ‘Stupid,’ she muttered. ‘Last thing you need tonight is a flat battery.’

      That done, she locked the car and hoisted her bag up her shoulder before setting off towards the pay and display sign near the exit. Thankfully, the council had opted for free parking from six in the evening through to seven in the morning, so she carried on past and turned left along a dog-legged footpath that led to one of the apartment blocks.

      The building had been constructed in keeping with the townhouses around it to better blend in, and so its three storeys allowed for eight apartments with a shared entrance, the upper two being the largest. There was a security panel next to the door with each apartment having its own doorbell, and Jan’s heart sank until she saw a woman walking down the stairs towards her. Stepping aside to let her exit the building, Jan caught the door with a smile.

      ‘Thanks,’ she said, and walked in, ignoring the woman’s look of confusion as she tried to work out whether she recognised Jan or not.

      Without looking back, Jan let the door close behind her and took the stairs up to the top floor. The stairwell was clean, with pale plasterwork walls that bore only a few scuff marks and a carpet that had somehow avoided being muddied by shoes. She peered through the large window on the first landing and across the car park, spotting the pool car at the far end. There was one other car there, a sleek blue SUV that she had spotted on the way in, and a white panel van with the logo of a local dog walking service plastered along the side that was reversing into a space near to one of the townhouses. The other cars parked on the surrounding cul-de-sacs were all of a similar design – small hatchbacks that were perfect for urban living and low mileage.

      ‘You’re stalling,’ she said under her breath, then bumped her fist against the bannister and climbed the final flight of steps.

      The light at the top of the stairs flicked to life, revealing a wide landing with a tall fake fern in a white plastic pot halfway along. The door to number seven was at the far end of the landing, on the right and a few metres along from its opposite neighbour to afford residents some privacy from each other.

      She paused at the door to number eight, and heard a television playing. She could hear the sound of guns blazing, the music akin to an action movie or game.

      Eyeing the door for number seven, she took out her phone and returned to the top of the stairs.

      She stared at the screen for a moment, then held it aloft before lowering her hand and cursed under her breath.

      ‘All that money to buy one of these places, and there’s no bloody phone signal,’ she sighed. ‘Great.’

      She returned to number seven, stared at the door for a moment, then bit her lip and rapped her knuckles against it twice.

      Holding her breath, she put her ear close to the surface and listened.

      To her surprise, she could hear soft footsteps approaching on the other side of it, and frowned.

      She straightened at the sound of a chain rattling against the frame, and then it opened.

      The man smiled before he grabbed her arm and pulled her inside.

      ‘Hello, Detective West. I’ve been expecting you.’
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      The smell of lavender carried on the breeze through the hatch door to where Mark sat in the boat’s galley.

      Lucy was at the sink, washing watercolour paint from her brushes and humming under her breath while she worked. Hamish was in his bed on the deck at the top of the steps, gnawing at a lamb bone that Lucy had picked up from the butcher’s shop in the centre of Abingdon earlier that afternoon, and Mark could hear the dog emitting happy growls in between attacking it with his teeth.

      The sun had set now, and a soft twilight clung to the evening sky. Somewhere beyond the tow path an owl screeched as it passed overhead.

      Mark batted a small moth away from his face before taking a sip from the glass of water beside his open laptop. His phone was in his other hand, held to his ear while he listened to the dialling tone for the Oxford restaurant that Meredith and Colleen Ashbourne had visited two months ago.

      The phone was answered after four rings, and the sound of voices, the clatter of plates and the clink of glasses reached his ears.

      The man at the end of the line sounded harried when he answered with a gruff acknowledgment of the restaurant’s name and a reluctant, ‘Can I help you?’

      ‘It’s Detective Mark Turpin of Thames Valley police. Can I speak to the manager please?’

      ‘We’re in the middle of dinner service, sir,’ said the man. ‘Can’t this wait until tomorrow?’

      ‘No, it can’t. We’ve already spoken to someone there about obtaining security footage from your restaurant in relation to an ongoing murder investigation. That hasn’t been forthcoming, and I’d like to know why. Now.’

      ‘Hang on.’

      The phone was put down with an impatient clatter, and Mark could hear the man move away, apologise to someone and then disappear. Mark blinked back exhaustion and stared at the blank page of his notebook while he waited. A mug of tea appeared under his nose, and he looked up to see Lucy smiling at him.

      ‘I’ll wait until you’ve finished work to open the wine. I’ll dish up in about an hour, that okay?’

      ‘Sounds great, thanks,’ Mark said, and then gripped the phone tighter as he heard voices returning.

      ‘This is John Birtwistle,’ said a new voice. ‘I’ve already told one of your lot that we can’t find the security footage you were after. Now, as my colleague has already informed you, we’re very busy tonight, and––’

      ‘I’m sure you can spare me a moment, especially in the circumstances. Why can’t you provide any security footage?’

      ‘Because it’s from two months ago. We just don’t keep it for that long. We’re under no obligation to do so, and to be frank, this isn’t the sort of establishment where we have a lot of problems with our customers.’

      Mark could hear the shrug in the man’s voice. ‘Okay, well in that case, I’d like a record of all the transactions that went through your card machine on the day that Meredith Ashbourne and her daughter were there having lunch together. They were at table twelve, and I’m particularly interested in the customers who were sitting at the tables next to them. Can you get that to me this evening?’

      The manager sighed. ‘Not right now, no. But I’ll do it when we cash up later. That won’t be until at least midnight.’

      ‘That’s absolutely fine,’ said Mark, checking his watch. ‘In addition to that, could you ask your staff if anyone remembers two men who––’

      ‘Bought the ladies a bottle of champagne,’ the manager finished. ‘Again, your colleagues have already asked. I don’t recall them, but I can ask around the team who were on duty that day.’

      ‘Please do, and tonight. I can’t stress the urgency of this to you enough. I’ll need all the staff names and phone numbers too, especially anyone who served at that particular table.’

      Mark ended the call more despondent than hopeful, and stared at the phone screen for a moment.

      ‘Do you want me to take Hamish for a walk?’ said Lucy, wiping her hands on a tea towel and pushing a vegetable-laden chopping board to one side. She leaned on the galley countertop and smiled. ‘Because you look beat, and will probably fall in the river.’

      ‘Sorry, love. Would you mind?’ He glanced at his watch. ‘I know it’s hours until the restaurant are going to send anything over, but I daren’t leave here until I hear from them.’

      ‘I don’t mind. I could do with the walk anyway.’ She looped the lead over her hand and climbed the steps to the deck, giving Hamish a low whistle as she passed him.

      The small dog did a double take, looked longingly at the half-demolished bone, and then took off after her with an excited yip.

      Mark looked down as his phone started ringing, and saw a familiar name displayed on the screen. ‘Guv?’

      ‘Seen the news?’

      Mark heard the sound of a wine glass being placed on a granite worktop, and realised the DI was at home. ‘Haven’t had a chance yet, guv. Did the press release go out?’

      ‘Two hours ago, and all the media outlets have repeated it word for word. But so far, we haven’t received any calls in relation to our request for help identifying that second man,’ said Kennedy. ‘How are things going at your end?’

      Mark took a slurp of tea before responding. ‘Frustratingly slow. I’ve just chased up the restaurant regarding security footage, and it turns out it’s non-existent – they don’t have anything from two months ago when Meredith and Colleen were there. I’ve asked them to check the till receipts. It might be the case that we can trace whoever was with David Wannick from those. They won’t be able to send them over to me until midnight, but I’ll check them as soon as they’re received. Either that man knows something about Colleen’s murder…’

      ‘Or he could be another victim of David Wannick’s. Either way…’ Kennedy exhaled. ‘Look, it’s late. Get some rest and we’ll take another look at everything in the morning. Fresh eyes, and all that.’

      ‘Okay, guv, I can take a hint.’
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      The next morning, Mark zigzagged his mountain bike between two parked liveried police vans and braked to a standstill beside the back door to the police station.

      There was a fresh breeze in the air, the promise of a perfect summer’s day, and the aroma from fresh croissants emanating from his backpack after visiting one of his favourite cafés on the way into work.

      It was quarter to eight, and the traffic was starting to grind to a standstill as commuters, buses and delivery drivers alike began fighting their way into town. He heard the screech of tyres on asphalt, the angry honk of a horn and then the sound of a car accelerating away as another rear-end shunt was avoided at the last minute.

      He shook his head in wonder at the impatience of some people, and then removed his helmet and wheeled the bike over to where a number of his colleagues had already chained theirs to a row of stands set into the concrete pavers. Once the bike was locked, he hurried through the security door and up the stairs to the incident room.

      Caroline was next to the vending machine in the corridor and looked up at the sound of his footsteps.

      ‘Morning, sarge. Want one of these?’ She held up a steaming takeout cup of coffee.

      He gave her a thumbs up. ‘Sounds good, thanks – I bought croissants for everyone, so you better come and get yours before Alex demolishes the lot.’

      She laughed, pressed a series of buttons, and swiped her debit card at the machine. ‘I’ll be there in a sec, thanks.’

      Mark opened the door and made his way across to his desk, raising his hand in greeting to a pair of administrative assistants who looked up from their computers as he passed. He placed his backpack on his chair, unzipped it, and put the bag of warm croissants next to his keyboard, then grinned as Alex pushed his chair back and wandered over.

      ‘I knew I wouldn’t have to tell you to come and help yourself,’ he said. ‘Just make sure you leave enough for Caroline and Jan – have you seen her yet?’

      ‘Not yet.’ Alex took a bite out of a croissant, and held his hand underneath as pastry exploded everywhere. He swallowed, and then jerked his chin towards Jan’s desk. ‘She must be around somewhere, because her computer was on when I came in.’

      ‘Okay. I’ll catch her when she comes back.’

      ‘Sounds good, sarge. Thanks for this.’

      Alex walked back to his desk as Caroline put down Mark’s coffee.

      ‘What was that about Jan?’ she said.

      ‘Just wondered if anyone had seen her. I was going to update her about the conversation I had with the restaurant in Oxford last night.’ Mark pointed at Jan’s screen with his croissant. ‘But it looks like she’s in the middle of something. What time did Kennedy get here, do you know?’

      ‘No idea, sarge. He was here when I got in half an hour ago. He said he’d speak with you before this morning’s briefing though. I’d imagine that headquarters are going to start making noises soon about the lack of progress we’ve had, aren’t they?’

      Mark shrugged. ‘That’s to be expected, and only normal in the circumstances. After all, we hoped to get more feedback from that press release that went out but we’ve had nothing. If anything, we could probably do with some new ideas – we need a breakthrough, and soon. Besides––’

      ‘Sarge?’ PC Marie Collins hurried over, her hand automatically going to the radio attached to her stab vest and turning down the volume. ‘Have you seen Jan this morning?’

      ‘No – but her computer is on so she must be here somewhere. Why?’

      Marie looked confused. ‘It’s just that a patrol has seen her allocated pool car from yesterday in a car park around the back of those townhouses off Ock Street. It looks abandoned – there’s a parking ticket on it dated today and timed nearly an hour ago.’

      Mark swallowed the last of his croissant, dusted off his fingers, and frowned. ‘Caroline? Was Jan due to meet with anyone this morning?’

      The detective constable hurried to her desk, and soon her fingers flew over her keyboard. After a few seconds, she looked up from her screen. ‘No, sarge. There’s nothing in the calendar.’

      ‘Any appointments in HOLMES2?’

      There was a pause while she checked, then: ‘No. Nothing.’

      Mark spun his chair around. ‘Alex, did you see Jan this morning, or just assume she was here because her computer screen was on?’

      ‘I haven’t seen her, sarge, but yes – I just assumed she was here. She usually switches off her computer at night, so I just thought she’d gone somewhere and was coming back.’

      Mark turned back to Marie. ‘Is the patrol still at the car park?’

      ‘Yes. They were following up about a suspected break-in last night at a shop on Ock Street when they spotted it. They’re still at the shop taking statements.’

      ‘When they get a moment, can you ask them to check the inside of the car and see if any of Jan’s belongings are inside?’

      ‘Will do.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Mark scrolled through the contacts on his mobile and found West’s number. It went straight to voicemail. ‘Jan? Can you give me a call when you get this message? Just want to check everything’s okay.’

      Ending the call, he walked over to his colleague’s desk and wiggled the mouse. The display lit up, and he frowned at the password prompt. ‘Does anyone know what Jan’s password is?’

      ‘Sonia in IT will,’ Alex said. ‘She was helping Jan with something on that last week.’

      ‘Okay, thanks.’ Mark picked up the phone and dialled the woman’s number from a directory he found on another internal web page. ‘Sonia? Mark Turpin here – hi. Can you get me into Jan West’s computer please? I know it’s not protocol, but it’s urgent. She didn’t turn up this morning, and nobody knows where she is… Okay, I understand. Thanks.’

      ‘Any luck?’ said Alex.

      ‘They’re in the middle of a review at the moment, but she says one of them will be down here as soon as it’s finished.’ Mark heard footsteps, and turned to see Kennedy heading towards them. ‘Morning, guv.’

      ‘Morning. Got a minute? My office, if you don’t mind.’

      Mark picked up his mobile phone and followed the DI across the incident room, closing the door behind him. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Headquarters are giving us forty-eight hours to resolve any outstanding leads, and then they’re going to send over an independent auditor,’ Kennedy said, dropping into his chair with a sigh and pointing to one of the visitor chairs for Mark. ‘It’s to be expected after the press release went out, given the nature of the homicides.’

      ‘Only forty-eight hours?’ Mark’s throat dried. ‘Any chance of some extra bums on seats to help us deal with the amount of CCTV footage we’re still sifting through?’

      ‘Nope.’ Kennedy stretched his arms over his head and groaned. ‘What else can you give me to move this one forward?’

      ‘I had a phone call from that restaurant in Oxford last night, after they closed. It was Wannick sitting at the table next to Meredith and Colleen Ashbourne – he paid the bill using a card with the last four digits matching that of one of the debit cards Jan found in that wallet at Ryan Merton’s house,’ said Mark. ‘And he made the table reservation under the name of Trent Jardel as well.’

      ‘What about the man seen with him?’

      ‘Sorry, guv. Nobody got a name for him.’

      ‘Bloody hell…’

      Mark’s phone started ringing and he glanced down, ready to divert the call to voicemail, then saw Scott West’s number on the screen. ‘Hang on, guv. I need to take this… Scott? Is everything all right?’

      ‘Not really, no.’ West’s husband sounded concerned. ‘Is Jan with you?’

      ‘Not at the moment. I haven’t seen her this morning. Why?’

