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      Her calves burned, her breath escaping in a fine mist.

      Silence, except for the sound of her footsteps.

      Her lungs strained against her ribs as she took another gulp of air and leapt over a low timber barrier separating the asphalt from a rough footpath, its dirt and stony surface crunching under her shoes.

      Ghostly forms emerged from the thick fog that surrounded her on each side – stunted trees struggling to grow in the thin soil discarded by the developers that had completed the latest additions to the housing estate, and stubborn shrubs that reached out and wrapped thorny tendrils around her cotton sweatshirt.

      Faster now, away from the shadows, away from the darkened windows of houses that backed onto the footpath, increasing her pace to offset the chill air that clung to her skin.

      An orange glow ebbed and bobbed in front of her, the streetlamp morphing into a blob of light that cast a pitiful arc over the far end of the next street as her feet found pavement once more.

      Then she stumbled, the loose laces from one shoe catching under the other and pitching her forwards.

      Throwing out her hands to the side to steady herself, she slowed to a standstill and peered at her feet.

      ‘Shit.’

      Detective Inspector Kay Hunter dropped to a crouch and reached out for the errant laces, her gaze sweeping the fog shrouding the housing estate.

      Fine wisps of moisture clung to her hair while she secured the bow, and she brushed a strand from her eyes before straightening. Her breath clouded in front of her as she checked over her shoulder for approaching cars.

      The fog thickened the air, deadening the sounds of traffic from the main road only half a mile away, and gave the atmosphere a milky hue that would cause havoc on the M20 motorway tonight.

      Her colleagues in the traffic division would be busy.

      Kay pushed away the thought and broke into an easy jog, keen to complete her route and get home before eight.

      Raising her arm, she peered at the wristwatch’s screen and stopped the clock.

      She wouldn’t beat her fastest time, not now.

      Instead, she resolved to add an extra lap to increase her distance and build up the muscles that had fallen foul of too many long days, too many late nights in the incident room, and a tendency to fall asleep in front of the television when she got home.

      Her top lip curled as a cramp threatened in her right calf.

      Tonight was the first chance in a long time to relax, to ease back into her old routine. Despite the drab March weather, she smiled. It was the start of a new week with a couple of days off before her next rostered shift, and nothing in the diary.

      It was only two months until she and her partner, Adam, were due to fly to Portugal for a holiday in May, and Kay was determined to squeeze into the denim shorts currently packed inside a dusty suitcase on top of her wardrobe along with her other summer clothing.

      Running was a cure, as well as a cheap alternative to the extortionate fees some of the local gyms charged. She thrived on the time to herself, to let the day’s problems wash over her as she found her pace once more.

      She crossed a mini roundabout and turned right, nodding to a man walking an elderly greyhound that eyed her swift movement with envy.

      Zig-zagging through a gap in a wooden fence that bisected the road at the end of the housing estate, Kay used her sleeve to wipe moisture from her forehead and felt the incline in her knees as the street dipped down to the main road leading to the village green.

      Almost there.

      A siren wailed in the distance, closely followed by another and her heart rapped against her ribs in response when she recognised first a patrol car, and then the unmistakable sound of an ambulance in a hurry.

      Exhaling, trying to lose the tension building in her chest, she turned left, away from the glow that shone through the windows of a pub a few hundred metres away, the scent of woodsmoke clinging to the thick air.

      Another left, and she was on the home straight, following the narrow lane that preceded the housing estate. There were older homes here, and in the summer she loved walking past and admiring the thatched roofs and red-brick chimneys while absorbing the history of her surroundings.

      Tonight, a renewed sense of urgency surged through her at the sound of a second police vehicle. The siren faded quickly, the fog softening the noise as quickly as it had appeared, smothering it as she reached the next mini roundabout.

      She slowed as she turned into the stretch of lane where she lived.

      When she reached the local pub and glanced through the windows as she passed, she noted the small crowd gathering in the front bar. A man’s laugh carried through the gloom towards her, and one of the smokers standing under the wooden gazebo outside – no more than a shadow – waved in greeting.

      She pulled her mobile phone from its carry strap on her left arm, wondering if she should phone Adam and find out if he was almost finished at his veterinary practice for the evening, then groaned as she saw the blank screen.

      ‘Bloody hell.’

      Ruing the optimism that the battery charge would last until she finished her run, she shoved it back into place and resolved to plug it in the moment she walked through her front door.

      She wasn’t on call tonight, nor for the next two nights, but a sense of duty remained as she berated herself for the oversight.

      Kay raised her hand to the group of smokers and decided to drag Adam back there after she had a chance to shower, a smile on her lips as she realised the irony of having a drink while trying to regain her fitness levels.

      Slowing to a walk and stretching out her leg muscles to calm her heart rate, Kay peered over her shoulder at the sound of an approaching car and stepped onto the verge as blurry headlights rounded the corner and pierced the murky lane.

      Long grass swept against her bare ankles, and she raised a hand to shield her eyes from the lights, choking out a snort of disgust as the driver roared past, clearly over the speed limit.

      She stepped back out onto the lane and started to stretch her arm muscles, watching as the car braked heavily.

      Its tail lights flared, red blobs that pixellated in the fog before the vehicle swerved to the right and stopped.

      ‘What are you up to?’ she muttered, a frown pinching her forehead.

      A faint glow emanated through the back window, and then she heard a door slam before a silhouette of a man launched from the car. His shoes connected with the gravel driveway of the house beyond a low privet hedge and then he was out of sight, his footsteps moving with purpose.

      An uneasiness crawled through Kay’s veins as she hurried towards the vehicle, a sense of foreboding creeping over her that sent a shiver of goosebumps racing across her skin.

      She heard a fist pounding against a wooden door followed by a muffled voice carrying through the air.

      Kay’s breath caught in her throat as she approached the car and recognised the licence plate from the pool of vehicles allocated to Maidstone police station.

      The footsteps scuffed the gravel once more.

      ‘Guv?’

      She spun at the familiar voice to see a spiky-haired man in his late twenties emerge from her driveway, his face troubled.

      ‘Gavin? What are you doing here? Isn’t Barnes on call tonight?’

      ‘He is, guv.’ The detective constable gestured towards the car and opened the passenger door. ‘I’m sorry guv, but he thought you’d want to know straight away so he told me to come and get you.’

      ‘Get me?’ Kay swallowed.

      Her colleague’s features were grey in the faint light from the streetlamp opposite her house. She blinked away a sudden sensation that her world was tilting, and took a shaking breath.

      ‘Gav? What’s going on?’

      ‘You need to come with me, guv. There was an armed break-in at the vet practice, and Adam’s been rushed to hospital.’
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      Kay watched helplessly as a porter approached the senior nurse managing the triage of patients flowing through the A&E department and nibbled at the corner of her thumbnail.

      Her throat dry, she fought down the urge to cross to the desk and ask for another update despite the sickness that consumed her, despite the fear.

      After approaching the information desk, she had been directed to a bank of chairs, row upon row of brightly coloured plastic seats that were bolted to the floor and resembled the same ones used in the Maidstone police station’s custody suite.

      Blinking at the bright orange surface, she perched on the end of the second row, then craned her neck to see around a burly man in his thirties who swayed from side to side on the seat in front of her and mumbled incoherently under his breath.

      Wrinkling her nose to evade the stench of alcohol emanating from him in waves, she willed her heart rate to slow.

      The emergency room was packed, voices from relatives and friends tinged with fear as they waited for news of their loved ones, while hospital staff in different coloured overalls denoting their expertise hurried back and forth with harried expressions.

      She exhaled, reminding herself that Adam was receiving the best care, that he was at least conscious when whisked away by the ambulance, and grateful that her colleagues were already processing the crime scene.

      ‘Kay.’

      Turning at the sound of Gavin’s voice, she pushed herself to her feet as he paused beside her, his eyes searching the far end of the room where a gaggle of porters were gathered.

      ‘Any news?’

      ‘Nothing yet. They told me to wait over here.’ She hugged her arms around her chest, goosebumps freckling her exposed arms and legs before she turned to face the reception desk, her training shoes squeaking on the tiles.

      ‘Do you want me to get you a coffee or something, or a bottle of water, or…’

      Gavin flapped his hands at his sides, and she noticed a damp patch on his jacket with traces of smeared blood at the edges.

      ‘No, that’s okay. Thanks.’

      ‘Let’s sit at the back – there’s no-one there, and it’ll be quieter.’

      Kay followed meekly behind him, and checked over her shoulder towards the reception desk.

      Would she hear them if they called out to her?

      ‘Here you go.’ Gavin was gesturing to two seats – blue this time – and waited until she sat. ‘I phoned Barnes. It sounds like it’s all under control that end.’

      ‘You’ve got some blood on your jacket.’

      ‘I tried to wash it out just now, but…’

      ‘What happened?’ She stared ahead, her gaze shifting from the cleaners and the porters that passed by in a blur.

      Gavin exhaled. ‘From what we can gather, Adam was working late in his office at the back of the practice…’

      ‘It’s behind the consulting rooms. He likes to be on hand if anyone needs him.’

      ‘Right. His computer was on. He was writing––’

      ‘He’s got a deadline for a journal article that’s due at the end of the week…’ Her voice faded away as she realised she was babbling now, processing her shock.

      ‘They probably didn’t expect anyone to be there at that time of the evening,’ he said. ‘From what we could work out, they were after the anaesthetic drugs, painkillers, things like that.’

      ‘Ketamine hydrochloride and methadone hydrochloride,’ said Kay, dully. ‘They’re kept in a cabinet behind the door in Adam’s office for safekeeping. It’s locked.’

      ‘They took his keys, after they… after…’ Gavin broke off and bit his lip.

      She uttered a shuddering sigh. ‘What did they do to him?’

      ‘He’d locked the front doors so they went around the back to the fire exit. They broke the window next to it––’

      ‘The one in the bathroom.’

      ‘Yes, and then made their way down the corridor to his office. We think he turned around as they walked in.’ Gavin shook his head. ‘He didn’t have time to react, Kay – sorry – guv. They hit him with something – wooden, we think. He was out cold when the ambulance got there, but he came around while I was with him, then again when they lifted him into the ambulance.’

      ‘Did he say anything?’

      Gavin shook his head. ‘I didn’t catch it – sorry.’

      Beside him, Kay choked back a whimper. ‘Who called it in?’

      ‘Stephanie, the receptionist. She’d left after the last appointment but forgot her mobile phone – she’d left it plugged into her computer, so she popped in on her way to meet a friend at the cinema. She phoned triple nine from the car park when she saw the broken window and Adam’s four-by-four outside.’

      A shuddering breath escaped Kay. ‘If she hadn’t turned up––’

      ‘Yeah, but she did, guv – and the paramedics were there really quick. Me and Barnes were on the Sittingbourne Road when we got the shout so we got there within a few minutes, and they turned up just after us.’

      Kay wrapped her arms around her chest while she listened.

      ‘Barnes is at the practice, guv. Stephanie stayed behind – she wanted to help, and Adam’s business partner––’

      ‘Scott.’

      ‘He turned up just as I was leaving to pick you up. Barnes wants me to stay with you while he’s processing the… the scene.’ He clamped his mouth shut, his cheeks flushing. ‘If that’s all right.’

      ‘Thanks,’ she whispered.
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      Detective Sergeant Ian Barnes paced the tiled floor of Turner’s Veterinary Practice and glared at a junior CSI who scurried past in protective booties.

      It wasn’t the woman’s fault – the thief had been well-prepared, with his – or her – hands covered in disposable gloves and their face obscured with a balaclava.

      The chances of finding anything to test against DNA records of prior convictions were rapidly disappearing.

      He picked at the protective gloves covering his hands, the material damp against his warm skin and clinging to his palms while he eyed the computer equipment on the beech-coloured reception desk.

      ‘Whoever did this didn’t seem to be interested in any of that.’

      A female voice jerked him from his thoughts, and he turned as a woman in her fifties approached.

      She gave him a faint smile and handed him a steaming mug of coffee. ‘Thought you could all do with some refreshments. Instant, I’m afraid.’

      ‘Anything else, and they’d start wanting it at the station.’ Barnes winked, taking the hot drink from her. ‘Thanks, Stephanie. How are you holding up?’

      ‘As good as I can be in the circumstances.’ The receptionist’s eyes clouded as she followed his gaze to the desk. ‘They were after the drugs, weren’t they? I-I’ve heard about break-ins at other practices, but you always think it’s the sort of thing that happens to other people… not us.’

      ‘You did the right thing calling us and staying in your car,’ said Barnes.

      Stephanie shuddered. ‘I hate to think what would’ve happened if I’d walked in on them…’

      ‘But you didn’t.’ Barnes turned his back to the computer and frowned. ‘Did you see anyone around when you pulled into the car park earlier?’

      ‘No – the place was deserted save for Adam’s four-by-four. To be honest, I was glad when I saw it – John, my husband, said I was better off leaving my phone here until the morning but a friend of mine had texted me some details about a show she wanted to see in London next month and I couldn’t remember her phone number off the top of my head.’ Her face fell. ‘It seems so silly now in the circumstances – we were going to buy the tickets tonight while they were still half price. I was meant to call her to say I’d go with her.’

      ‘When did you spot the broken window?’

      ‘As I turned into the parking space beside Adam’s. The headlights caught it, and I braked hard because I didn’t want to drive over any glass.’

      ‘And did you call 999 straight away?’