      ‘I don’t think Jan came home last night. I wondered if you two were working on something – I realise you’re up to your necks in it at the moment.’

      Mark leaned forward in his chair, his heart rate ratcheting upwards. ‘No, she was still here when I left last night. What’s going on?’

      ‘I don’t know… I spoke to her at about six fifteen when the boys and I were heading out to football practice and she said she’d probably be home late, and because I’ve got the day off today she said she wouldn’t wake me if she left the house early,’ said Scott. ‘I’ve just come downstairs to get the boys’ breakfasts ready, and it doesn’t look like she came home. Where is she?’
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      After assuring Scott that he would phone him as soon as he heard from West, Mark ended the call and looked across the desk.

      ‘Guv? I’m concerned about Jan’s welfare. Scott reckons she didn’t go home last night, Marie Collins says a uniformed patrol found her allocated pool car parked around the back of Ock Street this morning, and no one’s been able to get hold of her by phone.’

      Kennedy’s face paled. ‘When did you last speak with her?’

      ‘Last night, before I left here. She was working late to go through a lead she was following up.’ Mark explained about the missed calls and voicemail messages.

      Kennedy inched up his shirt sleeves and signed in to his computer. ‘What else has she been working on, apart from this case? Is there anyone that could present a conceivable threat to her?’

      ‘There was a break-in at a pub on the Oxford Road two weeks ago that she’s been looking into, an aggravated burglary out at Blewbury, and she’s due in court next week to give evidence about that stabbing in Didcot that happened a few months ago,’ said Mark. ‘But we’ve received no threats from any friends or family members of the ones we’ve charged. This is different – we’ve missed something, haven’t we?’

      Kennedy looked up from his computer screen. ‘I have to ask this, Mark. Do you think everything is all right between Scott and Jan?’

      ‘It’s their anniversary this week, guv. And no, I don’t believe Scott would ever hurt her. You’ve seen them together – they’re like a pair of teenagers.’

      ‘True. Like I said, I had to ask. So, do you think whoever killed David Wannick is involved in her disappearance?’

      ‘As much as it scares me to think about it, guv, yes – if not them, then someone associated with them, perhaps trying to protect them.’

      Kennedy picked up his phone and stabbed at the keypad. ‘I’ll get on to Force Control, and ask them to task two patrol cars to keep a lookout for her around town, and then we’ll have to relocate some of our uniform team out there to start searching for her.’

      ‘I can’t sit around, waiting for IT to get here with that password fix,’ Mark said, pushing back the chair and walking over to the door.

      ‘Wait,’ said Kennedy. ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘To take a look at that pool car.’ Mark tapped his fingers on the doorframe, his shoulders tense. ‘The patrol Marie’s been talking to are fresh out of probation, and I’ve got a bad feeling about this.’
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        * * *

      

      When Mark reached the car park squashed between the centuries-old buildings lining the River Ock and the old brewery site, he saw Jan’s pool car as soon as he passed under the council’s height restriction barrier.

      The patrol that Marie Collins had been speaking to from the incident room had parked their vehicle several spaces away from it, and Mark braked to a standstill behind them.

      A woman with a supermarket-branded shopping trolley paused next to the car park entrance, and stared at the uniformed constables that were standing beside the silver hatchback. She glanced from them to a black SUV that was parked over in the far corner, and seemed undecided about what to do. Mark got out and walked over to her, holding up his warrant card as he drew near.

      ‘Can I help you?’ he said.

      ‘What’s going on? Has something happened?’

      ‘Nothing to worry about,’ he said. He jerked his chin towards the SUV. ‘Is that your car?’

      ‘Yes. Look, is something the matter? I only parked there forty minutes ago, and there were no police here then. Has something happened?’

      Mark forced a smile. ‘Nothing to worry about. Here, I’ll walk you over to your vehicle, but I must ask that you take no photos, and leave as soon as possible.’

      She nodded, and pushed the trolley towards her car. It bucked and rattled over the uneven asphalt surface, a grating sound emanating from one of the back wheels that set Mark’s teeth on edge.

      He held up his hand in greeting to the uniformed constables as he passed, and then helped the woman load her shopping into the car and watched her drive away.

      ‘That was close, sarge,’ said one of the constables. ‘Last thing we need is for this to go out on social media.’

      ‘Exactly.’ He wandered over to join them, shoved his hands in his pockets and peered through the driver’s window. ‘What’s the latest?

      ‘We’ve tried speaking with the property owners of those four townhouses over there, the ones that lead directly onto the car park,’ said the younger of the two officers. ‘Three of them are out, and the one on the end there belongs to a retired couple, but they say they didn’t notice the car turn up last night because they were watching television. And they haven’t noticed anyone approaching the car this morning because they’ve been having breakfast in the kitchen at the back of the property.’

      ‘Bugger.’ Mark squinted as he turned to look at each of the townhouses around the car park and those tucked away along pathways, the windows of the apartment buildings reflecting the late morning sunlight. Here and there, an older house or cottage nestled between the newer constructions, echoes of times past and the industries that filled the market town.

      And yet, there was no sign of West anywhere.

      She had disappeared without a trace.

      He turned back to the two constables to see them watching him with keen interest. ‘Until we know what’s going on, block off the entrance to the car park. I’ll head back to the incident room and speak to Kennedy about widening the search, but I don’t want anyone approaching that car, understood?’

      ‘Got it, sarge,’ said the shorter of the two. ‘Is there anything else you need us to do?’

      Mark fished his keys from his pocket. ‘Yes, if you see anyone leaving or approaching any of these properties, interview them straight away. Once we’ve got another patrol down here, we’ll be able to ask residents for doorbell footage, that sort of thing.’ He pointed to a CCTV camera on a pylon in the corner of the car park above the pay-and-display machine. ‘In the meantime, I’ll have someone access the live feed on that, and get us the historical recordings from last night. I’ll be back at the incident room if you need me. As of now, this is a potential crime scene, so treat it as such.’

      ‘Yes, sarge.’

      Mark walked back to his car, his initial worry turning to dread as he got in. He started the engine, and rested his hand on the steering wheel, staring through the windscreen at the abandoned pool car.

      ‘Where the bloody hell are you, January West?’ he murmured. ‘What have you got yourself into?’

      He jumped as his phone trilled, and saw Leila Benjamin’s number on the screen. ‘Hello?’

      ‘Mark? Where are you at the moment?’

      ‘In Abingdon, I…’

      ‘We’ve just had the test results back from the lab – they’ve processed the knives you took from Jake Ingham’s house.’

      Mark sat upright in his seat, heart pounding. ‘They’ve found something, haven’t they?’

      ‘Yes, on the knives he told you he brought home from the abattoir,’ she said. ‘The lab’s confirmed there are traces of human blood on one of the blades – and it’s not his.’
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      Despite it being mid-morning, Jake Ingham’s curtains were drawn and when Mark rapped his knuckles against the front door – hard – there was no sound from the enormous dog that lived in the man’s kitchen.

      Four uniformed constables looked at him with expectant expressions when he glanced over his shoulder, and two of them already had their hands on the batons protruding from their belts. One looked more nervous than his colleagues, and wet his lips while keeping a wary eye on the door.

      ‘How big did you say the dog is, sarge?’ he said.

      ‘Huge, but it wasn’t aggressive,’ said Mark, his voice steadier than he felt at the memory of the enormous beast. ‘Just watch yourselves. And two of you go around the back, in case Ingham decides to make a run for it.’

      A constable he recognised from Didcot peeled away from the group, closely followed by the nervous-looking youngster as he disappeared around the corner of the house, and then Mark hammered on the door again. When he took a step back and looked up at the upper window, he saw a woman glaring down at him from between a crack in the curtains. ‘Ah, somebody’s up at least.’

      Then there were heavy footsteps on the stairs, and Jake Ingham wrenched open the door, in much the same state as he had been two days ago.

      ‘This is harassment,’ he snarled.

      Mark held up his warrant card. ‘Step aside, Jake. We need to search the house.’

      ‘Tell them to fuck off,’ yelled a woman’s voice. Moments later, she stomped down the stairs, pulling a grubby white T-shirt over denim shorts that were at least two sizes too small for her waist. ‘You can’t do this.’

      ‘I can, and I am. Jake – into the living room, please. Out of the way.’

      The man sized him up for a moment, then Mark swung to his right as Jake’s fist flew towards him. It missed, by several inches, and slammed into the doorframe instead. The man howled, his girlfriend cried out, and then the two uniformed constables stormed forward and bundled Jake backwards into the hallway, shouting at him to put his hands behind his back.

      ‘I ain’t done nothing,’ he said, as they applied handcuffs.

      His girlfriend was still hurling abuse when the other two constables reappeared, and Mark pointed at her. ‘Take her into the kitchen, out of the way. We’ll keep them separated while we search the house.’

      ‘Sarge.’ The older constable marched the woman through the door at the back of the property, his muted words of praise to the dog for being a good boy carrying through to where Mark stood at the foot of the stairs.

      ‘Right,’ he said, turning to Jake. ‘Where’s Jan West?’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The police officer you met on Monday. Where is she?’

      Jake blinked. ‘I’ve got no fucking idea what you’re talking about.’

      Mark signalled to the uniformed officers. ‘Search the house. Leave the living room – Jake can show me that, and if the girlfriend gives you any more trouble, arrest her.’

      Jake’s girlfriend bellowed from the kitchen in response, but he ignored her and guided Ingham into the front room.

      It was a paltry space, with plaster peeling from the wall adjoining the neighbouring house and a damp stain in the back left corner of the ceiling. A fur-covered blanket was draped over an armchair beside a bookcase full of console games, and a stained sofa took up the space under the window.

      Mark directed Ingham to the sofa and glared at him. ‘Where is Jan West?’

      ‘No idea.’ The man stared at him. ‘I’ve got no idea, I’m telling you. Last time I saw her was the same time I saw you. On Monday.’

      ‘Where were you between the hours of five last night and eight this morning?’

      ‘I was out last night with her,’ Ingham said, jerking his chin towards the kitchen. ‘We got back here just after midnight.’

      ‘Where were you?’

      ‘At a mate’s house.’

      ‘Name and address?’

      Ingham sneered, but gave the details. ‘He’ll back me up.’

      ‘You’d better hope so. When was the last time you saw David Wannick?’

      ‘Five years ago. When he was still working for Warren over at the farm.’

      ‘Have you been in contact with him since?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Why did you kill Ryan Merton and Colleen Ashbourne?’

      ‘I haven’t killed anyone!’

      ‘We found blood on your knives, Jake. Human blood.’

      ‘It’s hers.’ He again indicated the kitchen. ‘She cut herself the other week, the daft bint.’

      ‘We’ll need a DNA swab from her to confirm that.’

      Ingham snorted. ‘Fine, but you tell her.’

      Mark’s phone rang then, and he pulled it from his pocket, noting Caroline’s number on the screen. ‘She’s not here. Let Kennedy know we’re bringing in Jake Ingham for questioning.’
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      Mark leaned against the painted cinderblock wall of the corridor outside the interview suite and ran his gaze down the scant documents Caroline had collated regarding Jake Ingham.

      He thumbed through the contents of the manila folder, which included a copy of the charge sheet completed by Tom Wilcox when Ingham was brought in, a statement from the man’s manager at the abattoir confirming he had taken two days off over Thursday and Friday last week, and photographs of the knives that had been taken into evidence. Those same knives were now being tested against the remains of the two victims found butchered in Long Wittenham.

      Closing the folder, he lowered his head and stared at the tiled floor, his thoughts turning to the victims’ families.

      Kennedy had tasked Alex with arranging the interviews and sending trained uniformed officers ahead of those to provide liaison services and counselling options, but it would do nothing to soften the difficult conversations that lay ahead. Mark knew from experience that the families would demand answers, followed by a need to have someone to direct their grief and anger towards.

      ‘Sarge?’

      He glanced up at Caroline’s voice to see her advancing towards him with a petite dark-haired woman in her late forties at her side. He straightened as they drew near.

      ‘This is Diane Burrows,’ said Caroline by way of introduction. ‘The duty solicitor appointed for Mr Ingham.’

      Mark took the woman’s outstretched business card and glanced at the embossed logo. ‘New to the firm?’

      ‘I joined three months ago from my last practice in the Wirral,’ she said, her voice smooth. ‘Now, where’s my client please? I’d like a word before we begin.’

      ‘Certainly. This way.’ Mark led the way to where Marie Collins was standing outside interview room four. The constable opened the door for Diane, who nodded her thanks before the door was closed behind her. He turned to Caroline and lowered his voice. ‘Best do a quick background check to see what we’re up against.’

      She already had her phone out, typing the woman’s name into a search engine before angling the screen so he could see. ‘Ms Burrows has been practising law for the past twenty-five years, the last ten years of which she’s been a partner at that Wirral firm she mentioned. She joined the one in Abingdon as a senior partner. Impressive. Seen some of the papers she’s written for legal journals?’

      Mark watched as she scrolled down the list, then nodded. ‘She knows what she’s doing. This could be a tough one.’

      ‘I reckon it will.’ Caroline lowered her phone as the interview room door opened and Diane Burrows peered out.

      ‘Thank you, detectives,’ she said. ‘We’re ready.’

      When Mark walked in and took a seat opposite Jake Ingham, he noticed that the man’s eyes had bags under them. A distinct body odour washed over the table towards the two detectives while Ingham picked at a hangnail and watched as Caroline set up the recording equipment and repeated the formal caution that Mark had given earlier that day.

      That done, she settled into her chair with her pen poised over her notebook.

      Mark took a moment to sift through the contents of the file, letting the minutes spin out while Ingham shifted in his seat. The other man’s unease was palpable, and he knew then that he was hiding something.

      ‘Jake, where were you between the hours of eleven o’clock last Thursday night and six on Friday morning?’ he began.

      He looked up from the file in time to see Ingham rear back in his seat, dropping his hands to the table.

      ‘I… I can’t remember.’

      ‘When we saw you on Monday, you stated that you worked a night shift at the abattoir. How often do you do that?’

      ‘All the time. I prefer it.’ Ingham’s surprise turned into a sneer. ‘Less managers around, sticking their noses in.’

      ‘Why did you take the night off last Thursday?’

      ‘What?’

      Mark said nothing, and instead waited while Ingham’s jaw worked. Eventually, the man sat forward and began tracing his forefinger across the table while he spoke.

      ‘I hadn’t had any time off for a while. I needed a break.’

      ‘According to your manager, you had a day off last month, on the seventeenth, and another the previous month, on the fifteenth. You weren’t working last night, either, and currently you’re our main suspect in the disappearance of a serving police officer.’

      ‘I don’t know anything about that. Like I said, I needed a break.’ Ingham kept his gaze on the table.

      ‘Why do you bring the knives home?’ said Mark.

      ‘I don’t want anyone else touching them,’ said Ingham. His forefinger continued to trace figures-of-eight across the surface of the table, and he avoided eye contact. ‘They’re mine.’

      ‘Your employer tells us that every member of staff is provided with a locker for their personal items.’

      Ingham shrugged. ‘I like to know where they are.’

      ‘Well, there’re traces of human blood on the blade of one of them, and right now, Jake, they’re with our laboratory being tested alongside the remains of two victims found butchered at a house in Long Wittenham. Two victims that you murdered.’

      ‘I didn’t murder anyone!’ Ingham blurted.

      ‘So, what happened – did David kill them, and then you butchered the bodies?’ said Mark. ‘After all, you make a living from abattoir work, don’t you? And then what, you fell out with David and decided to murder him instead?’

      ‘No. No, that’s not true,’ said Ingham, shaking his head, his eyes wide. ‘I didn’t kill him. I told you. My girlfriend used one of those knives three weeks ago when she was cooking and cut herself. I’ve told her before not to touch them, but she didn’t listen. I ended up having to take her to hospital to get stitched up.’

      ‘Where were you on Thursday night? So far, you’ve failed to provide an answer to the question, or an alibi for your whereabouts.’

      ‘Hang on.’ Ingham pushed his chair away and turned to Diane, murmuring under his breath.

      The duty solicitor frowned, looked at Mark, then shook her head before replying.

      Ingham’s top lip curled in response, and then he leaned his elbows on his knees and contemplated the floor tiles.

      Mark listened as the clock on the wall ticked past the minutes, and the recording equipment beside them whirred in the ambient purr from the air conditioning vent as the man worked his jaw, contemplating his solicitor’s response.

      Then he spun in his chair and faced the detectives once more.

      ‘I didn’t kill David,’ he said, his voice low.

      ‘You’ll need to speak up for the purposes of the recording,’ said Caroline, her pen poised above her notebook.

      ‘I said, I didn’t kill David. I wasn’t even in Abingdon on Thursday night.’

      ‘Where were you?’ said Mark, his voice tight while he watched the other man squirm in his seat.

      ‘I… I was hunting.’

      ‘Hunting?’

      ‘Out in the woods by East Ilsley.’

      ‘Near the Ridgeway?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Hunting for what?’

      Ingham’s Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat. ‘Deer.’

      ‘You mean you were poaching?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Who with?’

      ‘Can’t say.’

      ‘We need an alibi for you,’ Mark said. ‘Names, Jake.’

      ‘They’ll fucking kill me.’

      ‘Not my problem.’

      Ingham ran his hands down his face before dropping them in his lap with a sigh. ‘All right.’

      Mark listened as the man gave Caroline a list of five men whose details would soon be passed to the rural crimes team, and pulled out his mobile phone. His message to Kennedy was short and to the point.

      It’s not him. We’re back to square one.
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      Jan blinked, then winced as bright light shone in her eyes, and a piercing ache shot across her forehead.

      Closing her eyes once more, she tasted blood on her tongue and could smell its iron-like tang. Her shoulders ached, and when she tried to move them, she realised she was lying on her side and her wrists had been bound behind her back. The surface underneath her was smooth, and when she shifted her cheek a little, she found that it was cool against her skin. She could hear movement, but kept her eyes closed for a moment longer. Somewhere, beyond where she lay, she could hear a robin chirping, and then the smooth whine of an electric car as it passed.

      She sniffed, and smelled dried blood again.

      Then she remembered, and her stomach threatened to turn to liquid.

      She opened her eyes, her eyelashes breaking through dried tears, and realised she was in the living room of the apartment.

      It was plain, with an oak-effect laminate floor and vertical blinds at the window. Opposite her, against the wall, there was a simple desk and a chair. The desk had a laminated black matte finish, the light from the window dying as soon as it hit its surface. She moved her hands behind her and felt the base of a sofa. Craning her neck to the right, she saw a television on the wall, its screen blank. Below that there was a chrome and glass coffee table, devoid of any of the clutter that covered the identical one she had at home.

      She glared at it, recalling how she had stumbled, tried to break her fall and––

      The sound of something breaking and a muffled curse carried through from another room, and then she heard someone swearing under their breath while pieces of china were swept up. The metallic clang of a pedal bin preceded a loud sigh, and then footsteps came closer.

      Jan wriggled until she could get one leg underneath her and forced herself up into a sitting position against the sofa, grimacing as her ankle bone dug into the laminated floor.

      A man walked into the room, a coffee mug in his hand. He wore dark jeans and a long-sleeve black top. He was in his mid-forties, she guessed, with dark brown hair that was greying at the temples and cold blue eyes. The socket of the right eye was turning purple underneath. He smiled when he saw her, and a shiver passed from her neck and rippled across her shoulders.

      ‘You’re awake,’ he said, putting the coffee mug down on the desk beside an open laptop computer. ‘I was almost starting to worry.’

      ‘Who are you?’ she managed, her tongue rasping against a dry throat.

      ‘Oh come now, detective. Surely you know the answer to that.’

      ‘I don’t. Why don’t you tell me?’

      ‘You insult me,’ he said. ‘Nobody does that.’

      Jan opened her mouth to utter a response, but he crossed the room in two strides.

      ‘Enough,’ he spat. ‘You and your colleague have ruined everything.’

      The impact of his hand striking her cheek spun her head to the right and she overbalanced, falling sideways, then blinked as fresh tears stung her eyes.

      ‘Don’t hurt me,’ she whimpered.

      ‘I thought this might happen,’ he said, disgusted. ‘You’re all the same, thinking that pleading for your life will make any difference.’

      He turned his back on her and walked over to the desk, returning with a roll of grey electrical tape and a glint in his eyes as he held it up to her and tore off a strip. ‘I’ve got a meeting in a moment anyway, so we might as well get this part over and done with, hadn’t we?’

      Kneeling beside her, he grabbed her hair and forced her to look at him, then pushed the tape against her lips and patted it into place. ‘There. Much better.’

      He caressed her cheek for a moment, pale eyes boring into hers and Jan fought back the urge to vomit, scared that she would choke. Her breathing was ragged as she tried to coax air through her bloodied nose, and her sight began to tunnel vision. He slapped her cheek again, and she cried out.

      ‘That’ll teach you to put up a fight, Detective West,’ he said, touching his eye socket. ‘Now we’re even.’

      He let her drop back to the floor as if discarding a toy he no longer wanted to play with, and went back to the desk, took a sip of coffee and sat in front of the laptop.

      ‘Right, where was I?’ he murmured, before cracking his knuckles and then reaching out for the mouse. ‘That’s right, video conference call…’

      Jan listened as the man talked to himself while organising different files and presentations for his meeting, horrified that he was so calm, so damn confident that he could carry on as normal, as if she wasn’t there, as if he hadn’t kidnapped a police officer and assaulted her.

      As if sensing her watching him, he glanced over and winked. ‘Now, behave. This is a very important client I’m meeting with. Very important.’

      There was a series of chimes from the laptop, and then he fixed a smile to his face and leaned forward. ‘Gerald, good morning. Thanks for agreeing to meet at short notice.’

      ‘Not a problem,’ replied a plummy voice. ‘Have to say, we’re absolutely delighted with the samples you’ve sent over.’

      ‘Ah, that’s because I was provided with such a great scope of work,’ said the man. ‘A client who knows what they’re doing always makes my life easier.’

      Jan blinked in disbelief at the smoothness of his words, then shuffled a little to try and see the screen. If she could just––

      ‘Gerald, I’m so sorry but I’m expecting a delivery and the bloody doorbell’s just gone,’ said the man. ‘Would you bear with me for a brief moment?’

      ‘Of course, please – no problem,’ said the client.

      He stabbed at the keyboard, then crossed the room quicker than Jan could wiggle away, her pleas muffled by the tape across her mouth. He crouched, grabbed her hair and pulled her face to his, spittle at the corners of his mouth.

      ‘You’re not making it any easier on yourself, Jan,’ he hissed. ‘And before you try anything, the computer’s on mute and Gerald can’t hear you. Nor can he see you, because I’ve blurred the background. But… just in case…’

      He placed his hands under her arms and dragged her upright, then swung her over his shoulder in a fireman’s lift. As he crossed the room avoiding the laptop screen, he hooked her handbag off the back of an armchair, whistling under his breath.

      Jan squirmed, trying to kick out her legs as they passed the desk in an attempt to topple the laptop, but he twisted at the last second, and the back of her head hit the doorframe.

      She squealed in pain, then felt him turn right.

      It was a bedroom. A large double bed took up most of the space and he launched her onto it. She turned, landing on her side, and cried out in frustration as he tossed her handbag into the corner beside a plain wooden wardrobe and stood at the foot of the bed, staring at her.

      ‘I’ll deal with you later,’ he snarled, then turned and left the room, closing the door behind him.

      Jan heard him apologise to his client for the interruption, and their meeting continued. Shuffling further up the bed, she tried to turn over using the pillows, the dreamcatcher pendant sliding across her skin and tickling her neck, and she felt fresh tears prickle at the frustration of having her hands tied and not being able to scratch at it, not being able to tear away the tape that silenced her.

      Then her phone started to vibrate from within her bag. She craned her neck as the screen lit up, but she was unable to see the name displayed – it was too far down in her bag and obscured by her notebook that had tumbled out when the man had dropped it.

      The call ended, and she let her head fall back, her sobs louder now while she wondered if Turpin and her colleagues were trying to find her, and whether she would ever see Scott and her children again.
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      When Mark walked into the incident room after releasing Jake Ingham, an air of despair hung over the desks while all around him, news of West’s disappearance filtered through the investigating officers and administrative staff.

      Some of the junior members from Tracy’s team stared at him as he walked past, averting their eyes when he glared at them and scurrying away with manila folders in their hands or having a sudden interest in their computer screens.

      Caroline frowned as soon as she saw him, and she wandered over as he collapsed into his seat. ‘I take it there’s still no sign of Jan?’

      ‘No, and I’ve just been speaking to Force Control about sending more people over to the car park,’ he said, logging into his computer. ‘They’ve also set up a live feed from the CCTV cameras in the immediate vicinity. It’s going to be another four hours before most residents around there are going to be home from work, and I’d imagine it’ll be a while before we get the footage from last night sent to us.’

      ‘Jesus,’ she said. ‘And I’ve just spoken to the A&E department at the John Radcliffe. They’ve confirmed Jake Ingham took his girlfriend there three weeks ago – she needed eight stitches in her thumb.’

      ‘Shit.’ Mark ran a hand over his head. ‘We’re running out of options.’

      ‘I’ve got something that will help.’ Alex rolled his chair across and leaned on Mark’s desk, jabbing his finger at the folders displayed on the HOLMES2 database. ‘Open that one there, sarge.’

      ‘What is it?’ Mark said, noting the video file format.

      ‘We finally got the footage through from that bar in Oxford where Ryan Merton was last seen,’ said the young detective. ‘They had to wait to get it from their head office in Milton Keynes. Fast forward it until you get to ten past nine on the timer in the corner.’

      Mark did as Alex instructed, watching the bar patrons come and go at high speed until he saw Ryan appear in the frame. Slowing down the playback, he tapped his foot with impatience as the man chatted with the bartender, then turned to speak with a woman to his right who had been standing at the bar when he walked over. Mark’s stomach twisted at the thought that within days of the video being taken, Ryan’s life had ended in horrific circumstances. After laughing with the woman for a few moments, Ryan disappeared from view again, and Mark’s gaze skimmed over the other regulars as the evening progressed.

      ‘Here you go,’ Alex murmured.

      Glancing up to the timer, Mark saw he was seconds away from the frame he sought, and let the recording play at normal speed.

      Ryan reappeared, and while he was ordering another pint he was joined by two men, their backs to the camera. Then the bartender walked over, and gestured to one of the beer pumps that had a plastic pint glass over it. In that moment, one of the men turned to appraise the other available lagers, and Mark emitted a triumphant grunt.

      ‘David Wannick,’ he said. ‘Well, well, well.’

      ‘Keep watching,’ said Alex, his excitement palpable. ‘Look.’

      Then the other man did exactly the same, looking along the bar and then pointing at a local ale that was being advertised. That done, he turned his attention back to Ryan.

      Alex reached out and rewound the footage until the man’s face was visible once more. ‘Recognise him?’

      Leaning forward, Mark blinked, then shook his head. ‘No, I can’t say I do. What am I missing?’

      ‘Let’s have a look,’ Caroline said, joining them. She peered at the image for a few seconds, then at Alex. ‘Okay, I give up. Who is he?’

      Some of Alex’s excitement faded. ‘Well, I don’t know who he is yet, but… here, let me, sarge.’

      Mark shoved his mouse and keyboard closer to Alex and watched while he sifted through the other files saved to the database until he found what he was looking for and clicked it open.

      ‘See?’ he said, standing back and pointing at a second image on the screen. He adjusted it so that it was side by side with the footage from the Oxford bar. ‘It’s the same bloke who was caught on camera outside the serviced offices the night Wannick was killed, isn’t it?’

      Mark heard the hope in his colleague’s voice and edged closer. ‘Bloody hell, Alex. You’re right.’

      ‘So, what is this?’ said Caroline, crossing her arms and frowning as she stared at the screen. ‘Some sort of meet-up that went wrong?’

      ‘I haven’t found anything on Ryan’s social media or phone to suggest this was a pre-arranged meeting. There’s no sign of them leaving the bar together,’ said Alex, ‘and there’s no altercation between them – I’ve watched the rest of the footage to check. I can’t see any of them swapping phone numbers or anything, either.’

      ‘Have you watched the rest of the footage?’

      ‘Yes, and if you speed it up, you’ll see Ryan wander back to wherever he was sitting – it’s out of shot – and those two move over to that table in the corner.’

      Mark did as Alex suggested, watching the activity on the screen play out. David Wannick and his companion got up and walked out of the pub at ten forty-five, fifteen minutes before last orders. ‘Any idea where they went?’

      ‘I’ve asked two of our uniformed team members to go through the CCTV images we’ve received from the city council to trace them. They’re working on it at the moment.’

      ‘In the meantime, Ryan was evidently targeted by Wannick and that man he was with,’ said Caroline.

      ‘I think we’re looking at a killing team,’ Mark said, rewinding the recording until it showed both men standing at the bar with Ryan once more. ‘One or both of them chooses who their next victim is going to be, then this man here or Wannick kills them, leaving Wannick to dispose of the body.’

      ‘But what went wrong?’ said Alex. ‘Why did this man kill Wannick?’