      ‘Yes.’ Her face fell. ‘I felt silly, because I couldn’t hear the alarm going off or anything like that but when they turned up and I handed over my keys, they found Adam. If I hadn’t called them, I might not have guessed he was out the back and injured…’

      She shivered, and Barnes reached out and squeezed her arm.

      ‘But you did call them, and he’s receiving the best care possible.’ He moved to the front door, then turned back.

      ‘How would they have known where the drugs were kept?’ he said.

      ‘They’ve done this before, I assume.’ The receptionist’s brow furrowed. ‘I suppose once they’ve broken into one veterinary practice, they get a feel for where things are. Any drugs are kept away from the consulting rooms, they’re always locked away in that secure cabinet in Adam’s office because we need to account for everything. It’s why our procedures require two signatures when the drugs are prescribed or used in surgery.’

      ‘And that’s all they took?’

      Stephanie flashed him a rueful smile. ‘I imagine they could see the computers aren’t worth much – Adam’s been going on for months about upgrading all of them. And we keep very little cash on the premises, so they wouldn’t be breaking in for that. Everyone pays contactless with their cards these days, don’t they?’

      ‘True.’ Barnes turned at movement from within one of the consulting rooms to see another CSI technician start dusting graphite fingerprint powder over the door frame.

      Stephanie sighed. ‘I’d better start making a list of people we’re going to have to call in the morning to rearrange appointments. I imagine it’s going to take us most of the day to tidy up.’

      ‘Did Phillip take your statement?’

      ‘Yes, and I’ve said I’ll pop in tomorrow to sign it once he’s had a chance to type it up,’ she said. ‘Don’t worry – I know how busy you’re all going to be tonight.’

      ‘That’s what we’re here for.’

      Barnes left the woman to sit at her desk and crossed to where the CSI technician was working.

      ‘Got anything yet, Charlie?’

      The man’s mask wrinkled. ‘Nothing concrete. Smudges here and there, but it looks like whoever did this wore gloves.’

      ‘Of course he did.’ Barnes rolled his eyes.

      ‘At least we have the footage from the security cameras, Sarge.’ PC Phillip Parker scuffed towards him, dropped into one of the plastic seats opposite the reception desk, and tugged plastic covers away from his boots. ‘Scott’s just downloaded the recordings from tonight onto a USB for me.’

      Barnes grunted a reply, then glanced down at his phone screen as it buzzed.

      ‘Is that from Gavin?’

      He glanced up at a soft Lancashire accent to see DC Laura Hanway heading his way, her usual smart business suit replaced with well-worn jeans and a long-sleeve T-shirt with an American college logo emblazoned across the front.

      As soon as she’d heard about the break-in, she’d left her boyfriend watching the TV and eating the remains of the pizza they’d ordered and turned up moments after the ambulance had roared from the car park with Adam inside.

      ‘He’s sent a text,’ he said when she drew closer. ‘Adam’s conscious but they’re keeping him in for observation. Poor bastard’s going to have one hell of a headache for the next few days.’

      Laura wrinkled her nose. ‘I’ll bet he will. He was bloody lucky though, Sarge.’

      ‘That he was.’

      ‘What about Kay? Is she okay?’

      ‘Shocked, obviously. Gavin will take her home after she’s finished talking with the doctors.’ Barnes tucked his phone away and craned his neck to see over his colleague. ‘What’s the latest back there? Phillip said there’s some CCTV footage.’

      ‘I’ll make a start on it first thing in the morning.’

      ‘It’s your day off.’

      She waved his words away. ‘Don’t be daft, Sarge. You lot would do the same for me. I can take a day off when we find the bastards who did this.’
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      The following morning, Kay bit back a yawn and closed the car door, peering at the locksmith’s van parked close to the rear of the veterinary surgery.

      Her alarm had gone off at five o’clock, enough time to give her six hours of sleep after leaving the hospital before making an early morning phone call to Adam’s parents in Canada.

      The conversation had left her wrung out, her nerves fraught from the late-night conversation with the specialist assigned to Adam, and then the sight of her partner swaddled in hospital sheets, his face a motley shade of purples and yellow.

      Yet he was a resilient man – and lucky, according to the doctor treating him.

      She had sat and held Adam’s hand as the specialist had assured her he was out of danger, and that the blow to his head had been a glancing one. It was the effect of his head hitting the tiles that had knocked him out cold – and why he was being kept in for observation for the next two days at least.

      A fresh wind tugged at Kay’s hair after she locked the car and made her way around the locksmith’s van to the open back doors.

      A man bent over a key cutting machine, the high-pitched whine of metal against metal filling the air, tiny sparks flying across the asphalt at his feet. He paused in his work, glanced over his shoulder and nodded.

      ‘Morning,’ she said, and gestured to the keys in his hand. ‘Did they get the whole lot?’

      He shook his head. ‘They don’t think so, but Scott wanted to be on the safe side and change all the locks. Makes sense.’

      ‘True.’ She watched for a moment while he worked, and frowned. ‘I’m Adam’s other half. I heard they took his keys to break into the cabinet.’

      ‘Looks that way – Scott’s asked me to replace that as well but I’ll have to order it in. It’s a specialised piece of equipment.’

      ‘Have you got a business card?’ She shuddered. ‘And could I book you in to replace the locks on our house? I’d hate to think they know where we live, and if all of his keys were taken…’

      ‘Of course.’ The locksmith pulled out his phone and swiped to his calendar. ‘I can fit you in last thing this afternoon if you want. Does four thirty sound all right to you?’

      ‘Perfect.’

      Kay gave him her mobile number and address, then hurried along the side of the building and headed towards the reception doors, which opened automatically as she approached.

      She smiled, recalling Adam spending the money on the innovation so that clients with injured animals could pass through the doors without dropping his patients while trying to negotiate a door handle.

      ‘Kay.’

      Stephanie crossed the brightly lit room and wrapped her into a fierce hug.

      ‘Steph. Are you all right?’

      ‘Am I all right? Of course I am – how on earth is Adam doing?’

      ‘A lot better than when he left here last night.’ Kay broke away. ‘I’ve seen him for a quick visit this morning and he was sitting up in bed. He’s tired, and obviously in a lot of pain but his doctors are pleased with the way things are going in the circumstances. Gavin’s there at the moment taking a formal statement from him.’

      ‘Nothing wrong with his memory, then.’ Stephanie beamed. ‘That’s a relief. We were so worried about him. Will you send him our best when you see him again?’

      ‘I will, thanks.’

      Kay took a step back and cast her gaze around the room, a sinking sensation clutching at her chest.

      Barnes, his team of officers, and the forensic investigators had been thorough, that much was clear.

      The telltale graphite smudges of black fingerprint dust covered the surfaces of every drawer beside Stephanie’s desk, as well as the doors leading from the reception room out into the consulting rooms.

      Beyond those she could hear the steady sweep of glass being brushed away.

      ‘It looks like a bomb site now, but Scott’s phoned a couple of locum vets to help us out while Adam’s on the mend, and we’ll have this place back to normal in no time.’

      Kay nodded in response, lost for words.

      She had attended so many crime scenes in her career, but it slipped her mind how people coped with the devastation to their lives once she and her team were gone. In her detective role, she was often too busy trying to catch the perpetrators of crime to consider the aftermath.

      Stephanie was putting a brave face on the situation, but she noticed the woman’s lips tremble as she reached out for a microfibre cloth and began scrubbing at her desk once more.

      ‘Is Scott out the back?’ Kay managed.

      ‘He is. Hasn’t gone home yet.’ Stephanie wiped at her eyes, and forced a smile. ‘Perhaps he’ll listen to you. We’ve phoned everyone who had non-urgent appointments today, and the emergencies have been sent over to another practice who’ve offered to help us out. Hopefully by tomorrow we’ll be ready to open again.’

      ‘I’ll tell him.’

      She followed the sound of the brush through the left-hand consulting room and out into the real hub of the veterinary practice, a large open room with operating tables and paraphernalia that wouldn’t look out of place in an emergency room in any hospital.

      Pushing away the thought, she made her way over to another doorway, the one leading into Adam’s office.

      Splinters of wood and glass covered the floor, and her throat tightened at the sight of Adam’s chair pushed over on its side, the desk in disarray.

      Scott Mildenhall placed his broom against the plasterwork wall as she entered.

      ‘I should’ve been here, Kay,’ he said, his face distraught. ‘I only left half an hour before they broke in.’

      ‘It’s not your fault, Scott.’

      ‘I can’t help feeling that whoever did this planned the break-in, then panicked when they found out there was someone still here. If I’d have been here too we might have been able to overpower them, or at least chase them off…’

      ‘We’ll do our best to find them.’

      Scott exhaled. ‘You need to, Kay. Those drugs that were stolen – they’re lethal.’

      ‘I guessed they were after the ketamine hydrochloride.’

      ‘That, and the other drugs we use to euthanise animals. It’s why they’re kept in a locked cabinet, and why two of us have to sign them out. We have to keep strict records for anything we do with those drugs.’

      Kay jerked her chin at the empty cabinet. ‘How much was in there?’

      ‘We were fully stocked.’ The vet turned to Adam’s desk and pulled a delivery docket from the top tray. ‘The delivery turned up yesterday.’

      ‘Did Barnes take a copy of this?’

      ‘Yes, along with the contact details of our suppliers.’

      She handed back the docket and ran her gaze over the jagged scarring to the secure cabinet and the neat pile of glass shards Scott had swept up.

      ‘Stephanie said you’ve been here all night.’

      ‘I had to – the place wasn’t secure, and I couldn’t get a locksmith to show up until an hour ago.’ He shot her a rueful smile. ‘She’s been nagging me to go home for the past two hours.’

      ‘She’s right. You need to. I saw the locksmith outside – he’s nearly finished.’

      He pointed out the office window to a range of outdoor pens arranged in a grid pattern at the back of the surgery. ‘I need to check on the animals next – the ones who are boarding with us this week – and then I’ll head off. We’ll open again tomorrow when things have calmed down.’

      ‘I’ll be in touch, Scott. I know Barnes will have everything under control but you know where to find me if you need anything.’

      ‘Thanks, Kay.’

      After making sure Stephanie planned to leave at the same time as Scott, Kay wandered back to her car.

      The locksmith’s van had gone, and the new glass fitted to the bathroom window by the glazier overnight sparkled with polish.

      Opening the car door and resting her hand on the roof, she ran her gaze over the building.

      Adam had invested so much of his life into the practice, into the animals he treated, and into the people he encountered every day.

      It wasn’t just a job to him.

      It was a passion, a calling that he couldn’t ignore.

      She wouldn’t let him down, despite the odds being stacked against her.

      Break-ins at veterinary practices were all too common, and she knew of at least three others in a neighbouring Division within the past year.

      This time though, it was different.

      This time, it was personal.

      Kay bumped her fist on the car roof and swore under her breath.

      She would do all she could to find the thieves before the lethal drugs claimed a victim.

      ‘I’ll get you for this, you bastards.’
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      Kay stood outside the incident room, her heart racing.

      Beyond the closed door, she could hear muffled voices.

      She checked her watch.

      The morning briefing would be in full swing, with everyone who wasn’t out on call or due at court expected to attend.

      She checked over her shoulder at the sound of approaching footsteps, then stood to one side as an administrative assistant she recognised from a previous investigation gave her a slight smile before hurrying through the door, a bundle of documentation cradled between her hands.

      A rumbling voice barked from inside, the familiar baritone of Detective Chief Inspector Devon Sharp issuing orders and organising the investigation team providing her with some comfort.

      Kay exhaled, grateful that her superior officer and mentor had travelled from headquarters at Northfleet to be there.

      As a DCI, he was expected to be on hand to manage the more serious crimes that were committed in the county, and his presence filled her with relief.

      At home, she’d been at a loss what to do, the early hours of the new day stretching out as she’d tossed and turned under the duvet until she’d fallen into a restless sleep, before the alarm woke her.

      Here, she was amongst friends and colleagues who would do all they could to find the man responsible for Adam’s injuries and the drugs theft.

      She squared her shoulders and pushed open the door, noticing the concern etched on her colleagues’ faces before hanging her jacket over the back of her chair and moving towards the whiteboard.

      ‘How’s Adam?’ Sharp broke the silence that filled the space as the administrative assistant handed him a report. ‘Any news?’

      ‘He’s not in danger. Thanks, guv,’ she said, nodding to PC Dave Morrison as he stood and gestured to his seat beside Laura. Sinking into it, she heard the sigh of relief that flittered through the gathered group. ‘His doctor told us this morning that as long as he doesn’t give them any cause for concern over the next forty-eight hours, he can come home.’

      ‘That’s good to hear,’ said Sharp. His eyes sparkled. ‘I take it, then, that we’re going to have to put up with you nagging us about our progress on this one?’

      ‘If you don’t mind, guv.’

      ‘I wouldn’t have expected anything else from you. We’ll have a chat after the briefing. Right – Gavin, you’re up next. What did you get from Adam this morning?’

      Kay opened her notebook as her colleague moved in front of the gathered officers and took his place beside Sharp.

      ‘Guv, Adam confirmed that he was working late after the surgery closed for the afternoon. He said he was behind on a deadline for a journal article, and wanted to email it to the editor before leaving for the day.’ Gavin peered over the stapled document at Kay and gave an apologetic shrug. ‘He said he has a tendency to get distracted at home sometimes.’