      ‘Maybe because he wasn’t disposing of the bodies,’ said Mark. ‘Look at what we found in the house in Long Wittenham. Ryan’s body had been left where Wannick butchered him, and Colleen’s body had been bricked up. Wannick wasn’t disposing of the bodies anymore, was he? Not like he was in Dubai – or in Birmingham, or here.’

      ‘Jesus, sarge,’ said Caroline. ‘How long have these two been working together?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Mark looked over his shoulder as the incident room door opened, and a woman hurried over.

      ‘I’m sorry, I know it’s urgent but we’ve only just got out of our meeting. Which one of you is Alex?’

      ‘Me,’ said the young detective.

      ‘I’m Sonia, from IT. Which one of these is January West’s computer?’

      Alex pointed to the computer opposite Mark’s, and the woman sat down.

      ‘Give me a moment, this won’t take long.’

      Mark walked around the desk to join her. ‘Do you know what her password is?’

      ‘It’s the twins’ names, then their birth date.’

      ‘Thanks – how do you––?’

      ‘She was having problems with the server connection last Thursday so I helped her.’ The IT expert shrugged as the screen opened, and slid the keyboard away as she stood. ‘It was either that, or watch her throw the computer down the stairwell.’

      ‘Okay, thanks.’ Mark managed a smile, knowing full well what West’s temper could be like when it came to technology. His smile faded when he saw Kennedy heading towards him, the inspector’s face grim. ‘Guv?’

      ‘A word please, Mark. My office.’ He didn’t wait for a response and turned away.

      Mark turned to Alex. ‘Can you make a start on searching through what Jan was working on last night, and let me know the minute you find anything?’

      ‘Will do, sarge.’

      Mark thanked Sonia, then jogged across to Kennedy’s office and closed the door.

      The DI looked grey. ‘I take it you’ve had a breakthrough with the CCTV images?’

      ‘What’s going on, guv?’ said Mark after telling him what Alex had found, and his theory about the killing team comprising David Wannick and the other man.

      ‘I’ve got another patrol over to Ock Street, but I’ve advised them to go in plain clothes and keep it low key while they’re doing the house to house enquiries, and I’ve told that other patrol to leave the car park alone,’ Kennedy said. ‘If Jan’s being held anywhere in the vicinity, I don’t want to alert whoever has her. People have started coming home from work after school runs, so we should get a steady flow of information coming in if anyone noticed anything about her and her car last night or this morning.’

      Mark rubbed at the bridge of his nose, the start of a headache forming. ‘It’s a long shot, guv––’

      ‘It is,’ Kennedy said. ‘But that’s all any of us is working with at the moment, isn’t it?’
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      Mark let the silence wash over him as he looked at the commendations and awards hanging on the wall behind Kennedy’s desk.

      Interspersed with those were photographs from barbecues out the back of the station from previous summers, or from celebratory drinks sessions after concluding gruelling investigations that had tested the team’s skills and resolve.

      In every one of them, Detective Constable January West was at the centre of the group, her arms around her colleagues, and a luminous smile lighting up the group.

      He could hear her laughter as he remembered one particular evening after work in a local pub, and then her voice as she berated him or one of their colleagues for a minor misdemeanour.

      His throat ached as he thought of Scott, and of Harry and Luke, and he clenched his fists in his lap, his fingernails digging into his palms.

      ‘We can’t just sit here, guv,’ he croaked. ‘There’s got to be something we can do.’

      ‘Headquarters are going to be taking over the case,’ said Kennedy. ‘I’ve escalated it to request more help, and they’re trying to find a senior officer to provide oversight.’

      ‘But that doesn’t get anything done now, does it guv? I mean, for all we know, Jan could be––’

      Alex hammered on the door and peered in.

      ‘Sorry,’ said the young detective, ‘but I think I might know what Jan was looking into last night.’

      ‘Come in, take a seat,’ said Kennedy, slapping his hand on the desk. ‘Talk.’

      ‘Okay.’ Alex dropped into the chair beside Mark. ‘There was an email received late yesterday from one of our contacts at Interpol who forwarded a message from Emirates Post – it didn’t arrive until the rest of us had all left for the day, and we’ve been preoccupied looking for Jan since we got in this morning, but she read it and she also had the Land Registry website open. It turns out that Neville Kyte owns an apartment here. It’s where David Wannick arranged to redirect his post after leaving Dubai in April.’

      ‘What, in Birmingham?’ said Kennedy.

      ‘No, guv. Here. In Abingdon. He’s owned it for about ten years or so.’ Alex’s hand shook a little as he passed over a printout of the Registry’s record. ‘It’s close to where Jan’s car was found this morning.’

      ‘Shit,’ Mark managed. ‘Do we know if Neville Kyte is still in Dubai?’

      ‘Caroline’s on the phone to the police in Dubai,’ said Alex. ‘She’s trying to track down Sergeant Abadi, but apparently he’s in a meeting at the moment.’

      ‘He needs to get out of that meeting now, otherwise I’ll––’ Kennedy angled his head to see past Mark as a shadow fell across the window facing the incident room. ‘Come in.’

      ‘Sorry to interrupt, guv,’ said Caroline. ‘I’ve got Sergeant Abadi on the phone. He needs to speak with you urgently. Line four.’

      The DI lunged for his desk phone and took the call, switching it to speaker. ‘This is Ewan Kennedy.’

      ‘Inspector, thank you for taking my call. I understand your team are trying to locate Neville Kyte.’

      ‘That’s correct, sergeant, and thanks for your prompt attention to this. We’re trying to find out if Mr Kyte has remained in Dubai since April, or whether he travelled back to the UK in recent weeks?’

      ‘I don’t believe he has, no.’

      ‘Can you be sure of that?’ Kennedy said. ‘It’s just that we’re of the belief that he owns a property here in Abingdon that may be linked to our ongoing murder investigation. We’re very keen to understand why that property address was used by one of our suspects to redirect his mail to when he left Dubai.’

      ‘Hold on, please,’ said Abadi. ‘I’ll ask him.’

      ‘Is he there with you?’

      ‘Yes, I’ve been re-interviewing Mr Kyte about the remains found at his house. He’s just signing his statement.’

      ‘Could we speak to him? It’s urgent,’ said Kennedy.

      ‘Of course. A moment please while we set up the interview room once more.’

      Abadi left the call and Mark heard a tinny rendition of “Greensleeves” start playing over a static-filled line before Kennedy turned down the volume, then hit the mute button.

      ‘Anyone have any thoughts before we speak to Neville Kyte?’ said the inspector, looking around at his detectives.

      ‘I’d imagine Abadi has already questioned him to find out whether he knew about the bodies under the patio,’ said Caroline, ‘and I didn’t get the impression they were going to charge him in relation to those from what I just heard.’

      ‘Me neither,’ said Mark.

      After a few moments, Abadi’s voice came back on the line. ‘Inspector Kennedy, you are now on speakerphone with Mr Kyte. He has been reminded of his rights and has assured me of his cooperation with your questions.’

      ‘Thank you, Sergeant,’ said Kennedy. ‘Mr Kyte, can you hear me clearly?’

      ‘I can,’ said Neville. ‘My wife and I are devastated by what happened. I still can’t believe that Trent used us like this, I mean, David Wannick… whoever he is.’

      ‘Mr Kyte, can you confirm whether you’ve made any recent trips back here to the UK?’

      ‘The last time I was in the UK, it was for a prearranged meeting in Manchester,’ said Neville. ‘I caught a direct flight and I stayed at a local business hotel near the airport for three nights before returning home, here in Dubai.’

      ‘Did you travel alone?’

      ‘I did. Deidre sometimes comes back to the UK with me if I’m going to be there for a week or more, but we’d been back to visit family in early December, and she had her own plans back here. So she decided not to join me in February.’

      ‘Can you provide us with alibis for your time in the UK?’

      ‘I’ll have Deidre dig out my schedule when I get home, but yes – I was in meetings each day, and then having dinner with various business partners and clients in the evenings.’

      ‘Tell me about the apartment you own here in Abingdon,’ said Kennedy. ‘Whose idea was it for David to use it to redirect his post once he decided to leave Dubai in April?’

      ‘Mine. We were chatting one afternoon just after he had told us he was returning to the UK. I asked him what his plans were, and he didn’t seem sure. He seemed… preoccupied, come to think of it. I got the impression it was a last-minute decision – I suppose, with everything we’ve found out since, that makes sense now. I asked him if he had somewhere to stay, and he said he wasn’t sure, but needed an address soon so that he could redirect his mail. That’s when I suggested he use the apartment.’

      ‘So you didn’t have a problem giving him a key to the place?’ said Kennedy.

      ‘Not at all, inspector. After all, it was only meant to be until he found his own place to rent, and he wasn’t sure how long that would take, hence using it to redirect his post to.’

      ‘Haven’t you rented it out since relocating to Dubai?’

      ‘Oh yes,’ said Neville. ‘But John only flies back there occasionally for business, and he wasn’t due to go back until the beginning of May, so David’s visit didn’t affect his plans.’

      Mark’s heart punched him in the ribs. ‘What did you say?’

      ‘John Flackman. He rents the apartment from me to save staying in hotels when he goes back to the UK on business. It’s less risky for me than renting it out to a complete stranger.’ Neville chuckled. ‘And he pays me a lot more than I’d get from any rental agency, I can tell you.’
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      Jan stared at the plasterwork ceiling of the bedroom, and listened as a moped passed under the window. It stopped somewhere along the narrow path between the apartment block and the neighbouring terraced townhouses, its engine dying with a pathetic splutter.

      Somewhere further along the street, a young child screamed with delight, the sound followed by the patter of feet and a mother chasing after the toddler, pretending to be an angry dragon. Their giggles faded into the distance, and then Jan heard the soft coo of pigeons on the rooftops, the honk of a truck horn somewhere in town, the electronic nasal voice of a woman as a vehicle reversed nearby.

      She bit back fresh tears at the thought of all that life going on around her.

      Without her.

      The moped started up again five minutes later. She wondered if it was a food delivery driver, and despite her terror, her stomach rumbled in response, an automatic instinct born from several hours with no food.

      She had wet herself ten minutes ago, unable to hold on any longer. She could feel her trousers turning cold now, clammy, and she hated herself for it, hated the man for degrading her like this, and hated her own stupidity for investigating the apartment without Turpin or any other back-up.

      Now the smell of urine filled her nostrils and she wrinkled her nose in disgust. Wiggling sideways across the bed, putting as much distance as possible between herself and what she had done, she tried once again to loosen the bindings that pinned her hands behind her back.

      He had tied her so tightly, she was unable to loop her hands under her legs to get them in front of her. She had tried, four times now, but all that she had achieved was rope burns to her skin, and looking over to where she had lain, she saw blood and felt it warm against her left wrist.

      She had tried to rub the tape away from her mouth as well, rubbing her face into the pillow and then the bedsheet, to no avail.

      She was about to sit up, and investigate whether she could open the blinds at the window somehow, but then heard footsteps coming from the living room, and lay back, trying to steady her breathing.

      The door opened, and the man appeared carrying a glass of water. His lip curled as he saw the wet patch on the other side of the bed and smelled the room.

      ‘I suppose that was inevitable at some point,’ he said. He walked over to where she lay, pulled her upright and ran his eyes over her face. He seemed to be appraising her, and she shivered in response.

      Would it hurt, she wondered, or would he knock her out with something before he started to carve into her skin?

      She had read the pathology reports from Gillian. No signs of any drugs had been found in either victim from the house in Little Wittenham, but then the bodies were in such a state that any traces would be lost.

      She watched as he put down the glass of water.

      Reaching out, he peeled back the tape, and she closed her eyes and bit back a cry as it tore at her skin. Then he held the glass to her lips, and she gulped at it, then started to cough.

      Putting down the water, he plucked a cotton handkerchief from his jeans pocket and dabbed at the spittle that covered his face.

      ‘You need to learn some manners, Detective West.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to.’

      ‘We’ll see.’ He checked his watch, a stainless-steel diving model that screamed money and egotism.

      She tried to angle her head to see what time it was, how long she had been held captive here, but his hand shot out and pushed her away. She tumbled backwards onto the bed, her hands digging into her spine.

      ‘I’ve got one more meeting,’ he said, picking up the roll of electrical tape. He tore off a fresh strip and patted it across her lips. ‘And then you’re going to tell me everything you know.’

      He left the room, closing the door behind him, and a few moments later she heard the telltale chimes of an online meeting starting and the man’s voice carried through to where she lay.

      She couldn’t make out what he was saying, and he had set the volume too low for her to make out the accent or words from the woman he was meeting with. The man was convivial, his tone one of bluster, and then he laughed at something the woman said.

      She blinked, recalling a similar laugh and a phone call only four days ago.

      Then, he had sounded rushed when answering, and irritated upon learning that he had got the time wrong for the telephone interview.

      But what if that confusion had been caused by him thinking she had referred to an interview on British time, rather than Dubai? Had he let his guard slip for a fateful moment, only to recover?

      There had been cars in the background, and she remembered hearing a security panel being activated before a door opened and he entered a building. He had opted to take the stairs rather than the lift, and she had first assumed that he was returning to his office, then had later deduced he was at home, which was likely an apartment.

      He expressed shock at the news of David Wannick’s death – although at that time, Jan and Turpin were still referring to him as Trent Jardel, and Flackman had done the same. He had told her that he had only known Jardel for a few weeks before recommending him to the Kytes as a tenant and had given her the impression that Jardel had been a loner, not a golfer or one to mingle at the club bar in the afternoons and evenings. He also confirmed that the last time he had seen Jardel was in March, before the man had left to return to the UK, and gave the impression that apart from a couple of emails after that date, they had lost touch.

      And yet, all this time, he had been here in England.

      In Abingdon.

      Hunting, killing.

      Watching, waiting.

      She realised then that the meeting had ended, and the sound of his footsteps were already outside the door.

      He opened it, his expression one of annoyance, as if she were a problem to be dealt with, a way to ensure his own survival.

      ‘John Flackman,’ she whispered, as soon as he removed the tape from her lips.

      He executed a mock bow, his smile widening. ‘Detective West. You remember me, after all.’

      ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I decided a change of scenery would do me good.’

      ‘Did you kill David Wannick?’

      Flackman paused at the end of the bed, and contemplated the fingernails of his right hand, his smile fading. ‘Yes. That was a pity, too. But a necessary outcome.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because he became careless.’ Flackman dropped his hand, his attention turning back to her. ‘Much like you did, Detective West.’
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      Mark peered through a pair of binoculars, and tried to slow his racing heart.

      He was standing at the window of a four-storey commercial building on Ock Street that backed onto East St Helens and provided an unobstructed view of the townhouses and apartment buildings on the old brewery site.

      Behind him, there was a peeling laminate conference table with eight plastic chairs in a similar dilapidated state arranged haphazardly around it. Various wires for phones and ethernet snaked across the carpet tiles. A faint smell of lemon disinfectant cleaner mixed with neglect clung to the room that, along with the rest of the building, was slated for renovation over the coming months.

      For now, it served as a temporary command post.

      Kennedy was standing beside him, on the phone to headquarters while he glared at the windows of the apartment belonging to Neville Kyte.

      They had managed to obtain the floor plan from Kyte, who had emailed it across moments before Mark, Kennedy and ten uniformed officers from the investigation team had left the incident room and descended on the commercial office building by way of a convoluted route along the narrow side streets north of the apartment block to avoid detection.

      The floor plan was a simple one created by the estate agent Kyte had purchased the apartment through, but it was sufficient for their purpose. According to the plan, Mark was now staring at the main bedroom window, although the blinds were down and he couldn’t see inside. For some reason however, being able to stand here, only a few hundred metres from where he hoped he would find West, made him feel that he was at least doing something.

      Kennedy ended his call. ‘Headquarters is sending over a tactical team of six officers. They’re fifteen minutes away, and I’ve asked them to keep the noise down. The last thing we want to do is alert Flackman of our approach with lights and sirens.’

      Mark handed the binoculars back to the DI. ‘I’m going down there now, guv. I want to know as soon as they find her.’

      ‘Just stay out of the way of the tactical team,’ warned Kennedy. ‘We don’t know how desperate Flackman might be, and we don’t know what the situation is in that apartment. For chrissakes, don’t go in there on your own.’

      ‘Understood. Thanks.’

      Mark left the meeting room and entered an empty open-plan office that was crowded with abandoned desks, the occasional chair, and a thin coating of dust. Pale light shone through the windows at the far end, all of which faced away from Neville Kyte’s apartment. Striding past an overturned empty waste paper basket, Mark hurried out into a gloomy corridor and thundered down the stairs.

      The entrance for the building opened out onto a narrow street overlooked by Regency-style houses. There were double yellow lines along the road here, and only the occasional car passed. He could hear a fire engine’s siren blaring in the distance, and his stomach flipped. Hoping that Flackman wouldn’t hear it through the triple-glazed glass of the modern apartment, Mark slowed his pace as he reached the corner where the road joined one of the footpaths leading to the old brewery site.

      ‘Come on,’ he muttered. ‘Where the hell are you?’

      A woman leading a reluctant mongrel dog on a lead left one of the townhouses further along the footpath, closing her front door with an audible thud, then started walking towards him. He affected a nonchalant stance, pulling out his mobile phone and pretending to scroll through emails with a puzzled expression on his face. He looked up as she drew near, her expression curious, and shot an embarrassed “what can you do?” look and accompanying shrug her way before lowering his gaze to the screen once more.

      She passed without comment, and he waited a few seconds before checking over his shoulder to see her hurrying away, talking to the dog under her breath.

      The road was deserted now, quiet and devoid of any cars, and Mark could hear blood rushing in his ears, feel his heart racing. Nausea clutched at his guts, and he tried to push aside the thought of Scott, Harry and Luke sitting at home with a hastily-appointed family liaison officer while they waited for news.

      He heard footsteps then, heavy boots pounding the pavement, and rounded the corner to see eight armed men in dark-coloured uniforms advancing towards him. He waited, drew out his warrant card and held it out to the man leading the group as he approached. ‘DS Mark Turpin.’

      The man glanced at his ID, then waved his team to the side of the building, staying away from the junction and out of sight from Kennedy’s position in the office building a few metres away. ‘Sergeant Aaron Meadows, tactical. I take it that it’s your colleague who’s under duress?’

      ‘She has a husband and two kids,’ said Mark, his voice breaking. He took a deep breath, tried to focus, tried to reason with himself that Aaron and his team had many years of experience, but the fear remained. ‘We’ve heard nothing from Flackman.’

      ‘No demands?’ Aaron’s jaw tightened. ‘Has anyone tried negotiating with him?’

      ‘We’re not even sure he’s in the building, but given the danger he poses, we need to find out if Jan is in there,’ said Mark. ‘Has Kennedy briefed you?’

      ‘Via headquarters, while we were on our way. We’re going straight in through the fire exit at the rear of the building, and we’ll cover the front entrance with three of my men as well,’ said Aaron. ‘And it’s time for you to step aside, sarge. We’ve got a job to do.’

      ‘Understood.’ Mark watched as the team disappeared around the corner, then peered after them and phoned Kennedy. ‘They’re here.’
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      Jan strained her ears, listening to Flackman moving around in his kitchen.

      She could hear a coffee machine hissing while he whistled a low tuneless dirge, the sharpened notes sending chills across her shoulders and churning her stomach every time he repeated the same monotonous sixteen bar phrase.

      Knowing that she would cry out in her sleep if she ever heard it again, she closed her eyes and hummed under her breath, recounting an old nursery rhyme that she had once sung to the boys in an attempt to drown out the incessant assault on her senses.

      She thought Flackman was going to taunt her, threaten her, but none of that had happened – yet. Instead, he had held up a finger to silence her, and walked from the room. Moments later, she heard water running in a sink. Now, the musical clatter of bone china reached her, followed soon after by the sound of the refrigerator door opening and closing, and then – mercifully – the whistling stopped.

      She held her breath.

      In that moment, she thought she heard voices outside, below the window, little more than murmurs, and she wondered if they were a memory concocted from fear rather than real.

      She tried to cry out, but the tape that Flackman had replaced over her lips did its job, and all that she emitted was a muffled moan. She growled under her breath in frustration, feeling the pinpricks of fear crossing her shoulders while chills swept across her arms and legs despite the stuffiness of the bedroom.

      Holding her breath, she listened again, but the voices had gone and fresh tears rolled over her cheeks.

      Nobody knew she was here.

      Nobody knew where to find her.

      Nobody would find her, not for weeks, maybe months, if Flackman’s track record was anything to go by.

      Her throat ached, and her sight began to cloud as her reality set in.

      Jan bit down hard on her lip and nearly yelped.

      ‘You’re not giving up yet, damn you,’ she mumbled behind the tape. ‘You’re going to see your family again, January West.’

      She pushed back the thought that Mark and the rest of the team didn’t know what she had been working on last night, but until Scott raised the alarm or Mark phoned him to find out why she hadn’t turned up at this morning’s briefing, nobody knew she was missing, and then they would be over twelve hours behind Flackman.

      Was it twelve hours?

      Craning her neck to look at the bedside tables on each side of her, she tried to spot an alarm clock, but the surfaces were bare, save for one old water mark that covered the table on her left. Flackman hadn’t removed her watch, but it was trapped on her wrist, bound behind her back.

      Then the door opened, and her head snapped back to face him. He carried a coffee cup and saucer in one hand, and dragged a chair with the other, its wooden legs tracing a tide mark across the thickly piled carpet with a dull scrape.

      Placing the chair next to the bed, he put down the coffee on the bedside table to her right then sat before sighing, and then shuffled the chair a little closer until his legs touched the duvet. That done, he drew his knees together and rested his elbows on them, cupping his chin in his hands.

      And all the while, he watched her.

      A faint smile played on his lips.

      She tried to calm her breathing, tried to ignore her racing heart, but his piercing gaze saw through her bravado.

      He chuckled, leaned back and clapped his hands together once, and then gripped the front of the chair with his hands, his knuckles turning white.

      ‘I can hardly contain myself, detective,’ he murmured. ‘I must learn to pace myself. After all, they don’t know where to find you, do they? We’ve got all the time in the world.’

      He stood then, and leaned closer, his hands reaching for her.

      She leaned back, flinching, but he was too quick.

      His right hand shot out behind her head, while the fingers of his left ripped away the tape. He held up a warning finger. ‘No screaming, Jan. No shouting out. Is that understood?’

      She nodded.

      ‘They would’ve been here by now otherwise. Instead, you’ve been abandoned, forgotten, just like all the others. Tell me, how does that make you feel?’

      She swallowed, the words frozen on her lips.

      A slight smile creased his lips. ‘I said you can talk.’

      ‘Please let me go.’

      His eyes hardened, and a split second later his hand slapped her cheek. ‘I asked you a question.’

      Jan waited a moment, waited for the bright sparks of blinding light to stop clouding her vision, then fought back her fear for a moment longer. She took a deep breath, and looked straight at him. ‘I’m not afraid of you.’

      ‘You should be.’ He hitched his trouser hems and sat once more, crossed his legs, and reached out for the coffee cup. He took a delicate sip, closed his eyes to savour the flavour, and then opened them again. ‘Shall we try that again, January? I want to know how you feel. What does it feel like to feel abandoned, to know that no one knows you’re here, with me? Tell me.’

      ‘Why do you want to know?’

      ‘Tell me.’

      ‘I’m pissed off.’

      Flackman barked a laugh, leaning forward to steady his coffee, and patted his chest before putting down the cup once more. ‘I adore your honesty. I wonder if––’

      He froze, cocking his head to one side, his gaze leaving hers and finding a point above her head, his eyes unfocused for a moment.

      ‘What…?’ she began, then stopped as he raised his forefinger.

      ‘Shut up,’ he said, sitting upright. Then he moved, fast, out from the room, leaving the door open.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Jan shuffled over to the side of the bed, craning her neck to see around the doorframe. She could see Flackman’s shadow darting back and forth further along the passageway, and heard him muttering under his breath. It sounded as if he was putting away his laptop – she could hear the clatter of cables and the mouse as he tidied them away, then the rip of a zipper being shut and, as he came back, the sound of his laboured breathing.

      Except he kept going, passing the bedroom door in a blur of backpack and baseball cap without even a sideways glance at her, as if he had forgotten about her existence. Then the front door opened, and she heard him pause for a moment as if listening before it clicked shut.

      And then silence.

      ‘Hello?’ Jan froze where she sat, unwilling to incur Flackman’s wrath if he returned, but curious to find out what had sent him hurrying from the apartment. ‘Hello?’

      Seconds passed, maybe a minute or two, and then she swung her legs over the side of the bed and planted her feet on the carpet. Holding her breath, she listened again, but apart from the muffled sound of a door closing somewhere in the building, she heard nothing.

      Even the path below the window was devoid of life. No voices filtered up from the road beyond the corner of the building, either.

      ‘What the fuck…?’ she muttered.

      Staggering towards the bedroom door, she wobbled and paused for a moment, leaning against the end of the bed while her vision tunnelled. A nausea seized her, and she bit back bile, recognising the signs of shock and refusing to let them take hold. Concentrating on her breathing, she stared at the carpet, counted to ten, and then started walking again, the bindings on her wrists making it difficult to keep her balance.

      She careened into the doorframe, wincing as her shoulder found the corner of the woodwork, then paused and held her breath. ‘Hello?’

      Peering around the frame, she angled her cheekbone against it until she could see the corner of the table where Flackman had been working at his laptop. It was empty, save for a black biro and a modem cable that snaked across the surface and down the side to a socket in the wall. There was no sound from the kitchen either, and when she turned around, the hallway was deserted. A second open doorway a little further along from where she stood bathed a golden hue across the carpet, and she realised the sun was starting to set while Flackman had been taunting her.

      She swallowed, then hurried back to the bedroom trying to guess what time it was, and reckoned it was almost twenty-four hours since she had first knocked on that front door.

      And more than that since she had last seen Scott and the boys.

      Jan spun around, almost toppling over in her haste, and made her way out to the hallway again. If Flackman had gone, she had to get out. Now, before––

      The front door caved in.

      One moment it was there, the next it exploded inwards, sending splinters into the air.

      Jan turned her face to protect her eyes and cowered as a cacophony of voices filled the narrow passageway, telling her to move, to do as she was told, and where was John Flackman?

      ‘I don’t know,’ she whimpered to one of the black-clad figures as his colleague pushed past them. Her eyes widened at the semi-automatic rifle in his hands. ‘He left a few minutes ago… I don’t know where he went.’

      There was swearing from the living room then, and she flattened herself against the wall as two more men burst through the open doorway, and the sound of more footsteps in the stairwell coming her way.

      She slid down the wall, her legs unable to support her any longer as fresh tears welled, and then there was another voice, soothing, coaxing her upright as a strong arm enveloped her shoulder and a hand began tugging at the rope that bound her wrists.

      ‘It’s okay, Jan,’ said Turpin. ‘I’ve got you.’
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      There was a uniformed constable standing at the door to the neighbouring flat, her eyes widening at the sight of Mark and West as he guided her away from the bedlam now ensuing as Aaron Meadows’ officers searched the flat.

      She held out a blanket that had been draped over her arm, and Mark shot her a grateful nod before he shook it out and placed it around West’s shoulders. His colleague was shivering, her face was pale, and he recognised the first signs of shock setting in.

      ‘Let’s get you out of here,’ he murmured, leading her past two armed response officers who were speaking to the occupant of the neighbouring flat and telling him to stay where he was until the operation was complete.

      The man leaned out the door and stared wide-eyed as Mark and West hurried down the first flight of stairs, craning his neck to watch before one of the officers held up his hand and suggested he be ready to give a statement regarding the day’s events.

      Mark grimaced, adjusted the blanket around West and placed his hand over her shoulder. ‘The car’s just outside. We can lift this over your head like a hood if you don’t want anyone to see you but most people have been told to stay indoors. There might still be some looking out of their windows with phones though…’

      ‘Okay. Thanks.’

      They reached the next landing, where four uniformed officers had split into teams of two and were now interviewing the residents of the flats on this floor. Mark could hear exclamations of disbelief that such a police operation was taking place in their building, fear mixing with indignation as his colleagues explained in calm voices that no, they couldn’t provide details about what was going on. He tugged up the blanket, obscuring West’s face and hair, and led her past.

      She kept her head down, her knuckles white as she clutched the coarse material under her chin, then stumbled against him as they approached the next flight of steps.

      ‘Almost.’ His hand shot out to steady her. ‘Hold onto the bannister. You’re weak, and I expect you’re dehydrated as well, right?’

      ‘Yes.’ West sniffed. ‘And I stink.’

      ‘It’s okay. It doesn’t matter. What matters is that you’re safe.’

      ‘How did you…?’

      ‘Sonia got us into your computer so we could see what you were last working on.’ He smiled as she looked over at him. ‘Hell of a breakthrough you got there.’

      ‘And look where that got me.’ She sighed. ‘How could I have been so stupid, sarge? I mean, look at all of this. Just because I didn’t wait.’