      Kay blushed as a ripple of laughter flittered through the assembled officers before they fell silent when Sharp glared at them.

      ‘Adam said that his colleague, Scott, left at six thirty. He was going to be on call that evening, and Adam locked the front doors while Scott was leaving the car park. He confirms that he didn’t see anyone approaching the building, although the beam from the security lights on the front of the surgery only reaches about halfway.’ Gavin turned the page. ‘He reckons if someone was hiding in the shadows, and wasn’t caught in the headlights from Scott’s vehicle as he left, then he wouldn’t have spotted them. It was too dark by then.’

      ‘We’ve made a start on the CCTV footage Scott gave us last night,’ said Barnes. ‘So far, we’ve got nothing but I’ll have someone take another look at the film from that time with a view to honing in on the fringes of the car park in case they spot anything we’ve missed.’

      ‘Thanks, Barnes,’ said Sharp. ‘What did Adam have to say about the break-in and subsequent attack, Gav?’

      ‘He didn’t hear them approach. Reckons he was listening to music while he was working. He said it helps him concentrate.’ Gavin lowered his gaze to the statement. ‘The first thing he knew about anyone else being there was when he heard someone’s shoes squeak on the tiled floor outside his office. He said that scared him, and he turned down the music on his laptop. When he turned around in his seat, there was someone standing behind him wearing a balaclava over his head holding what looked like a broken-off end of a snooker cue – the bit with the handgrip around it.’

      Kay swallowed, feeling the colour drain from her face. She shook her head as Laura rested her hand on her arm, and clenched her jaw as Gavin continued.

      ‘He said he could hear the man breathing heavily, as if he was taken by surprise at Adam being there, but when he started to get up out of his seat and ask him what he was doing, the man swung the weapon at him, and caught the side of his head.’ Gavin lowered the stapled pages. ‘He knows he toppled to the floor, but he doesn’t remember anything after that, not until he came around again in the hospital. He couldn’t even remember us or the paramedics talking to him last night.’

      ‘Does he recall whether there was more than one intruder?’ said Laura.

      ‘He said he only saw the bloke who hit him, and didn’t hear anyone else. That doesn’t mean his attacker was working alone, of course.’

      ‘Thanks, Gavin, and that’s a good point you raise.’ Sharp cleared his throat as Gavin returned to his seat. ‘Does anyone have more information to confirm how the intruder got in? Has the preliminary forensics report come in yet?’

      ‘Not yet, guv,’ said PC Debbie West. ‘I spoke to Harriet half an hour ago and she says it’s on her desk for review and sign-off this morning so she’ll endeavour to email it by lunchtime. However, she says Charlie confirms that they used the small window by the bathroom to get out of the building rather than risk going out the front door once they had Adam’s keys.’

      ‘It’s off to the side so there was less chance of them being seen by anyone,’ said Kay, her voice ragged.

      ‘Makes sense,’ agreed Sharp. ‘Laura – how are you getting on with CCTV footage from roads leading away from the surgery?’

      The young detective raised her voice. ‘We’ve got a list of vehicles using the main road half an hour either side of the attack, and have discounted those belonging to Adam’s employees. We’ll continue to interview the owners of all the other vehicles and identify any we think we should follow up if they give us cause for concern during those conversations. We’ve separated out any obvious commercial vehicles such as buses and liveried vans for the moment, but I won’t eliminate them completely. Not until we’re sure they’re not linked to the assault.’

      ‘Let me know if you need more manpower on that, and I’ll call in some favours with headquarters,’ said Sharp. He rapped his knuckles on the whiteboard. ‘I’ll remind you what we’re dealing with here – some of the most dangerous drugs used in veterinary procedures, including ketamine hydrochloride. Fifteen millimetres of that stuff can knock out a horse cold. If that hits the streets before we catch the perpetrators of this theft then things are going to turn very nasty indeed around here.’

      The investigation team fell quiet as he paced the thin carpet tiles in front of them, and Kay bit her lip when he stopped and ran his gaze over them.

      ‘Given that Adam’s surgery was recently restocked with supplies of those drugs too, we have to assume that this was a targeted attack,’ Sharp said.

      ‘Based on that, guv,’ said Morrison, ‘do you think the intruders were after the drugs, or was this something more personal?’

      Kay shuddered at the memory of another case, and another dangerous criminal who had targeted hers and Adam’s safety.

      ‘That’s something we’re going to have to look into as part of our investigation,’ said Sharp. ‘But what is clear is that someone knew when the most advantageous time would be to risk breaking in. That alone gives me reason to believe the surgery was under surveillance for a while.’

      ‘The vet practice has to keep tight records of every dangerous drug on site, and two vets have to sign out for them every time,’ said Kay. ‘From what Scott was telling me earlier, the thieves took everything. A new delivery was made yesterday afternoon that would’ve lasted the practice a month. They always keep extra in case of emergencies––’

      ‘And if we’ve got a large amount of ketamine rushed out on the local market––’ Sharp rested his hands on his hips and faced the team ‘––it’ll be like a bomb going off.’
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      ‘Kay, a word please.’

      As the group of officers dispersed back to their desks or hurried from the incident room on tasks assigned by Sharp, Kay followed the DCI into a side office and closed the door.

      An old battered wooden desk had been abandoned in one corner, with two chairs placed one on top of the other beside it. Large rectangular archive boxes had been stacked along one wall, all labelled and ready to be transported to the offices of the Crown Prosecution Service as each completed investigation reached the court system.

      ‘Haven’t you claimed this for yourself yet?’ said Sharp with a knowing smile.

      ‘You know me, guv – I’d much rather be out there, in the thick of it.’

      He chuckled, then wandered across to the windowsill and leaned against it. ‘You know what I’m going to say, don’t you?’

      Kay sighed. ‘You don’t want me anywhere near this investigation.’

      ‘Not entirely correct. As much as I need your skills and insights into this one though, it’s not going to pass muster with the Chief Super if she finds out you’re on the roster. Not with such a personal connection to the crime.’

      ‘I can still help. Behind the scenes.’

      Sharp raised an eyebrow. ‘Since when have you ever been able to stay behind the scenes?’

      ‘Who’s leading the investigation?’

      ‘Barnes. He was SIO and first on scene last night, and he’s capable.’ Sharp narrowed his eyes at her. ‘I figured if I put him in charge, you wouldn’t mind him taking the lead on this rather than some unknown DI from Northfleet.’

      ‘He’s a good choice, guv.’ Kay looked away. She took a deep breath before her gaze found Sharp once more. ‘But he’d appreciate an extra pair of hands, I’m sure. Even if I just helped with some of the interviews, maybe some of the analysis work. Laura and Phillip will need a hand with all the CCTV footage they’ve got to go through, too.’

      ‘And what about Adam?’

      ‘I’ve got to do something, guv. They won’t let me visit the hospital outside of normal visiting hours, and if I have to mope around at home, I’m going to stress out about what could have happened to him last night, and whether I could be doing something proactive about the investigation instead of sitting on my arse.’

      Sharp’s eyes softened. ‘What about when he comes home?’

      ‘Then I’ll have a chat with his doctor to find out what arrangements I need to make. Adam’s not going anywhere for the next two days, guv – not until they know there won’t be any complications, and when he gets home I can work remotely, can’t I?’ Kay pushed herself from the chair, joining him at the window overlooking the car park to the rear of the police station. Taking a deep breath, she hugged her arms around her stomach and turned to Sharp. ‘I’m scared, guv. I’m scared that whoever did this gets away with it. Because if they do, they’ll do it again. They’ll be back, and they’ll target Adam’s surgery. You know as well as I do that’s what happens in cases like these. He might not be so lucky next time.’

      After a moment he inclined his head. ‘I’ll tell the Chief Super you’re working on something else but that your name might appear in some of the paperwork about the break-in at Adam’s surgery, given your connection and that we expect to be able to ask you about the layout of the place and other matters from time to time. That’s as much as I’m willing to compromise, Kay.’

      ‘Thanks, guv.’ She smiled. ‘And don’t worry, I won’t give her any cause to suspect I’m involved in the investigation.’

      The detective chief inspector rolled his eyes as he pushed away from the sill. ‘You’d better not. All right, let’s go and find Barnes before you head back to the hospital this afternoon. He was going to speak to some of the local drugs charities to ask them to keep their ears open about any new supplies becoming available – I don’t think he’s gone yet.’

      Barnes was leaning against a desk facing the door when Sharp opened it, his arms folded and a grin plastered across his face as Kay emerged.

      ‘I told you she wouldn’t take no for an answer, guv.’
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      Gavin yanked the handbrake before resting his hand on the steering wheel while he stared through the windscreen at the low-slung building in front of him.

      He closed his eyes for a moment, a deep-set weariness seeping through him despite the half-empty can of energy drink in the holder beside him.

      After driving Kay to the hospital last night, he had waited while she first spoke with the consultant assigned to Adam then disappeared into the bowels of the hospital to see her partner.

      Two hours later, she had emerged bleary-eyed and pale.

      They’d driven back to Maidstone in silence, Kay falling asleep by the time he shot past the junction for Leeds Castle, and when he pulled into her driveway she had stumbled from the car, thanking him profusely.

      At two o’clock in the morning he finally reached home, waking a scant few hours later to make sure he reached the incident room ready to begin the investigation.

      He didn’t expect to be told that he would be co-managing it.

      His chest tightened at the thought.

      Of course, he knew he would be able to seek guidance from Kay or Barnes when he needed it, but with Sharp’s instructions that Kay was to be sidelined from the investigation for the most part, the responsibility weighed on him.

      He also knew that the odds were stacked against him.

      Break-ins like the one at Adam’s practice were becoming more and more frequent as the demand for cheap highs grew and drug dealers’ supplies from Europe were strangled – ironically by the same bureaucracy that tied up many of the country’s less nefarious imports now that it was no longer a part of a common market.

      He shook his head, opened his eyes and took a final swig from the soft drink can before shoving open the door and climbing out.

      A sign above the pedestrian entrance to the left of the warehouse portion of the unit was ambiguous in nature, and as he paused underneath it to press the button on a security panel, Gavin realised that nothing about the place gave any indication as to its purpose.

      A scratching static-laden crunch sounded through the speaker above the call button and a man’s voice filtered through.

      ‘Can I help you?’

      ‘Detective Constable Gavin Piper, here to see Marion Blanchett.’

      ‘Thank you – please push the door when you hear the buzzing noise and follow the passageway along to reception.’

      Gavin did as the voice bade him, the door swishing closed in his wake.

      His shoes echoed off the tiled floor as he made his way along the corridor, and he slowed to take in the various media articles and awards framed and hanging on the walls.

      After a moment, he emerged into a brightly lit reception area hugging a central staircase that wound upward to an open mezzanine level of offices.

      A man looked over a computer screen and waved him forward. ‘Detective Piper, if you could sign the visitors’ log, I’ll let Ms Blanchett know you’re here.’

      Gavin signed the page with a flourish, noted the time next to his signature and took the security pass the receptionist held out.

      ‘Did you find us okay?’ he said.

      ‘I’ll admit, I got lost and took a wrong turn,’ said Gavin with a sheepish smile. ‘This place is hard to find.’

      ‘That’s the idea, Detective Piper, given the sort of drugs we develop and produce.’

      He turned at the sound of the voice to see a woman in a pewter-coloured trouser suit descending the stairs towards him.

      She held out her hand in greeting as she crossed the reception area, her grip warm and firm.

      ‘I’m Marion Blanchett, Chief Executive Officer.’

      ‘Thanks for your time this morning, Ms Blanchett.’

      ‘Marion, please. Would you come this way? We can talk in the conference room. Tea or coffee?’

      ‘I’m fine, thanks.’

      ‘Okay, good. Peter – would you hold all my calls for this morning?’ she said, glancing at the man behind the reception desk. ‘I have some paperwork I need to review after my meeting.’

      The receptionist held up his hand in acknowledgement before Gavin turned to follow the CEO up the stairs and through a set of double doors.

      The conference room contained a large oval glass and metal table that could seat twelve, and a variety of video conferencing equipment along one wall that included the largest television screen he’d ever seen.

      Marion saw him staring and smiled. ‘We have eight board members and four executives, myself included, so if even half of us are calling in remotely, it can get a little crowded on a small screen. Please, take a seat.’

      Gavin sank into one of the plush leather chairs nearest to him and extracted his notebook and pen from his jacket pocket. ‘Thanks for seeing me at short notice.’

      ‘Not a problem.’ Marion moved around the table until she was opposite him, then sat and folded her hands in front of her. ‘You said this was regarding a theft from a veterinary practice last night?’

      ‘A break-in, yes. The owner, Adam Turner, was injured and is currently in hospital with head injuries.’ Gavin paused, wrote the date at the top of a fresh page and then raised his head. ‘He’s lucky – they’re not life-threatening.’

      Marion exhaled. ‘That’s good to hear. How is my company involved though?’

      ‘According to the records we were given, the majority of the drugs taken were supplied by you. We’re keen to find out whether your delivery driver was monitored prior to going to the practice yesterday afternoon.’

      ‘Do you think the theft was planned to coincide with a new delivery?’

      ‘That’s one of our lines of enquiry, yes.’

      The CEO sat back in her chair and ran a finger over the leather desk planner in front of her. ‘That’s a worrying thought, detective.’

      ‘Which company do you use for the deliveries?’