      He paused on the short landing between floors and pulled her to a standstill. ‘You did what you thought was right at the time. What’s done is done, so don’t start thinking “what if?”, okay? And no matter what, you were the one who made the link between Flackman and Wannick.’

      West shivered at the mention of the man’s name. ‘Let’s hope Kennedy sees it that way.’

      ‘He will. He’s been integral to getting Aaron’s team here so quickly, as well as dealing with headquarters and having extra officers assigned to finding you.’

      ‘Really?’ She swallowed. ‘Bloody hell.’

      ‘Come on.’

      There were two more flats on the ground floor, and when Mark and West reached the last step he could hear a female officer speaking with the occupants of the flat at the rear of the building, her reassuring tones doing little to soothe the fractious couple. A baby was crying in the background, and he wondered whether they would bring up their child here once they discovered who had been living on the top floor, or whether they would move as soon as they could.

      There was a junior constable standing outside the door to the first flat at the front of the building, his exasperated expression turning to resolve as Mark headed for the front door.

      ‘Nobody in?’ he said.

      ‘No, nor the one above it,’ said the constable, jerking his thumb at the ground floor flat. ‘And knowing what it’s like these days, sarge, some of these are probably leased to businesses on the industrial estate for visiting staff, or the neighbours keep to themselves and don’t talk to each other.’

      Mark shot him a sympathetic smile, then wrapped his hand around West’s arm once more. ‘Just do the best you can, okay? And make sure Meadows has everyone door-knocking on the townhouses around here. If nobody spotted Flackman, they might have caught him on a doorbell camera or something.’

      He heard the desperation in his voice and hated himself for it, but the constable gave a curt nod and turned back to the door once more, the hammering of his knuckles following Mark through the front door as he led West away.

      She was shivering now, and when he glanced over, her face still wore the wan shocked expression he had seen when he followed Aaron Meadows’ team into the flat upstairs. He reached out and squeezed her hand. ‘Scott and the boys are waiting for you at home, and we’ve got a doctor ready to check you out at the station. She’ll be as quick as possible so we can get you home.’

      ‘I don’t want to go home,’ West said. She pulled him to a standstill and stared at him. ‘He didn’t touch me, sarge. Not like that. I want to make sure we find him.’

      ‘We will. You need to rest, and we need to get you checked out by that doctor.’

      ‘Okay. But could you get someone to bring Scott and the boys to the station?’ Her lip quivered. ‘I need to see them. Now.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      When Mark walked into the incident room an hour later, a ragged investigation team of detectives and uniformed officers turned as one to watch him as he approached the group gathered next to the whiteboard.

      The room held the unmistakable scent of fear and adrenaline, a strange mix that tainted the air and blended with the added aromas of stale coffee, sweetened energy drinks, and hours-old takeout food that had sustained the team while they continued their search for West.

      He swallowed, his throat tight from speaking at length with West, and his heart full at the sight of her being reunited with her family as soon as he had brought her back to the police station. He had argued with her in the car on the way here, tried to insist on taking her home, but she was determined, and they had reached a compromise whereby she would remain downstairs while the remainder of the team were working.

      When they had arrived downstairs, Scott had taken one look at her face and enveloped her in his arms before letting the twins see their mother, and only after he had taken the time to explain to them that she had been held against her will. The two boys had been stoical, despite their anguish at seeing her in such a state and Mark had left them sitting on either side of her, clutching her hands while Scott was phoning other family members to give them the good news.

      The desks he passed now were strewn with reports, CCTV images, satellite images of Abingdon’s streets and pages upon pages of notes, some of which had been scrunched up in frustration before being tossed into wastepaper baskets. He scuffed through several that had missed, hung his jacket over his chair, and made his way over to where Ewan Kennedy stood facing the team.

      ‘How is she?’ said the DI.

      ‘Shaken, but determined to help prosecute the bastard,’ said Mark. ‘She’s downstairs in the first aid room with Scott and the twins.’

      ‘Is she okay?’ said Alex, his eyes wide.

      Mark nodded, leaning against a desk as exhaustion wracked his body. ‘We found a local doctor to come in and check her over, but she assures us she’s going to be all right. She’ll be covered in bruises by the morning, though. Flackman assaulted her and tied her up, and she’s dehydrated too.’

      ‘Was it definitely him?’ said Kennedy.

      ‘Yes, guv. She recognised his voice from when she interviewed him on the phone earlier this week – he was still using the Dubai number the Kytes provided, and gave her no indication that he was here in the UK, let alone in Abingdon. It was only hindsight that made her realise he hadn’t expected her call and that he probably thought it was a client calling when he didn’t recognise the number.’

      ‘Do we think that made her a target?’

      ‘Hard to say, guv. Until we talk to him, that is.’ Mark bit back a yawn, then shot Tracy a grateful smile as she walked over with a steaming mug of coffee, handing it to him with a murmur before returning to her seat. ‘Thanks. What’s the latest? Where’s Flackman?’

      ‘They lost him,’ Kennedy growled, glaring at the whiteboard and then his mobile phone. ‘And I’m still waiting for an explanation from headquarters about why Aaron Meadows was given the go-ahead too late to prevent Flackman from evading capture.’

      ‘He escaped?’ Mark straightened, looking around at the faces of the other team members, whose eyes remained downcast. ‘How?’

      ‘They think he left the building moments before they breached the front door,’ Caroline said, her voice carrying over from where she stood at the back of the group. ‘Jan’s corroborated that – she said one moment he was sitting next to the bed, the next he fell quiet, seemed to hear something outside, then bolted from the apartment. Forensics are there now, but they’ve confirmed Flackman took his laptop with him, and any other incriminating evidence.’

      ‘Shit.’

      ‘When will Jan be ready to give us a statement?’ said Kennedy.

      ‘I was going to ask Caroline to sit with her – if that’s okay?’

      ‘No problem,’ said the detective constable. ‘I’ll head downstairs now.’

      ‘Could you get some snacks from the vending machine for the boys?’ said Mark. ‘Some chocolate, anything sweet.’

      ‘Will do.’

      ‘Thanks.’ He turned back to Kennedy as she left the room. ‘What’s being done about Flackman? Any sightings?’

      ‘Not yet, and it’s getting on for two hours since the raid, so he’s had one hell of a head start. Alex was just telling us about the current updates from the CCTV footage, but there’s been no sign of him since the raid commenced. He didn’t pass Aaron’s team in the stairwell, and they had the fire exits under surveillance as well.’ Kennedy’s jaw clenched. ‘If they’d given him the go ahead five minutes earlier, we would’ve caught Flackman as he escaped, but instead…’

      ‘He’s on the loose somewhere,’ Mark finished. ‘And likely to go to ground after taking a police officer hostage.’

      ‘Guv?’ Carl Antsy appeared at the door to the incident room, his features flushed from running up the stairs. ‘There’s a woman in reception who says she knows Ryan Merton.’

      ‘Knows?’ Kennedy frowned. ‘Doesn’t she know he’s dead?’

      ‘I didn’t think it prudent to tell her, guv,’ said Carl. ‘Apparently, she was going out with him when he suddenly stopped returning her texts and voicemail messages. She thought she was being ghosted by him.’

      Mark’s heart leapt. ‘She’s the one Ryan’s neighbour told us about,’ he said. ‘What made her come here?’

      ‘She heard on the news about the bodies being found at the house,’ said Carl. ‘She’s expecting the worst though, you can tell. I wondered if Alex or Caroline might want to interview her?’

      ‘We’ll speak with her,’ said Mark, turning to the DI. ‘It’s better than sitting around here waiting for news about Flackman, guv––’

      ‘It is,’ Kennedy said, already flicking his jacket over his shoulders. ‘So let’s go and talk to her, shall we?’
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      Abby Perkins was sitting at the table in interview room one and nibbling at a thumbnail when Mark followed Kennedy through the door.

      A faint citrus scent wafted on the air-conditioned breeze, and he recognised it as a popular anti-perspirant that Lucy wore, the light aroma a fresh contrast to the body odours that usually filled the room.

      The woman wore a pair of faded skinny jeans and a beige knitted top that billowed over her shoulders, and wore her dark hair tied back in a loose knot at the base of her neck. Mark recognised her as the woman who had appeared with Ryan Merton in the CCTV images from the bar in Oxford.

      She looked up at the two detectives with expressive brown eyes that appeared troubled, her mouth downturned and her freckled skin paling under the harsh lighting. ‘He’s dead, isn’t he? Ryan, I mean.’

      Kennedy pulled out the chair opposite hers, placed a manila folder on the table between them and waited until Mark had settled beside him before speaking. ‘I’m sorry, yes.’

      ‘Christ.’ She tipped back her head and stared at the ceiling for a moment, sniffed, and then wiped at her eyes. ‘Shit.’

      Mark pushed across a box of paper tissues. ‘When you’re ready, Abby, we’d like to record this conversation to help with our enquiries.’

      ‘Fine. Yes, okay.’ She sniffed, then listened while he started the recording equipment and recited the formal caution before confirming her details. ‘What do you need to know?’

      ‘When did you first start seeing Ryan?’ said Kennedy.

      ‘Early in May.’ Abby dabbed at her eyes, then lowered the tissue and scrunched it between her fingers as she spoke. ‘We met at a bar in Oxford after work – he was with some work colleagues and I was waiting for a date. He stood me up, and I think Ryan felt sorry for me. Anyway, he offered to buy me a drink and I thought what the hell, I’m here so I may as well. His colleagues left an hour or so later, and we ended up talking the rest of the night. He asked me if I fancied seeing a band that was playing locally the next weekend, and I said yes.’

      ‘Were you dating him regularly?’ Mark said. ‘You were seen at a bar in Oxford with him before he disappeared.’

      ‘On and off.’ Abby sighed. ‘Neither of us was seeing anyone else, but I suppose we were taking it a bit slow. I’d just finished a six-year relationship and wasn’t looking for anything too serious, and he seemed busy with work and stuff.’

      ‘When was the last time you heard from him?’

      ‘Two weeks ago. I tried leaving messages for him and then went round to his house but there was no one in. I thought maybe he’d gone on holiday or gone away for work. Well, that’s what I told myself, to start off with. Then I wondered if he just wasn’t interested anymore.’ She sniffed. ‘He wouldn’t be the first to ghost me, he… I mean, you just don’t think someone you know has been murdered, do you?’

      Mark let her compose herself, then leaned closer. ‘Abby, when was the last time you saw Ryan?’

      ‘I was meant to be meeting some girlfriends at the same bar ten days ago before going out to dinner but I couldn’t find anywhere to park. I was just driving past when I saw him leaving with two men. I was surprised, because I only made that dinner date with the girls after Ryan said he had a works thing to go to. They were laughing, and I so wondered if they were really his work colleagues. I waved as I got nearer, but Ryan didn’t see me. He got into a car with them, and they drove off.’ She dabbed at her cheeks, then eyed Mark and Kennedy. ‘So, I followed them.’

      ‘You followed them?’ Kennedy said.

      Abby held up her hands. ‘I’m not proud of it. Look, I’ve been messed around in the past, and… I suppose I thought if he was out drinking that he’d have phoned me. And I was annoyed that Ryan was so interested in talking with those two blokes that he hadn’t seen me, I guess. Don’t ask me why, because I don’t know, but I just got this weird feeling that something wasn’t right. Ryan looked like he was trying too hard to impress them – you know when someone wants to fit in, or is trying to appear more… I don’t know. But his gestures seemed over the top, slapping one of them on the back as he was getting into the car with them, and then throwing his head back to laugh… it wasn’t like him. I wondered what was going on.’

      ‘Had you seen him with them before that day?’

      ‘No, never.’

      ‘Would you recognise the two men if you saw them again?’ said Mark.

      ‘Probably. Maybe.’

      Kennedy gave Mark a subtle nod before extracting two photographs from the manila folder. ‘Do either of these match the men you saw Ryan with?’

      Abby’s gaze fell to the images, and then she nodded. ‘That’s them.’

      ‘So, did you see where they went with Ryan after they left the bar?’

      ‘They drove out to Kennington,’ said Abby. ‘They parked next to the river, and then got on a boat. It was called The Hollow Man. It gave me the creeps.’

      ‘How long did Ryan stay on the boat?’ Kennedy asked. ‘Did you stay until he left?’

      ‘No.’ Abby shook her head. ‘I could see lights on in the cabin and heard them laughing. After almost an hour I felt really stupid for following them, and I had to be back in Oxford for my dinner with the girls for half seven, so I left.’

      ‘What sort of boat was it?’ said Mark, his mouth dry.

      ‘One of those fibreglass white ones you see all around here, with windows down the side and like a navy-coloured pram cover over the back.’ Abby’s brow furrowed. ‘A motor cruiser, not a narrowboat.’

      Kennedy’s hand hovered over the recording equipment. ‘Interview paused at…’

      Mark heard the rest as he bolted for the door, already heading for the incident room as he pulled his mobile phone from his pocket. ‘Lucy? Listen to me carefully, and please – don’t argue,’ he said, heart hammering. ‘The suspect in our investigation is the same man you saw the other day on that white motor cruiser moored along the towpath from us, and I’m worried he might try to harm you. Don’t pack anything, don’t hang around, just make your way over the meadow to the car park – I’m sending a uniformed patrol to pick you up. Take Hamish with you, and get away from the boat. Now.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Are you sure it’s him?’

      Kennedy jogged up the stairs after Mark, having tasked Carl Antsy with getting Abby’s statement processed. The two men paused on the landing by the fire exit door as two uniformed constables shot out from it, their radios blaring from their stab vests. Mark watched them go, adrenaline charging his heart rate when he saw the flash of headlights through the window overlooking the car park a few moments later and watched their patrol car sweep below the security barrier.

      ‘Yes,’ he said, turning his phone so the DI could see. ‘Lucy took a photo of some of the boats along the tow path and sent it to me – she loved the way the light caught the water next to them and said she wanted to paint it sometime. Look at the motor cruiser a few boats along from ours. It’s The Hollow Man.’

      Kennedy’s mouth twisted. ‘You never saw Flackman there?’

      ‘No, only Lucy saw him, and that was only the once, on Saturday morning when he turned up. I took no notice of the name when I saw it – we get all sorts moored next to us at this time of year.’

      ‘Fucking hell.’ The DI ran a hand over his head. ‘Right, let’s get on to Aaron Meadows and give him the news.’

      Mark wrenched the door open and hurried along the corridor, Kennedy already pulling his mobile phone from his shirt pocket and barking instructions to the tactical team leader. Alex peered out from the incident room before they reached it, the young detective’s eyes full of excitement.