      ‘We don’t – we used to, but the costs involved became too much and so about four years ago we started employing our own drivers. We have eight of them servicing the local area and as far as Hampshire to the west and Bedfordshire going north. All of those drivers are subject to police checks prior to their employment and we conduct regular drug and alcohol checks for all of our staff here, too.’

      ‘Have you ever had a theft from one of your vehicles in the past? I couldn’t find anything in the system.’

      Marion shook her head. ‘We haven’t, no. It’s virtually impossible. You’ve seen the vehicles used to deliver cash to banks?’

      Gavin nodded.

      ‘Well, ours are designed the same way, except that unlike the security companies we don’t have our livery displayed on the side. That way, the vehicles don’t stand out when parked outside veterinary practices.’ Marion leaned back in her seat, warming to her subject. ‘We also fit the vehicles with CCTV and an emergency call button. There have been too many instances of deliveries like ours being hijacked over the past few years for us to take any risks.’

      After updating his notes, Gavin frowned. ‘What do those CCTV cameras capture? I mean, would they pick up a vehicle that was following?’

      ‘They would – one of the cameras is fixed to the rear of the vehicle, very much like a reversing camera on your normal family car. There’s another in the back, where the drugs are kept in a temperature-controlled environment.’

      ‘Would it be possible for us to have copies of the footage from the vehicles used to make deliveries to Turner’s Veterinary Practice over, say, the past two months?’

      ‘I don’t see why not. I’ll have to ask our IT manager to sort it out, but I would imagine we could have something to you by the end of the week.’ Marion sighed. ‘Honestly, anything we can do to help you, detective, we will. These sorts of thefts are becoming more and more prevalent, and it’s only a matter of time before someone gets killed, isn’t it?’

      Gavin snapped his notebook shut and stood. ‘Unfortunately, I think you’re right. It’s why we’re determined to put a stop to whoever’s doing this, and arrest whoever assaulted Adam.’
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      Kay paused beside the entrance into the main hospital ward, squirted antiseptic hand gel from a dispenser fixed to the wall and worked it into her hands while peering through the glass panels set into the thick double doors.

      The room was divided into two rows of beds either side of a central tiled walkway, along which three nurses strode purposefully between their patients. The window blinds at the far end were pulled down, shutting out a night sky that was clouded over with heavy rainfall.

      Halfway along the left-hand row of six beds, a portable set of blue curtains were positioned around one of the patients, shielding him from view.

      As Kay pushed open the door, one of the nurses looked up from her conversation with an older woman in a bed to Kay’s right.

      ‘I’m looking for Adam Turner,’ she murmured.

      ‘Fourth bed on the left,’ came the reply before the nurse turned her attention back to her patient.

      Kay thanked her and walked the short stretch of tiles to the curtained-off bed.

      A doctor emerged from behind the curtains and spoke to the nearest nurse, both women’s heads bowed as they whispered.

      ‘Everything all right?’ said Kay as she drew close.

      She recognised the doctor as one of those who had treated Adam the night before and battened down the spike in her heart rate as the woman turned to her.

      ‘Mrs Turner––’

      ‘Hunter.’

      ‘Ms Hunter, good to see you.’ The doctor smiled. ‘Nothing to worry about. Adam is showing good signs of recovery from his head trauma, although he’s suffering from bouts of nausea. We’re keeping a close eye on him, and I’m pleased with the test results from earlier this afternoon. We’re keeping him hydrated at the moment until he can stomach some food, and he has pain relief to help with his headaches as well.’

      Kay exhaled, letting out some of the stress building up in her chest and shoulders. ‘Is it okay if I see him?’

      ‘Of course.’ The doctor stepped to one side and pulled back the edge of the curtain. ‘My colleagues are just outside if you need one of us.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Adam was propped up in bed with his arms resting on the blanket and sheet that covered him, his bare arms sticking out from a spot-patterned white hospital gown. A plastic tube protruded from the back of his left hand, and a small sticking plaster covered the injection site.

      Beside him, a clear fluid hung from a hook attached to a stainless steel frame while liquid dripped down a plastic line and into the tube.

      Bruising covered the right-hand side of his face – ugly purple and red hues that stretched over his eye socket and jawline. More bruising spread out from under surgical tape that covered the bridge of his nose. His right eyelid sagged, but not enough to cover the blood-streaked green iris that gazed back at her.

      He winked with his left eye, then grimaced.

      ‘Ouch.’

      ‘Adam…’

      Kay rushed to the bed as he reached out his right hand, gripped her fingers between his and pulled her to him.

      ‘I’m better than I was last night. Don’t cry.’

      She sniffed and blinked away tears.

      Anger, frustration, fear – everything she’d been holding back from her colleagues all day crept to the surface and threatened to overwhelm her as she stroked his hair.

      ‘Are they telling me the truth? Are you going to be okay?’

      He nodded, biting back a yelp and closed his eyes. ‘I will be, if I can remember not to make any sudden movements.’

      ‘The doctor said you’re feeling sick.’

      He managed a smile. ‘Don’t worry – I’m sure I’ll be eating like a horse again in a few days’ time.’ He opened his eyes and squeezed her hand. ‘It’s concussion. Apparently it happens when you get whacked over the head and then smash your face on the floor of your office.’

      ‘Gavin said you told him this morning you didn’t hear them break in.’

      ‘No, but then I had music playing at the time. I thought it’d help me concentrate better. I turned it down when I… I don’t know – I kind of sensed something wasn’t right. I thought I heard something, because then I heard movement behind me.’ He lowered his gaze. ‘I can’t remember anything else.’

      ‘That’s natural, given what you’ve been through.’

      Kay gave him a moment, knowing from experience that victims of trauma needed time to process what had happened to them, but fighting an overwhelming sense of anger that it had happened to Adam, of all people.

      He was the most gentle person she’d ever known, always putting the animals in his care first, and treating them and their owners with dignity. At home, he was a loving partner, her rock, her confidant.

      ‘I’m going to find whoever did this to you.’ She gritted her teeth. ‘And when I do, I’m going to make them pay for this.’

      He reached out and tilted her chin so he could look her in the eye. ‘Don’t put yourself in danger, Kay. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

      ‘I won’t.’

      ‘Promise me.’

      ‘I promise.’ She picked at a loose thread on the blanket beside her. ‘I went to see Scott this morning. Stephanie said he’d stayed at the practice all night. She did, too. They’re planning to re-open tomorrow.’

      Adam laid back against his pillow, his right eyelid drooping. ‘Christ, of all the weeks. We had so many emergencies come in yesterday we were behind on everything else anyway. And now this.’

      Kay ran her fingers over the back of his arm. ‘They seemed to have everything under control. Stephanie called in a few favours with other practices for the non-urgent work, and there was a locksmith working while I was there. I got him to come around and change the locks on the house too before I came here, just in case.’

      ‘I’ll need to speak to Scott and work through the rest of the month’s appointments with him.’ Adam tried to raise himself up, then turned grey. ‘Oh, that’s not good.’

      The curtain flicked back and a nurse peered in. ‘Still feeling sick?’

      ‘Yes,’ he mumbled.

      ‘More rest,’ she said, her movements efficient as she pushed back the curtain and strode to the bag of fluids, checking the contents before turning to them both. She aimed a pointed glare at Kay. ‘Plenty of rest.’

      ‘I’m on my way,’ said Kay, standing as she squeezed Adam’s fingers once more.

      ‘Tell Scott to phone me.’ Adam gripped her hand. ‘We’ll work through the appointments together and I can give him a hand from next week. I should be out of here the day after next, anyway.’

      The nurse gave a mirthless chuckle.

      ‘You’re not going back to work for at least two weeks. When you walk out through those doors, Adam Turner, I don’t want to see you back here, do you understand?’

      Kay shot her a thankful smile as Adam’s gaze moved from her to the nurse and back.

      ‘Looks like I don’t have a choice,’ he said. ‘I’m outnumbered, aren’t I?’
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      Margaret Swinton stalked towards the payment machines at the far end of the shopping centre, her jaw set.

      Loud cheery music pumped through speakers above her head, jarring her frayed nerves.

      Joining the queue to pay for car parking, she glared at a toddler bawling beside his harried mother, then reached into her purse and pulled out her ticket.

      She scowled, her resentment at the increased tariffs set by the council that week adding to the mounting anger that tightened her chest when she realised only one of the two parking machines was working, and that she still hadn’t got around to installing the parking app on her phone as her husband had suggested.

      She didn’t know what she was going to tell him when she got home, but she knew she wouldn’t regret telling the po-faced solicitor she’d worked for these past eight years where he could stick his job.

      Especially after promoting a young upstart administrative assistant to the role of his personal secretary, despite her lack of experience, and despite the fact that Margaret had fulfilled the role for the past six months after the last one quit.

      Even then, she had the decency to wait until everyone else left the office for the day before confronting him on the off-chance he would change his mind.

      He hadn’t, and so it was half past six before she finally walked out.

      For good.

      The people in front of her shuffled forward, and she exhaled as the toddler and his mother disappeared through the fire exit door leading to the lifts, the child’s tantrum echoing off the concrete walls.

      She checked her watch.

      Almost seven, and all but the roof top space of the car park would be closing for the night.

      The man in front of her fumbled his loose change, dropping coins to the tiled floor with a jangle. Margaret stooped to scoop up the two pound coins that tumbled next to her feet, and handed them over with an exasperated sigh.

      The man’s smile faded, his words of thanks dying on his lips at the glare she gave him.

      Finally, it was her turn.

      A few stabs at the buttons and she was done, wondering why it took everyone else so long to conduct such a simple transaction while she hurried towards the doors to the lifts.

      Her heart sank as she entered the wide corridor and took in the mother and toddler that waited beside two other people with laden shopping trolleys and bags.

      ‘One of the lifts is out,’ said a man nearest to her, and smiled apologetically as if it were his fault.

      Margaret glared at him, then pushed past and ignored the surprised grunts and muttered comments as she elbowed her way over to the stairs.

      ‘Some of you could use the exercise,’ she snapped.

      Her lips curled at the chewing gum glued to the end of the bannister before she began to climb, her nose wrinkling at the overpowering stench of bleach permeating the stairwell.

      It was only five floors to where her car waited on the rooftop.

      By the time Margaret reached the uppermost floor, sweat prickled under her bra straps and she was breathing heavily.

      The rooftop parking spaces were mostly empty at the far end, with the majority of commuters having left an hour or so ago, and any customers for the gym downstairs preferring to cluster near the lifts.

      A cold mist crept across the concrete surface, shrouding abandoned shopping trolleys and coating her shoulders with fine droplets.

      She glared at the outline of her car in the distance, ruing the fact that she had got stuck in morning traffic and couldn’t park in her usual space on the second floor.

      A frown furrowed her brow as she drew closer, her pace slowing as she realised someone was standing beside the driver’s door, their back turned to her.

      She paused, rummaged in her bag for her keys and balled her fist around them.

      Jim told her that a good self-defence tactic was to hold them with the keys sticking out between her knuckles, despite the risk she might break her fingers if she tried to punch someone like that.

      Nevertheless, a boldness overcame her as she strode towards her car.

      ‘Can I help you?’ she called.

      Closer now, she saw that the figure was a woman – a slight thing whose outline waxed and waned in the swirling mist.

      Whoever she was, she didn’t turn around and Margaret wondered for a moment if the mist had dulled her words.

      There was still at least fifty metres between them, and as she reached a bay of trolleys stored in a neat row, she raised her voice.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      The woman’s hair was wet, clinging to the thin shirt she wore. Her left hand rested on the top of a small leather bag, its strap across her body emphasising her skinny waist and shoulders.

      Then her head twitched as if she had woken from a dream.

      She staggered against the car and then stumbled towards the concrete parapet that ran the length of the rooftop.

      Margaret froze, her throat dry.

      What’s she doing?

      The woman reached out for the steel mesh safety fencing, the glow from the streetlights below illuminating her stained skirt and bare feet.

      She had soiled herself at some point but seemed oblivious to it while she dragged herself up.

      The breeze caught her straggly blonde hair, obscuring her face as she crawled over the mesh and then stretched out her arms.

      Margaret started to run.

      ‘No, no – wait – don’t!’

      She ran, her screams ringing out in the evening air before the woman’s body pitched over the edge.
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      Ian Barnes scrawled his name onto a clipboard held by a uniformed female constable, then lowered his head under the crime scene tape she raised.

      The blue and white plastic cordon snapped back into place as he hurried towards the base of the multi-storey car park.

      A small crowd of uniformed officers and protective suit-clad CSIs milled back and forth beside a white tent, its outline stark against the gloom of a service alleyway for the shopping centre.

      The earlier mist had turned to drizzle, a fine rain that clung to his trousers and ran in rivulets over the shoulders of his waterproof jacket.

      He spotted Laura talking to PC Aaron Stewart and headed over to where they stood beside a second cordon that separated them from the white tent.

      ‘What happened?’ he said as he drew closer.

      In response, Laura pointed to the top level of the car park and peered out from under the hood of her coat. ‘A woman fell from the rooftop.’

      ‘Suspicious, or a suicide?’

      ‘We don’t believe anyone else was involved, Sarge…’

      ‘But?’

      ‘There was a witness who says she thinks the victim might’ve been stoned or something.’

      ‘Bloody hell.’ Barnes craned his neck up to the rooftop, and saw two CSIs working beside the concrete parapet. ‘What do we know about the victim – anything?’

      ‘She had a small handbag strapped over her body,’ said Stewart. ‘The sort of thing my daughters take to gigs or out nightclubbing. Most of the contents spilled out when she hit the ground so Harriet’s team are searching for anything that might relate to her.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘There’s so much litter and crap down here, it’s taking a while. We did find a purse with a driver’s licence, though. Her name’s Felicity Gregor. Lives at an address in Wrotham Heath.’

      ‘Shit.’ Barnes lowered his gaze, his brow furrowing.

      ‘Do you know her, Sarge?’ said Laura.

      ‘I know of her. Her father is Peter Gregor. He’s the bloke who’s rumoured to be launching his campaign next month to be voted in as the next Police and Crime Commissioner.’

      ‘Oh.’ She frowned.

      ‘Be warned, Hanway – this one could get political.’ He turned to Stewart. ‘How old was she?’

      ‘According to her driving licence she was twenty-two, Sarge.’

      ‘Anyone spoken to the next of kin?’

      ‘I’ve sent two officers over to the address five minutes ago, Sarge. They’ll speak to the parents if they’re there, otherwise they’ll report back to me and we’ll try to trace them before any media find out about this.’

      ‘Thanks, Aaron. What about the witness?’

      Laura flipped open her notebook. ‘Margaret Swinton. Fifty-three, lives in Otham. She stayed at work late and was returning to her car when she saw the victim standing beside it. She says she called out to her, thinking she was trying to break into it. She says the woman turned away from her, climbed over the parapet and just… well, she just launched herself over the edge.’

      Barnes swallowed. ‘No chance of talking her out of it?’

      ‘Not by the sounds of it, Sarge. She didn’t get a chance. One minute, the woman was crawling over the safety fence, the next she was gone.’

      ‘And she’s sure she stepped over without saying anything?’

      ‘If she did, Sarge, Mrs Swinton didn’t hear.’

      ‘What about a suicide note? Anything?’

      ‘Nothing up there.’ Stewart jerked his thumb towards the rooftop car park. ‘Mind you, it could’ve blown away in this weather.’

      ‘Harriet’s team haven’t found a note near the body either,’ Laura added.

      He turned as the tent flap rustled and the Home Office pathologist emerged, lowering his mask after he negotiated the cordon.

      ‘I’ll arrange to do the post mortem tomorrow morning,’ Lucas Anderson said by way of greeting. ‘We might be able to deduce what she took – if anything.’

      ‘What’re the chances of that?’ said Barnes. ‘Some of the drugs around these days can disappear within a matter of hours.’

      The pathologist shrugged. ‘I can only do my best, Ian. I’ll warn you now, the laboratory results are backed up for weeks as well.’

      Barnes groaned.

      ‘Ian!’

      He turned at the voice to see Harriet emerging from the tent.

      The CSI lead crossed to the cordon and held up a small sealed plastic bag in her gloved hands.

      A pale-coloured powder was sealed inside, smudged into one corner.

      ‘Where did you find that?’ said Barnes.

      ‘Tucked into her bra.’ Harriet turned the bag between her fingers.

      Laura took a step back and peered up at the parapet. ‘So she might have been as high as a kite when she went over after all.’

      ‘Okay, Aaron – get that logged into evidence. Until we have confirmation what this substance is, we’ll interview all of Felicity’s acquaintances, work colleagues, family, the lot. One of them might be able to tell us where she bought this stuff.’ Barnes jerked his chin at Laura. ‘Has anyone checked her social media profiles yet?’

      She held up her phone in response. ‘Most of her accounts are set to private, except for this one – looks like she’s involved in some sort of interior design business.’

      Barnes squinted at the grid layout of photographs showing artistically-arranged rooms and huffed under his breath. ‘In the morning, arrange to get access to all of her other profiles, and find out how much involvement she has with this account. Have Andy Grey over at digital forensics get involved with that – we’re going to be busy enough as it is.’

      ‘Will do, Sarge.’ Laura tucked her phone away and then watched as two men entered the white tent carrying a stretcher. ‘What a waste of a life.’

      Barnes peered at the pale broken face of the woman lying on the concrete inside the tent flap and sighed.

      ‘You’re not wrong there, Hanway. Maybe we can find out where it all went wrong for her.’
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      When Kay walked into the incident room the next morning, she was taken aback at the number of officers that were present.

      ‘All of this for a break-in, Ian?’ she said as she switched on her computer and sat opposite Barnes.

      He peered over his reading glasses at her, then handed over a stapled report. ‘You wish. No – a woman fell from the top of the multi-storey car park last night. Turns out it was Peter Gregor’s daughter, Felicity.’

      ‘Shit.’ Kay snatched the report from his hand and scanned the pages. ‘Has he been told?’

      ‘Harry Davis broke the news to him and his wife just before ten o’clock last night. He tracked them down to a private dinner party at Gregor’s golf club.’

      ‘Does Sharp know?’

      ‘I called him as soon as we found out who she was,’ he said. ‘He phoned ten minutes ago to say the traffic’s horrendous coming from Gravesend but he wants to attend this morning’s briefing, so we’re just waiting for him before we start.’

      ‘What happened?’

      She frowned as Barnes brought her up to date while she scanned through the report. When he finished, she shook her head with a sigh and handed it back.

      ‘Any idea what she took?’

      ‘Not yet. The post mortem’s been scheduled for one o’clock today, so we might have some more news after that.’

      Kay eyed the emails on her screen, bit her lip and then made up her mind. ‘Do you mind if I tag along for the PM? I might have some thoughts on what Lucas finds out.’

      ‘By all means. Harriet found a packet of powder tucked into Felicity’s bra, so they’ll have to run the usual tests to confirm what it is if Lucas can’t tell us.’

      ‘That could take a while.’

      ‘That’s what she said, although I can’t help feeling once Gregor contacts the Chief Constable this morning we’ll be told to do whatever we can to find out what it is, and where those drugs came from.’

      ‘I’ll bet.’ Kay looked over her shoulder as the door to the incident room swung open and Sharp stalked towards them, his attention on his mobile phone while he glared at the screen.

      ‘Morning, guv,’ said Barnes.

      ‘Ian, Kay.’ Sharp tucked his phone into his jacket pocket and jutted his chin at the paperwork strewn across the detective sergeant’s desk. ‘I’ve already had the Chief Superintendent on the phone twice this morning, and she and the Chief Constable expect an update when I get back to Northfleet this morning. Shall we start the briefing?’

      ‘Yes, guv.’

      Kay followed the two men over to a second whiteboard that someone had installed at the front of the incident room, and bit her lip as she noticed the board relating to the break-in at the vet surgery had been pushed to one side.

      It was the natural balance of investigations, nothing more, but her promise to Adam the night before niggled at her conscience.

      If the whole team was now turning their focus to Felicity’s death because her father was a political candidate who would determine all of their futures if he was elected in a few years’ time, then any momentum leading to the arrest of the ketamine thief would be quickly lost.

      Sharp’s voice cut through her thoughts and she leaned against the wall beside Gavin as the briefing started.

      ‘What sort of progress has there been since we spoke last night, Ian?’

      ‘We’ve been given a list of friends from Felicity’s social media accounts by Andy Grey and his team over at digital forensics – her laptop computer was still at her parents’ house and they handed that over last night,’ Barnes said. ‘We’ll start interviewing the ones who appear to have known her the longest, on the basis they’re less likely to be just passing acquaintances. That way, they might be able to shed some light on how she got involved with the drugs.’

      ‘Unless one of them is the person who supplied them,’ said Sharp. ‘Tread carefully, Ian – you know as well as I do that they’ll lie through their teeth to you if they think it’ll save them a criminal record. What about the toxicology testing?’

      ‘It could be a while before we get the results, guv, unless––’

      ‘Point taken. I’ll escalate it and see what favours I can call in to get those tests done sooner.’

      ‘Thanks, guv.’

      Sharp gestured to the second whiteboard.

      ‘Where are we with the break-in at the vets?’

      Gavin raised his hand. ‘Guv, I spoke with the CEO from the drugs company yesterday, and she’s arranging to send me CCTV footage from the vehicles that made deliveries to Adam’s practice in the two months leading up to the theft. That way, I’m hoping we might be able to see any indication that the vehicles were followed to get a feel for the driver’s habits.’ He paused and jerked his thumb towards Laura. ‘We’ll be back looking at the CCTV images this morning. So far, we’ve eliminated anyone Scott and Stephanie have identified as known clients – a lot of these people have been coming back to the vets over the years with their pets so it’s narrowed the list a bit.’

      ‘How many more names have you got to work through?’

      ‘About twenty-five, guv – those include any walk-ins over the past three weeks, people whose dogs got sick while they were on holiday in the area, that sort of thing. We’ll arrange with uniform for them to phone anyone who lives outside the area today to narrow down the list further, then start interviewing the leftovers as soon as possible.’

      Kay exhaled, and shot a smile at her colleague, grateful that he was taking on the role of SIO for the vet surgery theft while Barnes’s focus was on Felicity’s death.

      Gavin winked when he caught her eye, then turned his attention back to Sharp as he handed over the briefing to Barnes.

      ‘Okay, tasks for today on the Felicity Gregor case,’ said the detective sergeant, running his gaze down the agenda from the HOLMES2 database. ‘Dave and Phillip, could you make a start on her emails that Andy’s sent over? Flag anything that warrants a closer look, and we’ll go from there. Laura – please could you work with uniform and speak to Felicity’s friends from the list we’ve made. Most of them are local, and it looks like she’s known two or three of them since leaving school.’

      Barnes paused and folded the agenda in half. ‘I’ll interview Peter Gregor and his wife with Kay this morning prior to the post mortem to find out what they might know about Felicity’s friends and associates, with a view to working out where she might’ve obtained the drugs and whether they noticed any change in their daughter over the past few days.’

      Kay nodded in response, grateful that she now had something to do rather than worry about what was going on with the break-in investigation she’d been sidelined from.

      As Barnes worked his way around the gathered group of officers, issuing tasks and orders, she felt an elbow in her side and glanced sideways at Gavin.

      His mouth quirked before he lowered his voice.

      ‘Careful, guv. He’ll be after your job at this rate.’

      Kay lowered her gaze to her feet and stifled a snort. ‘Don’t be daft. Pia would kill him.’
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      Kay shifted the car into the slip lane and glanced across at Barnes after slowing behind an articulated truck.

      ‘We’re just coming up for the Wrotham Heath junction – where’s the house?’

      He peered through the windscreen, then back to his notes. ‘Left at the roundabout, guv. Then right at the traffic lights. Their house is on Windmill Hill, up on the left near the top.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Barnes held up the profile Debbie West had collated for them and exhaled. ‘She’s almost the same age as my Emma. What a bloody waste…’

      ‘Anything useful in there?’

      ‘Isobel, her mother, told Harry last night that Felicity’s been self-employed for the past eighteen months after her online interior design social media account took off.’ Barnes held up a screen capture displaying the woman’s account and neat grid patterns of impossibly tidy bedrooms and living areas. ‘Prior to that, she was working on the checkout at one of the local supermarkets after doing her A-levels.’

      ‘And she makes a living from that account?’

      ‘Looks like it. Nothing on the Companies House website though, so she’s probably still operating as a sole trader.’ Barnes tucked the paperwork away while Kay turned off the A20 and onto Windmill Hill. ‘From what Debbie’s notes say, Felicity earns money from people asking her to feature their products on her profile, and she’s probably also earning money through affiliated links and the like on her profile page and her website blog posts. Then there’s the actual interior design work, of course.’

      Kay frowned, slowing as she approached the Gregors’ house on the left-hand side of the winding lane. ‘How many followers has she got on that account?’

      ‘Seventy-five thousand. I checked.’

      ‘Bloody hell.’

      She found a parking space in a gravelled lay-by opposite the detached red-brick property and looked in the door mirror at the front of the house.

      ‘Okay, given that we know Peter Gregor could be our next Commissioner, my advice is to start this one carefully, Ian. Gauge how he reacts to being questioned and take it from there.’

      ‘It’s going to be a shock for them if they didn’t know she was taking drugs,’ he said, opening his door and shrugging his suit jacket over his shoulders while she locked the car. ‘I can’t imagine that’s going to go down well no matter how you phrase it.’

      ‘Exactly.’ She shot him a rueful smile as they crossed the road. ‘Good job I’m not after another promotion, right?’

      Pushing open a waist-high wrought-iron gate set into a low stone wall, Kay rang the bell and took a moment to settle her breathing.

      ‘Here we go,’ Barnes murmured at the sound of a latch lifting on the other side of the door.

      Kay straightened her shoulders as a man opened it, his eyes swollen with grief.

      Peter Gregor was an imposing figure, some four inches taller than Kay and thickset. His greying moustache twitched at the sight of the two detectives on his doorstep, and then he stood to one side.

      ‘Susan said to expect a visit,’ he said gruffly. ‘You’d best come through to the sitting room – Isobel’s in there.’

      Kay noted Gregor’s use of Chief Superintendent Greensmith’s first name and followed him through a door to the left of the staircase, her eyes adjusting to the gloom of the Grade II listed property with its oak-panelled walls.

      Interviewing victims’ families was never an easy task and one of the more unpleasant ones, but it was essential to every investigation. It helped humanise the person in her mind and open up avenues of inquiry she and her colleagues could follow.