      ‘We found out how Flackman got away, guv,’ he said to Kennedy as they neared. ‘And we’ve caught him on camera.’

      ‘Good, because we think we know where he headed,’ said the DI, marching into the room and leading the way over to the whiteboard where a group of officers were already gathered around, updating information as it came to hand. ‘What’ve you got?’

      Alex pointed to a photograph of the block of flats where Flackman had been staying. ‘One of the constables who was door-knocking the other tenants in the building provided the breakthrough. When he couldn’t get an answer from one of the flats, he asked the neighbours if they knew when the occupier would be back from work. They said he should be in, because he didn’t work – he retired several years ago from teaching, and moved into the apartment after his wife died last year.’

      ‘The ground floor flat, near the front door,’ Mark said. ‘I remember speaking with that officer as I was bringing West out.’

      ‘Yeah, well he had the sense to ask one of Aaron’s team to break down the door after he spoke with the neighbour,’ said Alex, his face troubled. ‘They found the tenant’s body in the living room. He’d been there a while, and according to Gillian who’s over there now, he’d been strangled.’

      Mark sighed. ‘Shit. And Flackman?’

      ‘Left via the kitchen window as Aaron’s team were covering the fire exits and the stairwell,’ said Alex. ‘Aaron reckons he got down the stairs just before they stormed the building, and hid in the apartment until he could escape. There are no streetlights that side of the building, and a narrow path that leads around the back of the houses. We’ve got some CCTV footage of Bridge Street showing someone running towards the river after exiting the path from Saint Helens Mews.’

      ‘So he used the poor bastard’s home as an emergency exit strategy in case we found out where he was.’ Kennedy tapped the satellite image of the water meadow on the other side of the medieval bridge leading south from the town. ‘Mark’s other half, Lucy, captured a photograph of a motor cruiser that moored up next to their boat early on Saturday morning – and Ryan Merton’s girlfriend just confirmed it’s the same one she saw him getting on board with Flackman and Wannick two weeks ago in Kennington.’

      Alex glanced over his shoulder from updating the notes that were criss-crossing the board. ‘Christ, we didn’t think to look at boats, did we? That bloody river’s like a motorway this time of year.’

      ‘Well, get on to our local contact of the Canal and River Trust and see if it’s licensed for a start,’ said Kennedy. ‘Meanwhile––’

      He broke off as Mark’s mobile phone trilled.

      ‘Lucy? Where are you?’ said Mark, pacing the carpet as he listened to the faint sound of passing traffic in the background.

      ‘I’m standing in the public car park next to the gate through to the water meadow,’ she said. ‘Not under the lights though – there’re shadows over on the far side.’

      ‘The patrol car should be there any moment,’ he said. ‘I’ve asked them to make sure they identify themselves to you properly before you go anywhere near the car, understand?’

      ‘Got it.’

      ‘Any sign of John Flackman when you left?’

      ‘No. The lights went off in his boat just after you called. I wondered if he heard the phone ring.’

      ‘Possibly. Is that a car?’ He strained his ears to listen at the sound of tyres crackling over gravel.

      ‘It’s them.’

      ‘Wait. Don’t hang up until you’re sure.’

      ‘Okay.’

      He heard a voice then, the baritone of PC Grant Wickes as he spoke to Lucy, and some of the tension eased from his shoulders. Then there was the sound of a door opening, an excited yip from Hamish, and an engine purring.

      ‘I’m in the car,’ said Lucy. ‘Grant says we’re ten minutes away due to a traffic diversion in town, so don’t panic.’

      ‘See you soon,’ he murmured. ‘I love you.’

      Ending the call, he turned back to Kennedy with a curt nod. ‘She’s safe.’

      ‘Good,’ said the DI, waggling his own mobile phone in his hand. ‘Because Aaron’s team just turned up at the other end of the meadow. They’re about to go in.’

      ‘Guv?’

      Mark turned at the sound of West’s voice to see her on the threshold of the incident room.

      The doctor had placed a large square bandage over one of the bruises that covered her face, a wound where Flackman had hit her so hard he had broken the fragile skin below her eye socket, and he heard the sharp intake of breath from several of the gathered officers before they looked away, embarrassed.

      ‘Did I hear that right?’ said West, walking towards them. ‘Have you found him?’

      ‘Aaron Meadows is about to conduct the arrest,’ said Kennedy. ‘We’ve traced him to a boat on the river.’

      Her gaze flickered to Mark, then back to the DI as she reached the whiteboard, her chin held high. ‘I want to interview him when he’s brought in.’

      ‘Absolutely not,’ Kennedy said. ‘You need to get home and rest, Jan. You’ve been through one hell of an ordeal.’

      ‘Guv, with respect, I need to show my boys that I won’t be… won’t be treated like that, and that it won’t scare me,’ said West. The determination in her eyes faltered a little. ‘And I need some closure for me.’

      ‘I realise that.’ The DI gave her a kindly smile. ‘But the CPS will throw this case out if they know one of the interviewing officers was held against her will by the suspect.’ He held up his hand as she opened her mouth to protest. ‘But, if you’re sure – and I mean that – you can sit in the observation suite and let us know if there’s anything he says that needs clarification. Fair enough?’

      She nodded. ‘Okay. Thanks, guv.’

      ‘No problem. Right, everyone – let’s get ourselves ready for Flackman when he’s brought in. We’ve got about an hour before a duty solicitor gets here, so let’s make it count.’
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      Mark stopped sifting through the paperwork that littered the large laminated conference table and rubbed a hand across tired eyes.

      A half-eaten burger from the fast-food restaurant across the road lay in its cardboard wrapper, the fat-laden aroma filling the meeting room that he and Kennedy had taken over half an hour ago. The smell mingled with the sickly-sweet tang from the energy drink he held, the aluminium can warm from his touch, the sensation that the sugar content was rotting his teeth all too apparent as he ran his tongue over his lips.

      Biting back a yawn, he drained the can and tossed it across the room to where it bounced off the side of a plastic wastepaper basket and rolled across the floor.

      Ignoring it, he blinked and refocused on the evidence being collated to support their case against John Flackman and David Wannick.

      The body of the retired schoolteacher had been removed from the apartment below Flackman’s, and Leila Benjamin was now leading a team of forensic technicians through the place, while Jasper and another team worked upstairs in Neville Kyte’s apartment.

      The businessman had been shocked when Kennedy had woken him with the news, incredulous at first, then sickened by what he was told.

      There was a knock at the door, and he turned as Caroline approached the table, a sheaf of papers in her hand. ‘I’ve got Jan’s statement here, sarge.’

      ‘How is she?’

      ‘Shaken up, but determined to stay involved.’ She gave him a resigned smile. ‘I thought better than to suggest she get herself home. The boys are calmer, and Scott’s taken them home so they can try and get some sleep. He’ll phone the school in the morning to arrange some time off for them.’

      ‘Good. What’s this?’ said Mark, taking the documents from her.

      ‘Alex found out some more information about The Hollow Man,’ she said. ‘He spoke with the bloke who manages that small marina in Kennington after checking the registration. It turns out the boat belonged to Flackman’s parents until three years ago.’

      Mark felt a familiar dread seeping through his bones as he thumbed through the pages. ‘Three years ago?’

      ‘They died in a house blaze. According to the report at the time, it was likely caused by a faulty electrical fuse.’ Caroline sighed. ‘Needless to say, they’re going to take another look at that given what we’ve found out about Flackman, just in case there was any sign of foul play. Flackman sold the house, but kept the boat. According to the marina owner, the family used to holiday there every summer – he’s known him since he was about seventeen or eighteen.’

      ‘Any problems?’

      ‘Not that he could recall.’

      ‘What’s the latest from the arresting team?’

      ‘They got to the boat just in time – apparently he’d tried to travel upstream towards the lock, but when that didn’t work he’d turned around.’

      ‘Yeah, that one’s not self-serviced – he’d have had to have waited for the keeper to open it, and there’s no way that would happen at this time of night.’

      ‘That worked in our favour, at least. They caught him going past the pub near the bridge and blocked his route – one of your neighbours moved their boat to stop him passing.’

      ‘Jesus, that was a risk.’

      ‘It worked though, sarge. They’re bringing him in any minute.’

      Mark placed the reports on the table beside his notebook and ran his gaze over the growing evidence. ‘So what have we got here, Caro? Two killers, one more experienced, and then Wannick latching onto Flackman at some point? Did they fall out, or did Flackman become jealous of Wannick, or what?’

      Caroline walked around the table while she eyed the photographs and reports. ‘I haven’t seen anything yet to suggest that Flackman butchered his victims. Wannick’s the one responsible for the body parts we’ve found. Flackman seems to prefer suffocation or strangulation, doesn’t he? And Wannick seems to have been the more careless of the two. I get the impression that Flackman’s highly intelligent, and more calculating. Until recently, anyway.’

      ‘So, what changed?’ Mark said.

      ‘Only John Flackman can tell us that,’ said Kennedy, walking through the door and handing Mark a manila folder. ‘He’s downstairs, and he’s asked for his own solicitor to be present. We’re going to be in for a long night – he’s driving over from High Wycombe so he won’t be here for another hour.’

      ‘Shit, really?’ said Caroline.

      ‘That’s not a bad thing.’ Mark frowned, casting his gaze over the assembled documentation once more. ‘It gives us more time to make sure this bastard doesn’t walk away.’
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      Mark hitched his suit jacket over his shoulders, took a sip of water from a glass beside his computer screen and switched off his mobile phone. The incident room was quieter now, with most of the rostered uniformed officers and administrative team long gone, and only the remnant hum from the air conditioning filling the space.

      It was almost midnight, and as he walked down the stairs towards the interview rooms he paused on the landing to take in the sight of a fat full moon bathing the sky in a yellow wash that was casting shadows across the police station car park.

      In his hand was a manila folder containing the evidence that he, Caroline and the rest of the investigative team had collated for their case against John Flackman, together with a summary sheet of the offences they would be seeking to charge him with.

      Mark exhaled, trying to ease some of the tension in his chest. He had no doubt how clever the man was, not after he had managed to elude two major police forces in the past, including Hazel Abbotsford’s team here in the Vale of the White Horse, and he was determined to change that. He would make sure John Flackman was sent away for a long time, perhaps forever if a judge and jury were presented with the facts in such a way that they would consider no other option.

      But he would have to be careful. The next few hours depended on it.

      ‘Ready?’

      He turned with a start to see Ewan Kennedy peering up the stairwell at him from the next landing down, then hurried to join him. ‘I’m ready, guv.’

      ‘Jan’s gone home – she was falling asleep waiting for us, so I’ve promised I’ll send her an update first thing in the morning,’ said the DI as they continued to the custody suite. ‘And I’ve told her I don’t want to see her back here for at least a couple of weeks, and on the condition she gets some professional counselling first.’

      ‘Good,’ said Mark. ‘Although she’s a lot tougher than we give her credit for.’

      ‘I’ll say. Wait till you see the bruise on Flackman’s face. Shame she only landed the one punch. He deserves more after what he’s done.’

      They fell silent as they reached the door to interview room four, where Tom Wilcox had placed John Flackman and his solicitor. The legal representative had arrived thirty minutes ago, and after being given a copy of his client’s charge sheet had been shown to the room and given a cup of water.

      PC Marie Collins now stood outside the door, without any sign of exhaustion in her eyes, despite being on duty since earlier that morning. ‘Tom asked me to be on hand in case you need anything, guv.’

      ‘Thanks, Marie. It’s appreciated.’ Kennedy glanced over his shoulder at Mark. ‘Shall we?’

      ‘Let’s do this.’

      When he followed the DI through the door, he noticed that Flackman straightened in his seat and affected a stoic expression that had seconds before been one of pure hatred at the sight of the two detectives. He wore dark jeans and a long-sleeve black top that had splashes of dried mud on the front of it, a reminder from his arrest on the riverbank. Mark noticed that there were matching wet grass stains on the front of the man’s jeans before he swung away from his solicitor and faced the table, and despite being given wet wipes to remove the dirt from his face, a few traces remained along his jawline.

      The purple bruise to his right eye socket was now turning a nasty shade of black and yellow and as Mark sat in the chair beside Kennedy’s and started the recording equipment, he felt an overwhelming sense of pride at West’s resilience and fortitude.

      After the DI read out the formal caution, the solicitor slid across his business card.

      The man wore a navy suit with a dark green tie and seemed none the worse for such a late appointment. Instead, his white hair was carefully lacquered into place, and his brown eyes were keen behind wire-framed reading glasses.

      ‘Axton Whittaker,’ he said, by way of introduction. ‘My firm has represented the Flackman family for a number of years.’

      Kennedy raised an eyebrow, but remained professional. ‘Have you made your client aware of the allegations against him?’

      ‘I have, and he will state that David Wannick was wholly responsible for the offences listed here.’

      ‘We’ll see.’

      When Mark turned his attention back to Flackman, the man was watching him with as much interest as if he were a bug the man had squashed under his shoe. A shiver washed across his shoulders as his pale blue eyes assessed him, and he knew then that the man was capable of unspeakable evils.

      There was simply no remorse there, nothing at all.

      Opening the manila folder, Mark extracted two photographs and placed them on the table in front of Flackman. ‘Tell us about Ryan Merton and Colleen Ashbourne. Why did you and Wannick target them?’

      The man leaned forward, but kept his hands in his lap while he peered at each of the images. A faint smile crossed his lips, and he nodded at the photograph on the right. ‘David spotted him in the bar that night with his girlfriend and wanted to talk to him. And she,’ he said, jerking his chin at the second image, ‘was celebrating something with her mother, I believe. David said that they looked so happy, he wanted to buy them some champagne. So he did.’

      ‘What did David do for a living?’

      ‘He wrote contract proposals for design companies.’

      ‘Design companies such as yours?’

      Flackman shrugged. ‘From time to time.’

      ‘John, when did you first meet David Wannick?’ said Kennedy, one hand resting casually on the notebook at his side while the other reached for a pen in his jacket pocket.

      Flackman’s gaze turned to him. ‘Just after his parents died, eight years ago. I could tell then that there was something… different about him.’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘He had, shall we say, some unusual tastes.’

      ‘Did you murder him?’

      Mark saw rage flicker in Flackman’s eyes, and then it was gone, buried beneath a calm persona once more.

      ‘No comment,’ he said.

      ‘How did you meet David?’ Kennedy said.

      ‘The developer who was interested in buying his parents’ site introduced us.’

      ‘Whose idea was it to burn down his parents’ garage?’

      ‘I believe the fire report said it was an accident, detective.’ Flackman’s gaze dropped to the folder under Mark’s elbow. ‘I’m sure you’ve got a copy of it in there. The summary is on page seven.’