      And yet at the back of her mind was the nagging thought that she would be judged on how she approached the next few moments for the rest of her career if she got it wrong.

      As she entered the sitting room, a woman rose from a three-seater leather sofa at the far end beside an open fireplace, her slight frame swaddled in a long cardigan that reached past her knees.

      ‘My wife, Isobel,’ said Gregor. He indicated two leather armchairs opposite the sofa. ‘Have a seat.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Kay introduced herself and Barnes to Isobel, and then extracted her notebook and pen from her bag. It gave her a moment to take in her surroundings and steal a surreptitious glance at Felicity’s parents.

      Both were showing the strain from the events of the previous evening, and she wondered if either of them had managed to sleep since returning from their golf club.

      She suspected not.

      ‘Thank you for your time this morning,’ Barnes began. ‘I’m very sorry for your loss.’

      Gregor inclined his head and gestured for him to continue.

      ‘I realise we’re imposing upon you at a very difficult time,’ said Barnes, ‘and some of my questions might be perceived as insensitive. I want you to understand that everything I’m going to ask you is for good reason. I want to understand what happened to Felicity as much as you, and I hope that by doing so we can provide some answers as to why she died in such tragic circumstances.’

      Isobel sniffed and wiped at her eyes. ‘We both know you have a job to do. It’s why Peter wants to contribute in future through the role as Commissioner, but also why I can assure you we’ll answer all of your questions as best we can.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Barnes clasped his hands in his lap. ‘Tell me about Felicity – what was she like as a daughter?’

      ‘Happy, confident, fun to be around…’ Gregor’s voice broke, and he reached for his wife’s hand. ‘She was our only child, so I suppose we did spoil her – especially after…’

      ‘…Our son, Tristan, died when he was three,’ said Isobel. ‘Complications from meningitis.’

      ‘I’m so sorry to hear that,’ said Kay.

      An ache rose in her chest as she looked at the two people opposite her, their heartbreak palpable. In the silence that followed their words, she heard the sonorous chime of a large clock somewhere else in the house, its notes echoing along the hallway to where they sat.

      Barnes cleared his throat. ‘We didn’t find a suicide note with Felicity, so we’re wondering whether she gave you any cause for concern these past weeks. Did she seem depressed, or worried about anything?’

      ‘No, nothing like that at all,’ said Isobel vehemently. ‘She had her ups and downs like any of us, but she would never take her own life…’

      ‘Tristan’s death affected us all,’ Gregor added. ‘Felicity was seven when he died and was devastated to lose her younger brother. She wouldn’t knowingly add to our pain.’

      ‘There’s no easy way to tell you this,’ said Barnes. ‘A small bag containing a powdered substance was found tucked within Felicity’s clothing last night, leading us to believe––’

      ‘Are you saying our daughter was taking drugs?’ Gregor glared at him, his chin jutting out. ‘That’s preposterous.’

      ‘All we know at the moment is that she was carrying the powder,’ said Barnes, keeping his voice level. ‘We won’t know anything further until after the medical examination. But I’d like to know whether you’ve had any concerns about her, perhaps whether she’s been acting out of sorts at all?’

      ‘Not really.’ Isobel’s brow furrowed as she looked at her husband. ‘I mean, she’s been working some long hours, but I suppose that’s to be expected when she’s running a successful business.’

      ‘Do you mean her online interior design work?’

      ‘Yes. Isobel’s right – we’ve hardly seen her these past couple of months,’ admitted Gregor. ‘I did think she was working perhaps too hard, but when I asked her about it, she said she had to make the most of it while demand was there.’

      ‘She wasn’t silly, Detective Barnes. She knew how nasty social media could be,’ Isobel added. ‘I wondered whether she was losing too much weight, but every time I offered her something to eat she told me she was too busy.’

      ‘She used your address on her driving licence,’ said Kay. ‘Did she live here?’

      ‘Yes.’ Isobel paused to sniffle into a handkerchief. ‘She uses – used – the dining room as her office.’

      Kay glanced at Barnes, then back to Gregor and his wife. ‘Would you mind if I took a look? It’d help me understand her work better, and Felicity as a person.’

      ‘I suppose you’ll want to see her bedroom, too.’ Gregor pushed himself to his feet and straightened his trousers. ‘That’s what they usually have you do in circumstances like this, isn’t it?’

      Kay bit her lip and nodded. ‘Thank you. Perhaps if you could show Detective Barnes that, while I look at her office with Mrs Gregor?’

      They followed the couple back out to the hallway, Barnes following Gregor upstairs while Isobel led Kay towards the back of the house.

      She opened a thick oak door and paused on the threshold. ‘Mind you don’t trip – there’s a step down into the room.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Kay ducked her head under a low beam and entered the old dining room.

      What had once been used as a formal table to seat twelve was now strewn with fabric swatches, Polaroid photographs and haberdashery of all different colours.

      ‘She was so happy in here.’ Isobel drifted across to an antique mahogany chair at the end of the table and ran her fingers over the polished surface. ‘The laptop your officers took – she used to sit here with that open, music blaring out. Peter would often have to ask her to turn it down if he was next door in the study trying to talk on the phone with his own clients.’

      The woman wiped at her eyes and sniffed.

      ‘She must’ve made you proud,’ said Kay, pausing to take in some of the photographs showing Felicity’s stylistic flair. ‘These are really good.’

      Isobel managed a small smile. ‘We were proud of her, Detective Hunter. Especially after the way she was treated at work, and how lost she was before she started doing this.’

      ‘Oh? In what way?’

      The woman lowered her voice. ‘She was bullied. At the supermarket. Peter doesn’t like to talk about it. Women’s stuff, you see. No – Felicity didn’t want to leave her job, but she was made to feel unwelcome. She didn’t have a choice. She wasn’t coping well with period cramps, and her manager was unsympathetic to her having so much time off because of it. I could understand it if her boss was male, but another woman? You’d have thought she’d have been more understanding.’ Isobel shrugged. ‘Anyway, when it looked as if Felicity’s interior design consultations were taking off, she decided to pursue that instead.’

      ‘How long ago did she quit the job at the supermarket?’

      ‘About three months ago, I suppose. Yes, it was. Just after Christmas, because she wanted to make the most of the overtime pay before taking the leap to running her own business.’

      ‘Did she keep in touch with anyone from her job?’

      Isobel’s nose wrinkled. ‘No. No need to really. I mean, once she left she found her own support network amongst her peers.’

      Kay stepped away from the table, took one last look at the remnants of Felicity Gregor’s life, and bit back a sigh.

      ‘Thank you, Mrs Gregor. I think that’s all I need for now.’
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      Laura rapped her knuckles against the glass panel set into the front door of the semi-detached house, and then glanced over her shoulder to where her car was parked beyond the cracked concrete driveway.

      All of the houses along this street were in disrepair, and the house shared by two of Felicity’s friends was no different.

      Off-white paint peeled from the windowsills, exposing rotten timber underneath, the render was chipped and cracked, and it looked like several months had passed since anyone had bothered to mow the front lawn.

      The rattle of a chain drew her attention back to the door, and she held up her warrant card as a woman opened it, the roar of a hairdryer sounding through the gap.

      ‘Detective Constable Laura Hanway. I phoned this morning––’

      The twenty-something’s eyes opened wider, and she slipped the chain away. ‘Yes, come in. I’m Sarah Avendale.’

      She closed the door and gestured to a living room off to the left. ‘’Scuse the mess. We’re not due another rental inspection for two months, so…’

      Laura resisted the urge to cover her nose when she walked into the room, the state of it reminding her all too well of her first year away at university until she decided she’d had enough of her housemates’ aversion to housework and found digs elsewhere.

      As if reading her mind, Sarah hurried across to a TV cabinet, picked up an aerosol and sprayed it liberally above her head.

      ‘Sorry. The cat puked in here this morning. Do you want to take a seat?’

      She waved Laura towards a sagging armchair before dropping onto a beanbag next to the television. ‘Elena will be down in a minute – she’s just out the shower.’

      On cue, the hairdryer ceased bellowing and Laura heard footsteps on the floor above.

      Moments later, a tall woman with freshly washed hair appeared at the door. ‘Hi, sorry – only got in a few hours ago. I’m Elena Travis.’

      She gave a shy smile before crossing to a two-seater sofa under the window, then sniffed as she lowered herself onto the cushions.

      ‘God, not again.’

      Laura extracted her notebook from her bag and popped her pen, clearing her throat. ‘So, on the phone, Sarah, you said you both knew Felicity at school?’

      ‘Yeah – we all ended up in the same class for A-level English,’ came the reply.

      ‘We hit it off straight away,’ Elena added. ‘I can’t believe she’s gone. Especially like that.’

      She shuddered, and wiped at her eyes.

      ‘What she means is, Felicity was always the sensible one,’ said Sarah. ‘Back then, me and Elena were…’

      ‘A pain in the arse.’ Elena smiled. ‘Honestly, when I think back to some of the things we used to get up to. My poor parents…’

      ‘But Felicity wasn’t,’ Sarah continued. ‘She tended to hang around the fringes.’

      ‘How did you end up becoming friends?’ said Laura.

      ‘She was getting bullied – nothing major, just being sidelined by the others for being too posh. We didn’t – we didn’t care what people thought of us, so she sort of latched onto us. I suppose we made her look good, or at least acceptable to everyone else. They left her alone after a few weeks of her hanging around with us,’ said Sarah. ‘And once we left school, we weren’t of any use to her anymore so she dumped us.’

      Laura frowned. ‘How long ago was this?’

      ‘About eighteen months ago,’ said Elena. ‘It started with her turning down invites to go out together – the three of us always went clubbing at least every two weeks, sometimes local and sometimes in the city. We used to go out at weekends and stuff, just one of us driving and finding somewhere fun for the day…’

      ‘Then, like she says, it all stopped.’ Sarah’s brow puckered. ‘We never did find out why.’

      ‘Was there an argument, or anything like that?’ said Laura.

      Elena shrugged. ‘She didn’t really say anything. She just stopped talking to us, and then unfollowed us on social media so we couldn’t message her or anything to find out if she was okay.’

      ‘I suppose once she started running her own business, we weren’t good enough anymore.’ Sarah’s lips formed a moue. ‘Actually, she was a bit of a bitch about it the last time I spoke with her.’

      ‘Oh? In what way?’ Laura’s pen paused above her notes.

      Sarah sighed. ‘I suppose as we all got older she started looking down her nose at us – well, me certainly – because she didn’t have the same struggles as we did. Money-wise, I mean. Looking back, I think she only hung around with us because we were useful…’

      ‘Like Sarah said, she got bullied when she first started at the school so she hung around with us for protection,’ said Elena without rancour. ‘Sarah here didn’t take shit from no-one – still doesn’t…’

      At that, her housemate emitted a giggle. ‘God, we were terrors back then.’

      Laura looked up from her notes and eyed the two women. ‘We found a package containing what we believe to be an illegal substance tucked into Felicity’s bra last night. Were you aware she was taking drugs?’

      ‘Felicity? On drugs?’ Elena twisted in her seat to look at her housemate. ‘God, no. I wasn’t, anyway.’

      Sarah wrinkled her nose. ‘Nor me. I mean, we see it all the time obviously when we’re out but it never really appealed to me.’

      ‘So you’ve no idea when she might have started, or whether she was a habitual user?’ Laura said. ‘Or where she might have got them from?’

      ‘No,’ said Elena. ‘Like we said, we’ve lost touch with her. She wasn’t seeing anyone back then, and I don’t know what her circumstances are – were – now.’

      ‘Was Felicity already talking about starting her own business by the time you lost contact with her?’ said Laura.

      ‘No – she was still working at the supermarket. It was all the work she could get, although she mentioned something about signing up with some recruitment agencies so she could find some admin work.’ A sad smile flickered across Sarah’s face. ‘I think she always felt the supermarket work was beneath her and that she was destined for bigger things.’

      ‘And that’s what makes her death all the more difficult to understand.’ Elena sniffed and wiped at her eyes once more. ‘Felicity just wasn’t the sort of person who would kill herself.’
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      Kay stood under the concrete portico of Derwent Valley Hospital and squinted through the rain as another ambulance tore past her into the emergency bays.

      She turned away from the vehicle as the driver emerged, the green jumpsuit-cladded paramedic rushing to the rear and helping her colleague lower a stretcher to the ground.

      The rattle of casters across concrete pavers receded into the building as Barnes hurried towards her, his coat held over his head and his shoes splashing through puddles.

      ‘I think I found the last space in the car park,’ he muttered, lowering his collar and following her inside.

      ‘And the farthest, by the looks of you.’ She smiled. ‘All set?’

      ‘As I ever will be. How about you – all right?’

      Kay nodded. ‘Just happy to be contributing. I keep thinking Sharp’s going to sideline me from the incident room because of the robbery.’

      Barnes shook his head, sending rivulets of water running down his face before he pulled out a cotton handkerchief and wiped it away. ‘He needs you, guv. You know how understaffed we are at the moment. Besides, I’d imagine until Adam gets home you need something to distract you, right?’

      ‘You know me too well, Ian.’

      He grinned by way of reply, and held open the door leading to the morgue. ‘I’m glad Gavin’s keeping an eye on that investigation, too. It’ll do him good.’

      ‘It will, you’re right.’ Kay turned her attention to a lanky man standing behind a small reception desk, his attention on his computer screen. ‘Hi, Simon.’

      ‘Afternoon, detectives. Straight on through as soon as you’ve signed in and suited up, please,’ the pathologist’s assistant said without looking up. ‘We’re on a tight timeframe today, so Lucas has made a start I’m afraid.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Barnes. ‘See you in there, guv.’

      Once Kay had changed into protective overalls, gloves and booties she made her way from the ladies’ changing room through a set of double steel doors and into a cool area illuminated by overhead lights.

      The smell assaulted her as the doors swished closed, and she took an involuntary step back.

      Barnes shot her a sympathetic glance over his mask, then turned his attention back to the examination table where Lucas Anderson worked.

      The pathologist paused, scalpel held aloft as she approached. ‘Afternoon, Kay. I was just telling Ian – your suicide victim was more than just an occasional user.’

      Kay frowned and moved to where he stood beside the woman’s bare shoulders. ‘Needle tracks?’

      ‘No, here.’ Lucas moved out of the lights so the two detectives could better see and used his gloved little finger to point at Felicity’s nose. ‘See here? The septum is broken in places, under these sores. We see it in cases where people are frequent users of powdered drugs – over time, it burns through the skin and cartilage. In her case, we’ve found traces of ketamine in the urine samples we took earlier together with alcohol – a deadly combination.’

      ‘The alcohol enhanced the effect of the drug, you mean?’

      ‘It would’ve amplified it considerably, yes. On its own it’s a strong hallucinogenic dissociative. Mixed with the alcohol, it would have caused hallucinations, a lack of awareness about her surroundings…’

      Kay’s jaw clenched. ‘So she was a regular user?’

      ‘I should say so.’ Lucas indicated a stainless steel bowl off to one side. ‘Her bladder shows all the signs of the sort of damage caused by ketamine. A colleague of mine in the gastrointestinal department at Maidstone says he’s doing at least six cystectomies a year now, all because of drug abuse. It used to be that most of his work came through the oncology department.’

      ‘Would Felicity have been in any pain with this?’ said Barnes.

      ‘Definitely – abdominal cramping, difficulty going to the toilet.’ Lucas sighed. ‘I think she would’ve had to seek help within months given the damage we’re seeing in her internal organs.’

      ‘That ties in with what her mother told us about Felicity needing a lot of time off work due to period cramps,’ said Kay.

      ‘It would make sense. I’d imagine the pain would have radiated through her abdomen on a regular basis, more so in the days immediately after taking the drugs.’

      ‘Makes me wonder what she was like to work with,’ said Barnes. ‘Perhaps we should speak to her manager at the supermarket.’

      ‘Good idea. Maybe some of her colleagues there might know who was supplying the stuff.’ Kay turned her attention back to Lucas. ‘Was there anything in her medical records to suggest a history of depression?’

      ‘None at all. The last time she visited the family doctor was three years ago for a tetanus shot.’

      She heard Barnes exhale behind his mask, echoing her sadness at another wasted life.

      While Lucas completed the post mortem, her thoughts drifted to the attack on Adam and the theft of ketamine from the veterinary practice.

      If Gavin and his team of officers were unable to find those responsible before another wave of cheap hallucinogenics became available in the county town, there would be even more deaths.

      Felicity Gregor might have been the first, but she wouldn’t be the last.
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      Barnes opened the door into the incident room for Kay and fell into step behind the detective inspector while she weaved between the desks to the whiteboard.

      He slid the car keys next to his computer keyboard as he passed, then nodded his thanks when she held out a thick black pen to him and pointed at the board.

      ‘How do you want to approach this?’ she said as he began to write.

      ‘It’s going to be tricky talking to the parents again, I think.’ He frowned, then reached into his pocket for his reading glasses and peered at the other notes layering the board’s surface before adding the salient points from the post mortem findings. ‘Maybe we try to speak to the mother, Isobel, first. I mean, she seemed to be the one who Felicity confided in and she was the one who flagged that Felicity had been taking time off work from the supermarket because of bad cramps.’

      ‘I’m inclined to agree with you on that one.’ Kay folded her arms and leaned against a nearby desk. ‘At least then we’ll be able to establish a timeframe of when she might have started taking the drugs but it must’ve been a while. From what Lucas was saying, Felicity was facing a bleak future health-wise. Those cramps were only the start of it – she’ll have deteriorated since then.’

      ‘We’ll need to try to understand what – or who – got her started taking drugs, and who her supplier was as well,’ said Barnes.

      He re-capped the pen and turned to run his gaze over the incident room until he saw Laura standing beside her desk and beckoned to her.

      ‘The two friends you spoke to this morning – did they make any mention of Felicity taking drugs?’

      ‘They lost touch with her about eighteen months ago but confirmed that, as far as they knew, she wasn’t a user back then.’ Laura jutted her chin at the whiteboard. ‘Are those the PM findings?’

      ‘Yes – we should get the full report later this week,’ said Barnes, ‘but it looks like Felicity was a regular ketamine user. Lucas is sure that a combination of that and the alcohol found in her system was an indication that she may have been hallucinating when she died.’

      He saw Kay nibbling at a fingernail as she listened, her eyes on the board. ‘Are you all right, guv?’

      ‘Yes,’ she mumbled, dropping her hand. ‘Just thinking that with the theft from the vet practice that there’s even more of this stuff out there now.’

      ‘Sarge? Got a minute?’

      Barnes turned at the sound of Dave Morrison’s voice to see the uniformed constable walking towards them.

      ‘Sure. What’ve you got?’

      ‘Background checks for the people Felicity was contacting via email and her social media accounts on a regular basis – courtesy of Andy Grey’s lot at Northfleet.’ Morrison handed them each a photocopied page. ‘This is a summary of the ones I think we should start with. There’s a local supplier of materials she emailed at least once a week, and Andy’s managed to put together her client list as well. There are four active clients at the moment that Felicity was creating design briefs for, and two that owe her money for interior design services she finished last month. He’s still working on her mobile phone records though.’

      ‘That’s an extensive list. Good work,’ said Kay. ‘How do you want to split these up, Ian?’

      Barnes scratched the side of his nose. ‘Dave – can you phone the two clients who owe money and maybe visit them if you think the conversations warrant it?’

      ‘Will do.’

      ‘Thanks – that then leaves the four active clients…’

      ‘I can take two of those, Ian,’ said Laura. ‘I can speak to them in between finishing going through the CCTV footage from the vets, if Gavin doesn’t mind…’

      ‘Have a word with him, make sure he’s happy for you to split your workload between the two of us,’ said Barnes. ‘Kay and I will take the other two clients in the morning then.’

      ‘What about bank statements?’ said Kay. ‘Have those come in yet?’

      ‘Hang on, guv. They’re on my desk.’ Morrison jogged back to his seat, swept up a stack of paperwork and handed it over. ‘You can see from the summary balances at the top that Felicity wasn’t doing as well as she was alluding to on social media. You’ve got a current account there with a maxed-out overdraft facility and I’ve also checked her credit card statement – she was a few hundred pounds off the limit on that, and only making the minimum repayment each month.’

      Barnes grimaced as he peered over Kay’s shoulder. ‘Looks like most of her money is going on clothes. I recognise some of those store names.’

      ‘When I looked at her social media profile for her business, she’s never wearing the same clothes twice,’ said Laura. ‘I thought maybe she might’ve borrowed some of them or bought second-hand…’

      ‘Not looking at this lot, she didn’t.’

      Kay caught his eye as she handed back the bank statements to Morrison. ‘On top of that, she was funding a serious drugs dependency, too. I’ll make a few more discreet enquiries with Isobel Gregor to find out if Felicity contributed to any bills while she was living at home, and see if she’s aware of any other income sources.’

      ‘Okay, thanks.’ Barnes turned and swept his gaze over the myriad of notes on the whiteboard before sighing.

      It seemed the more they discovered about Felicity Gregor’s lifestyle, the more questions arose.

      ‘And we have no bloody answers,’ he muttered.
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      Laura pushed her computer keyboard away and reached out for her coffee, wrinkling her nose when she realised it had gone cold while she worked.

      She rubbed at tired eyes, then leaned forward and pressed the “play” button on the screen again, glancing at the clock in the corner of the screen.

      ‘See you, Laura.’

      Raising her gaze as Debbie walked past with her bag slung over her shoulder, she managed a small smile. ‘Are you in tomorrow?’

      ‘I’ve got a rostered day off, but I’m back in the day after. I’ve managed to get assigned to the weekend shift in here, too.’ The uniformed constable grinned. ‘Beats being out and about in town on a Saturday night.’

      ‘Okay – see you then.’

      ‘Bye.’

      Laura was already watching the images flit across the screen by the time Debbie wandered away, keen to reach the three-quarter mark on the list of files still waiting to be assessed before she left for the day.

      She cupped her chin in her hand, resolving to watch three more files before making another mug of coffee, and settled in to watch.

      According to the date stamp flickering at the top of the screen, the recording was from Monday and late afternoon in the surgery. Laura speeded up the playback to watch it at double speed and leaned closer as Adam and his colleagues dealt with their clients and their pets.

      The practice cared for a wide variety of animals, and Laura knew from the information Scott Mildenhall provided that he had been out on his local rounds while Adam worked his way through the late-afternoon clinic.

      It had been a busy time, and three clients and their pets were waiting in the reception area when a woman walked in holding a kitty carrier and approached Stephanie.

      The receptionist spoke with the woman for a few moments, then gestured to the seating arrangement beside the front window and handed her a clipboard.

      Laura knew from watching previous recordings that new patient forms were attached to the clipboard, and bit back a yawn while the woman took a seat facing the consulting rooms, placed the carrier on the floor at her feet and bowed her head to the task.

      Moments later, she returned to the desk and handed over the completed form.

      As she sat, the woman leaned down to the carrier and tapped at the wire mesh door, then straightened when the man next to her with the biggest German Shepherd Laura had ever seen was called forward.

      One by one, Adam worked his way through the patients, and Laura noted that although Stephanie had informed her that they allocated twenty minute slots to each animal, he often took longer, walking out with the clients and offering a reassuring pat on the back or laughing and joking as they paid.

      ‘How’s it going?’

      Laura jumped at Gavin’s voice and paused the recording. ‘Fine. I was planning on watching this one and calling it a day after I’ve updated my notes on HOLMES2 – you?’

      ‘I’m going cross-eyed from watching the footage from the drug company’s delivery vans.’ He grinned and picked up her half-empty coffee mug. ‘Do you want another one of these?’

      ‘Go on then, if you’re having one. Thanks.’

      She started the recording again and watched while the queue of patients dissipated.

      Finally, only the latecomer and an older woman with another kitty carrier remained until Adam reappeared and beckoned to his penultimate client.

      The latecomer watched them disappear into the consulting room on the left and chewed at a fingernail, then suddenly rose from her seat, picked up the kitty carrier and hurried through the front door.

      Laura frowned, her finger hovering over her mouse button as she watched Stephanie stand and walk to the door, calling out to the woman before returning to her desk, wearing a perplexed expression.

      ‘Is everything all right?’ Gavin put a fresh mug of coffee on her desk and hovered at her shoulder. ‘You look confused.’

      ‘I am.’ She pressed the rewind button on the screen and gestured to a nearby chair. ‘Bring that over and take a look at this.’

      Her colleague trundled the chair across and dropped into it, nearly spilling tea over himself before taking a tentative sip and pointing his mug at the screen. ‘Roll it, then.’

      Laura slowed the replay and tapped her foot while Gavin watched the recording, her eyes searching for anything she might have missed the first time around.

      When it finished, her colleague raised an eyebrow. ‘What are you thinking?’

      ‘She seemed agitated when she first turned up, which is understandable if her pet cat was sick and she was trying to get an appointment at short notice.’

      On the screen, Stephanie returned to her desk as the door to the consulting room opened and the man with the German Shepherd emerged with Adam in their wake.

      Laura paused the recording and turned to Gavin. ‘If it was urgent, why leave when she did? If she changed her mind, why wait until the last patient went in?’

      ‘Maybe she decided it wasn’t urgent after all.’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘You don’t sound convinced.’

      ‘I’m not. Not yet.’ Laura checked her watch then picked up her mobile phone and scrolled through her recent calls list until she found the one for the veterinary practice.

      Her call was answered within a couple of rings.

      ‘Stephanie, it’s DC Laura Hanway. Sorry to bother you in the middle of appointments, but I’m looking at the CCTV footage from Monday afternoon and wondered if you knew the woman who turned up late but then left before her appointment was called… You don’t? Okay, did you happen to hang onto the new patient form she filled out? Fantastic… yes, if you could, that’d be great. Thanks.’

      Ending the call, she opened her emails and held her breath.

      ‘I take it she’s sending it through?’ said Gavin.

      ‘Any moment now. She just has to scan it in first.’ Laura drummed her fingers on the desk, unable to batten down her impatience. ‘Here we go.’

      She clicked on the new email at the top of the screen and opened the attachment. ‘Daisy Stiles.’

      Gavin pulled out his notebook and copied the address from the form. ‘Try the mobile number she’s written.’

      Laura dialled it, then shook her head. ‘It isn’t connected. The message says it’s not recognised.’

      ‘Okay, what about the electoral roll? At least we can check if the address is correct.’

      ‘Hang on.’ Laura pulled her keyboard closer, opened a new tab on the internet browser and typed in the search string. ‘Okay, got her. Looks as if she’s living with her parents – I’ve got a Sharon and Kevin Stiles at the same address.’ She glanced at Gavin. ‘Want to go and pay her a visit?’