      ‘Why did you and David move to Dubai?’

      ‘I moved to Dubai when I took up a consultancy role with Neville Kyte’s company. David followed.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘It made sense to. He knew he would obtain work through my connection with the Kytes. I designed, he wrote the proposals, and Neville bid for the work.’

      ‘So he worked with Neville Kyte?’

      ‘No, I did. I paid David to write the proposals,’ said Flackman, his tone patient. ‘That way, I knew I would outbid my competitors.’

      Kennedy went to the door, spoke to Marie Collins in an undertone, then returned with two evidence bags that he placed on the table. ‘This laptop and mobile phone were found on your boat when you were arrested, John. Are they yours?’

      ‘No, they were David’s. I was keeping them safe.’

      ‘You removed them from the serviced office he rented last week.’

      ‘Yes. They have some important information on there,’ said Flackman. ‘I needed to keep it safe.’

      ‘Is it work-related?’

      ‘Some of it, yes.’

      ‘So, David was good at what he did. Why kill him then?’

      ‘He was good. Once.’ Flackman’s composure faltered a little, and his gaze dropped to his hands. ‘It’s such a shame.’

      Axton Whittaker cleared his throat, glanced across at his client, and murmured something under his breath.

      Flackman’s head snapped up, his lips curling into a snarl as he turned to the man. ‘Shut up. You don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s all his fault. Everything is his fault.’

      ‘What’s his fault?’ said Kennedy, leaning forward. ‘What did David do to make you want to kill him? Because that’s what happened, didn’t it? David made a mistake, didn’t he?’

      The man’s attention turned back to the two detectives, his expression turning patient. ‘Yes, he made a mistake, detective. In fact, he made several.’

      ‘Did that make you angry, John?’

      ‘Of course it did. But he was a very sick man, you see, and I helped to end his suffering.’
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      Mark paced the corridor outside the interview room, glaring at the closed door each time he passed it while Kennedy leaned against the wall at the far end, his face stoic while he scrolled through emails on his phone.

      ‘You’ll wear a groove in those bloody floor tiles if you keep that up,’ he said as Mark passed him again. ‘The duty solicitor will be here any minute, so you might as well make the most of the break.’

      Sighing, Mark slumped against the wall opposite the DI. ‘You’d have thought he’d have given his solicitor some idea of what he was being charged for.’

      ‘You would.’ Kennedy put away his phone, a wolfish smile crossing his lips. ‘Did you see Whittaker’s expression though? It was worth it, just for that.’

      ‘Maybe, but now Flackman’s back in his cell, and we’ve lost momentum thanks to Whittaker deciding he didn’t want to represent him anymore.’

      ‘No, we haven’t.’ The DI nodded in the direction of the custody suites. ‘Flackman’s got an audience now, and he wants to tell his side of the story. You’ll see. He’s already confessed to murdering David Wannick, so now we just have to find out why Wannick killed Ryan and Colleen.’

      ‘I don’t know, guv. I’ve got a feeling it isn’t going to be as simple as that.’ Mark turned at the sound of the security door at the end of the corridor opening to see John Flackman being led back to the interview room, a familiar figure following behind the burly custody sergeant who had taken over Tom Wilcox’s shift half an hour ago. ‘Looks like we’re about to find out anyway. I didn’t know he’d chosen Justin Levine to represent him.’

      ‘I think Justin was the only one awake when he was phoning around to find someone at short notice,’ said Kennedy as the interview room door closed behind the three men. ‘Which, on a brighter note, means he’s probably had less sleep than us today.’

      ‘Always a silver lining, guv,’ Mark said as the uniformed sergeant emerged and gave a brusque nod.

      ‘I’ll be here if you need me, guv,’ he said to Kennedy.

      ‘Thanks.’ The DI turned to Mark. ‘Right, where were we?’

      Moments later, with the recording equipment restarted and the formal caution recited once more, Mark eyed John Flackman across the table before he began his questioning and noted that the man wore an almost eager expression.

      Kennedy had been right.

      By way of contrast, the duty solicitor appeared wary of his new client and had shuffled his chair as far away as possible while trying to retain a professional countenance, all the time writing copious notes in his notebook before the interview was even underway.

      ‘You told us earlier, John, that you killed David Wannick because he was suffering,’ Mark said. ‘What made you think he was suffering?’

      ‘Oh, he was suffering all right,’ said Flackman. ‘He just wouldn’t accept it, although maybe that was the disease, rather than his own stubbornness.’

      He sat forward, seeing Kennedy straighten in the seat beside him. ‘What disease?’

      ‘Early onset Alzheimer’s, detective. He’s been getting worse for the past three years.’ Flackman sighed. ‘It became apparent then that there was something wrong. He started getting careless about leaving his… handiwork lying around instead of disposing of it properly.’

      ‘Trent Jardel,’ said Kennedy. ‘The man who was found butchered in Birmingham.’

      ‘Yes. When I found out about that…’ Flackman held up his hands. ‘I told David then it was an unforgivable mistake, especially after we’d had to move up there after the fire at the cottage. He promised to be more careful, and so I persuaded Neville that I would better serve his business if I was also based out in Dubai. I needed a consultant to bolster my design business, so I was able to take David out there with me. He was too much of a liability to leave behind. I thought if he was in Dubai with me, I could keep an eye on him, and he could still be useful.’

      Mark frowned. ‘So, what was the arrangement between you? You choose and kill your victims, and David butchered them to hide the bodies?’

      ‘We both chose them, detective. David could be as pedantic as me when it came to who caught our eye. But unlike him, I want nothing to do with them once there’s no essence, no soul left,’ he said, his gaze unfocused while he stared at the table and traced a lazy arc with his forefinger across its surface. He blinked, then shivered. ‘They repulse me. So, David was fully responsible for disposing of them, you see.’

      ‘Why did you come back from Dubai?’

      Flackman leaned back in his seat with a sigh. ‘I tried with David, really I did. After I found out that he had been storing… parts in the Kytes’ annex I made him tidy up while they were overseas last year and bury them in the garden. But he went back to storing… things again, collecting them in those damn boxes. I knew it would only be weeks before he set fire to the place – that’s what he did, you see. Rather than deal with them properly. He enjoyed the process, but afterwards… it’s almost like it became overwhelming for him, so he would simply burn down the house and move on. So the moment I found out he was collecting again, I realised I had to get him out of the country and stop him.’

      ‘Why Abingdon?’

      ‘I don’t know – he chose here. I presumed it was because of the Alzheimer’s disease – this area is more familiar as an older memory than more recent places. I knew he was deteriorating after I murdered Ryan though, hence why I had to kill him. I was planning to move on when your colleague stumbled across me. How is she, by the way?’

      Mark ignored the question. ‘Did you suffocate Ryan and Colleen, the same as you did with David?’

      ‘No,’ said Flackman, running his tongue over his lips. He waggled his fingers. ‘I strangled them with these. I like to feel the life draining from them.’

      ‘So instead of stopping David, you actively encouraged him, didn’t you?’ said Kennedy. ‘After all, it’s you who’s on these CCTV images at the bar and then the restaurant in Oxford, isn’t it? You weren’t trying to stop him at all.’

      ‘I was… I mean, I meant to. It’s just that when we’re together… when we were together…’ Flackman sighed. ‘I got excited when he pointed out Colleen and her mother. It was almost like David was daring me. And then the same with Ryan.’

      ‘Did you kill Ryan and Colleen on your boat?’ Mark asked.

      Flackman nodded. ‘Yes. It was less risky that way, especially as David was renting a house in Little Wittenham that backed onto the river. It meant we could unload them for him without anyone seeing.’

      ‘Why did you film David’s murder?’ said Kennedy.

      ‘I didn’t film it,’ Flackman replied. ‘Not my thing.’

      ‘We found evidence of a camera tripod in the office where you murdered him.’

      ‘No, I murdered him, detective, because I found out that he was writing a book about us. About me.’ Flackman shook his head in wonder. ‘And he was filming it too, serialising it to stream to the world. He had this notion that he could make money from people’s obsession with true crime shows on television. That’s why he was hiding in that office. That, and the fact he hadn’t tidied up after himself again, leaving Ryan and that woman in the house.’

      Mark’s eyes narrowed. ‘He idolised you, didn’t he?’

      ‘I suppose so,’ Flackman shrugged.

      ‘And you used that to your advantage.’

      ‘Like I said, detective, I don’t like dealing with them once they’re dead.’

      ‘But you murdered the one person who was protecting you,’ said Mark.

      ‘If I can’t control my helpers, they’re of no use to me,’ said Flackman.

      ‘Helpers?’ Kennedy said. ‘You mean there’s been more than one David Wannick?’

      Flackman shrugged. ‘Now and then, over the years, yes.’

      ‘How many people have you murdered?’

      ‘I’m not sure. It… the need… it comes and goes,’ he said with a nonchalant shrug. ‘Sometimes, I can last for a year before the need arises. Sometimes not.’

      ‘How many people like David Wannick have there been?’ Mark asked.

      ‘He was my third.’ John’s face fell. ‘He’s been the best one so far, though. I’m going to miss him.’
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      Two weeks later

      

      Sunlight bathed the back garden at Jan and Scott West’s house while an azure sky turned blush pink as the sun began to set and a faint breeze wafted away some of the scorching heat that had baked the town dry over the past five days.

      Mark sat with a bottle of beer in his hand, rubbing his thumb through the condensation peeling the label from the glass, and smiled as Lucy’s laughter carried through the open patio doors from where she was challenging the twins to a computer game – and winning if Harry’s loud protestations were anything to go by.

      Scott’s voice carried from the kitchen, reminding the eldest of the two twins to behave, and West emerged through the back door, her hands laden with two large bowls of salad.

      ‘Are you sure I can’t do something to help?’ Mark said as she set the first down on the table beside him. He leaned forward and pushed aside the cutlery to make room for the second bowl. ‘I feel lazy just sitting here.’

      ‘I’ve been sat on my arse for the past two weeks,’ West said, slapping his hand away as he reached out for some crisps from an open bag. ‘And leave those alone. I’ve already told the twins they’re for later on if you’re still hungry after the barbecue.’

      Mark grinned. ‘Not even if I tell you the latest about the Flackman case while everyone’s out of the way?’

      ‘Really?’ She dropped into the plastic garden chair next to him, her face eager. ‘Go on then. One handful only, mind. Those are moreish.’

      He took another swig of beer, risked taking the larger of the crisps he could spy in the packet, then settled back into his seat. ‘So, Gillian confirmed before she left the office yesterday that Wannick was suffering from early onset Alzheimer’s disease. She got the results back from the additional tests she requested following the autopsy.’

      ‘So Flackman was telling you the truth,’ said West. She frowned. ‘Makes you wonder how long those two would’ve gone on killing people if it hadn’t been for that though.’

      Mark saw the shiver that wracked her, put down his beer and patted her hand. ‘But we stopped them. You stopped him. You were the one who made the connection between Dubai and Neville Kyte’s apartment here.’

      Her hand slipped from under his and went to the bruises that were fading on her cheeks. ‘Not my best move though, was it?’

      ‘Would you have done anything different, looking back?’

      She frowned, then plucked a crisp from the packet and ate in silence for a moment. ‘Probably not. I mean, at the time I had no idea Flackman would be there. I assumed the place would be empty, or perhaps someone… a friend of the Kytes maybe… would be there, just taking in Wannick’s post for him.’

      ‘There you go, then.’ Mark checked over his shoulder before asking his next question. ‘I hear you got the all-clear yesterday. Are you sure you’re ready to come back?’

      ‘Too damn right I am. The school holidays started last week, and those two are already driving me up the wall.’

      On cue, Hamish tore through the back door, closely followed by an indignant shout from Scott, then the twins in hot pursuit.

      ‘He’s nicked one of the sausages,’ Luke hollered, stumbling over his own feet in his haste to catch the small dog.

      ‘Oh, Christ, they’re still raw,’ West said, pushing back her chair and slipping her fingers through Hamish’s collar as he tried to get past her. She tackled him to the ground in a gentle bear hug while Harry and Luke collapsed into a fit of giggles, and wrestled the sausage from the dog’s mouth.

      He trotted away, his gaze reproachful as she tore off a sheet of kitchen towel and placed the meat on it.

      ‘Right, well I guess we might as well cook that one for you after everyone else has eaten,’ she grumbled. ‘Honestly, anyone would think he was starving.’

      ‘Definitely not starving,’ said Lucy, emerging through the door and carrying a plate laden with the remaining sausages and burgers, Scott in her wake with two bags of bread rolls. ‘Sorry about that.’

      West waved away her apology. ‘Right, everyone, best we sit and eat this lot before he tries again, right?’

      They laughed, and then Scott turned his attention to the barbecue, the meat soon giving off a charcoal-scented aroma that had Mark’s mouth watering.

      He wandered back to the kitchen, plucked two beers from the fridge and gave one to Scott before sitting beside Lucy then watched as the couple bickered good-naturedly while they prepared the meal, their movements well practised over the years.

      He took a swig from the beer, then put the bottle on the table and draped his arm around Lucy’s shoulders while she sipped her wine. Watching her for a moment, he smiled when she turned to face him.

      ‘How would you feel about moving the boat for a bit?’ he said. ‘Maybe further downstream?’

      She sat back in her chair for a moment and contemplated her wineglass, turning it between her fingers.

      He could hear West laughing with Scott and the giggles of the twins as they ran up the stairs with Hamish chasing them, the sound of excited barking carrying through the open upstairs windows.

      Then Lucy’s gaze met his. ‘You’re worried, aren’t you?’

      ‘I was,’ he admitted. ‘But not now. Flackman will be going away for a long time.’

      ‘Still…’ She pushed the wine away and turned to him, reaching out for his hand. ‘Okay. But not too far away, all right? I still need to get to the gallery on a regular basis, and I get a lot of work from visitors along the tow path.’

      ‘No, not far. I still need to get to work, and I’d miss it too much too.’ He glanced over his shoulder as Hamish exploded through the back door with Harry and Luke at his heels. ‘So would he.’

      West turned from the barbecue then, the sausages and burgers cooked to perfection as she laid the tray in the middle of the table. She narrowed her eyes at them as she passed a bottle of ketchup to Harry. ‘What are you two plotting? You look as guilty as hell.’

      ‘Mark wants to move the boat,’ said Lucy.

      West’s eyes widened. ‘You’re not leaving are you, sarge?’

      ‘Perish the thought.’ Mark took one of the burgers that she passed to him and raised it in a mock salute. ‘But it might be time for a change of scenery.’
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