      Gavin dug his keys out of his pocket and gestured to the coffee mug beside her keyboard. ‘So much for making that for you.’

      ‘I’ll make it up to you.’ She grinned and held out her hand. ‘I’ll drive.’
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      Twenty minutes later, Gavin unclipped his seatbelt as Laura parked outside a smart terraced house on the fringes of Maidstone.

      A neat garden path cut across a tidy front lawn, and when he pressed the bell he noticed the door had received a recent coat of varnish.

      The street was well-lit and, while he waited for someone to answer, he turned to look at the neighbouring properties, catching Laura’s pale features in the glow from an overhead light that blinked to life before a bolt shot back.

      A woman in her fifties peered out, her eyes full of suspicion.

      ‘Who are you?’

      ‘Mrs Stiles? Detective Constable Gavin Piper, and my colleague DC Laura Hanway. Does Daisy live here?’

      ‘Daisy? Yes, she does. What’s going on?’

      ‘May we come in? It might be easier than standing out here on the doorstep.’

      ‘I suppose so.’

      She took a step back, waved them inside and closed the door as a shadow appeared at the top of the stairs.

      ‘Mum? What’s going on?’

      Sharon Stiles hugged her arms around her abdomen and called over her shoulder. ‘The police are here. They want a word.’

      Gavin glanced over his shoulder at an indignant mew to see a tabby cat tear out from a living room he could see through an open door to his right, the animal racing towards the kitchen.

      Footsteps drew his attention back to the stairs, and the woman from the CCTV images jutted her chin out as she descended.

      ‘Police? What for?’

      He noted a twinge of anxiety in her voice, and smiled. ‘Just a couple of routine questions we’re hoping you can help us with in relation to an ongoing investigation. Are you Daisy Stiles?’

      ‘Yeah, I am.’ She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear before affecting the same pose as her mother. ‘What investigation?’

      ‘Shall we sit down, and then we’ll have a chat?’

      ‘Come through here.’ Sharon Stiles gestured to the living room before leading the way, but not before Gavin caught the look that passed between the two.

      Evidently Daisy was going to have some explaining to do once he and Laura were finished, but he noted that, despite this, they sat beside each other on the sofa.

      He took a seat in a leather armchair in front of a television while Laura remained standing, her notebook open.

      ‘First of all, Daisy, can you confirm this is you?’ He extracted a print-out of the CCTV image from the vet practice and held it out to the young woman.

      She leaned closer, swallowed, and then nodded. ‘Yes, that’s me.’

      ‘Why did you go there?’

      Daisy blinked. ‘I was worried about Lily, the cat you just saw.’

      ‘How old is Lily?’

      ‘Pardon?’

      ‘The cat – how old is she?’

      ‘Twelve and a half.’

      ‘Are you new to the area?’

      Both women shook their heads.

      Sharon leaned forward. ‘My husband and I have lived in the area all our lives. Why?’

      ‘Where do you normally take Lily when she’s sick?’

      ‘The vet up near Downswood.’ Sharon frowned. ‘Detective Piper, I’m not sure why––’

      ‘If Lily’s usual vet is in Downswood, why did you take her to Turner’s Veterinary Practice instead, Daisy?’

      ‘The usual one was busy and said they wouldn’t be able to see her until the morning… I panicked so I just took her over there on the off-chance I could get in.’

      ‘You didn’t tell me Lily was sick.’ Sharon’s tone was accusatory as she turned to her daughter.

      ‘I was just worried about her while you were away, Mum – she went off her food for twenty-four hours, and she never does that, does she? Honestly, given the size of her you wonder where she puts it all.’ She turned to Gavin and smiled. ‘That’s why it seemed so out of character for her.’

      ‘And why did you leave before your appointment?’

      A shrug this time. ‘I don’t know. I suppose I thought I was being silly, that I’d overreacted.’ She snorted. ‘I figured I’d end up paying a lot of money for nothing.’

      ‘Right.’ Gavin paused, taking a moment to look at the family photographs framed on the opposite wall before he returned his attention to the younger woman. ‘Just one last question, Daisy – a standard one in cases like this – where were you between the hours of four in the afternoon and seven thirty two days ago?’

      ‘I was picking Mum and Dad up from Gatwick. Their flight was due in at three-thirty––’

      ‘We were delayed by over an hour,’ said Sharon, ‘so we didn’t land until five…’

      ‘…and of course then, we got stuck in traffic coming back along the M25.’ Daisy shrugged. ‘I think we finally got home at about nine o’clock that night.’

      ‘Yes, just after nine,’ added her mother. ‘I was gasping for a cup of tea by then, I can tell you.’

      Laura bit back a sigh and tucked her notebook into her bag. ‘Well, thanks for your time.’

      ‘I hope you find the people behind this,’ said Sharon, showing them to the door. ‘We were so upset when we heard about that vet being hurt.’

      ‘Thanks, Mrs Stiles.’

      Laura followed Gavin back to the car and slipped behind the wheel.

      Before turning the key in the ignition, she glanced at the Stiles’s house and chewed her lip.

      ‘Let’s get back to the station, then,’ said Gavin, dropping into the passenger seat and slamming shut the door. ‘We’ll write this one up and call it a day.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘Don’t sound so despondent. You know what it’s like – we’ll keep chipping away until we find something. We always do.’
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      ‘Ah, that’s better.’

      Adam smacked his lips and put the empty soup bowl on the coffee table, then reached out for a bottle of pills beside a glass of water and read the dosage on the side.

      ‘I’d let your food go down for half an hour before taking those,’ said Kay, collecting his bowl with hers and pausing at the living room door.

      He smiled and shook two pills from the bottle. ‘These are fine. Trust me, I’m a vet.’

      ‘Do you need anything else?’

      ‘I’m okay. Maybe a can of soft drink. Are you going to have a glass of wine?’

      ‘I was going to wait until you could. I’m supposed to be losing some weight before our break.’

      ‘You don’t need to lose any weight – and don’t worry about me. Have a glass.’ He winked. ‘I won’t sulk.’

      Kay laughed, then made her way out to the kitchen.

      After stacking the dishwasher and turning it on, she fetched their drinks and padded back to the living room, curling up next to Adam as he flicked through the television channels.

      ‘No news about the break-in?’ he said.

      ‘Not yet. Gavin’s doing his best though, and we’re all trying to help where we can.’

      ‘And your case?’

      ‘Early days.’

      Kay straightened at the sound of the doorbell.

      ‘Expecting an update?’ said Adam.

      ‘No – they’d have phoned me if it was urgent. They knew I was picking you up and bringing you home, and Barnes is on call this week.’

      Perplexed, she put her glass on the table and muted the television before hurrying out to the hallway and unbolting the door.

      Leaving the chain across, she opened it to see Scott on the doorstep.

      Before she could open her mouth to speak, he put a finger to his lips and then gestured to his feet.

      A large Golden Retriever with a greying muzzle grinned up at her, its tongue lolling. It panted with excitement while its tail smacked against Scott’s shoes.

      ‘Scott? Is everything okay?’ Kay unlatched the chain and opened the door wider, unable to keep the confusion from her voice.

      ‘Absolutely fine,’ he said, and stepped over the threshold. ‘Stephanie said you were bringing Adam home tonight.’

      ‘Yes, but…’

      ‘Through here, mate,’ Adam called.

      Scott winked, then twitched the leather lead in his hand so the dog’s collar jangled. ‘Oh, this is Oscar by the way.’

      ‘Hello, Oscar. Go on through, Scott. Do you want a drink?’

      ‘No, I’m fine thanks. I won’t be staying long – I’ve promised my girlfriend I’ll cook tonight.’

      Kay shut the door as he disappeared through to the living room and shook her head, trying to recall if she knew Scott had a dog, and then wondering what Adam’s business partner was up to.

      By the time she reached the living room, he was sitting in the armchair beside the bookcase while Adam made a fuss of Oscar, who had taken up residency next to him on the sofa.

      ‘We think he’s got a bit of pain with his back legs, you see,’ Scott was saying. ‘He seems all right, but his owner’s insistent that he’s not eating properly and is under the weather. They’ve had to dash up to Wales for a family emergency, so I’ve agreed to look after him while they’re away.’ He reached into his pocket and extracted a small bottle of pills. ‘I’ve got him on a low dose of painkillers at the moment to see if that helps but if it doesn’t, I’ll run some more tests. What with everything else we’ve got on, I wondered whether you’d mind keeping an eye on him for a few days for me? I’d appreciate your opinion.’

      ‘Of course.’ Adam lowered his face to the dog while he ruffled his ears. ‘Do you want to stay? Do you? Shall we find out what’s wrong with you?’

      Oscar licked his nose, then promptly slumped into the cushions and placed his front feet on Adam’s legs.

      ‘Er, I’m not sure this is a good idea,’ said Kay, looking from Adam to Scott. ‘I mean, you’re supposed to be resting. The nurse that filled out all the discharge paperwork earlier was quite insistent about that.’

      ‘I’ll only be feeding him and keeping an eye on him while he finishes this course of treatment,’ said Adam. ‘We’ve got loads of spare dog food in that box under the stairs from when we had the last dog stay with us, so it’s no bother. And he’s got the garden to wander around in, so I won’t have to walk him if I don’t feel up to it.’

      She heard the note of desperation in his words and sighed. ‘Okay, well let’s see how we go. I’ll go and find the bedding and stuff we keep in the garage.’

      By the time she returned, Scott was updating Adam with the list of appointments they’d had through the veterinary practice in his absence, and her other half was listening in earnest, offering his opinion on some of the more complicated procedures Scott had planned for the rest of the week.

      ‘Okay, here’s a bed that I think is big enough,’ Kay said, dropping the soft mat to the floor beside the bookshelves. ‘I found some bowls for food and water that I’ve put out in the kitchen, and a couple of soft toys as well.’

      She squeaked a fluffy green turtle, and Oscar slipped from the sofa and wandered over, snatching the toy from her hand before carrying it over to the bed.

      ‘Well, he’s settled then,’ said Adam. ‘That’s a good sign.’

      ‘It is.’ Scott checked his watch, then rose to his feet. ‘Right, I’d better be off or else I’ll be in trouble.’

      ‘Thanks for popping in, and for the update.’

      ‘No problem. Hope you feel better soon.’

      Adam smiled, crossed to the dog bed and crouched beside Oscar before instigating a game of tug with the turtle. ‘I’m sure I’ll be back next week.’

      ‘No, you bloody won’t,’ said Kay. ‘Two weeks, the doctor said. Not one.’

      ‘And on that note…’ Scott grinned, ‘I’d best be going.’

      ‘I’ll show you out,’ said Kay. She checked over her shoulder that Adam was busy making a fuss of the dog, then ushered the younger vet out into the hallway, pulled the living room door closed and crossed her arms over her chest.

      ‘Scott, I know you’re busy at the practice, but I don’t think this is the time to expect Adam to look after a sick dog. He’s meant to be resting.’

      ‘It’s not what you think.’

      ‘What do you mean? What’s wrong with him?’

      ‘Nothing.’ Scott winked. ‘I borrowed Oscar from a mate of mine for a few days. I just thought he might help take Adam’s mind off things for a bit. Let’s face it – he’s going to drive us both up the wall while he’s stuck at home otherwise, isn’t he?’

      ‘What about the drugs?’

      ‘They’re fake. Stephanie made them at home this afternoon by grinding up some dog biscuits and then re-baking them. Trust me, Adam won’t have any trouble at all getting Oscar to take those.’

      ‘You’re a terrible man, Scott Mildenhall.’ Kay stifled a laugh before linking her arm through his and steering him to the front door. ‘If he ever finds out…’
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      Laura twisted her long hair into a knot at the nape of her neck, straightened her jacket, and hurried along the narrow pavement that bordered the village green.

      An early morning mist clung to the fringes, softening the outlines of a pub and a squat row of terraced cottages on the far side.

      The house she sought was hidden behind a high stone wall and separated from the road by a thick wooden gate with a security alarm beside it.

      She pressed the button below the intercom and stepped back in surprise as a female voice barked from the speaker.

      ‘Who is it?’

      ‘Detective Constable Laura Hanway,’ she said. ‘I wondered if I could please speak to Angela Tasker about Felicity Gregor.’

      A pause followed her words. ‘All right. Push the gate. Follow the path around to the back of the house.’

      After doing as the woman told her, Laura zig-zagged along a slate gravel path and peered up at the Grade II listed home.

      The stark bare branches of a wisteria curled around the porch over the front door and one of the windows, and a wisp of smoke escaped from a red-brick chimney.

      Laura shivered and pulled her jacket around her shoulders as a cold wind whipped around the side of the property, then hurried around the corner to the back door.

      A woman in her early sixties had her hand on the frame, her expression one of impatience.

      Laura forced a smile. ‘Thanks for seeing me at short notice, Mrs Tasker.’

      ‘Come on, hurry up. You’ll let out all the warmth. And call me Angela.’

      ‘Sorry. Thanks.’

      Laura brushed past the woman, surprised by her height, and found herself in an enormous kitchen.

      A range took up most of the far end of the room, creating a cosiness that immediately warmed her cheeks. A large round pine table set off to one side was covered in newspapers that were scattered with broken pieces of china.

      ‘You interrupted my work, detective. Come through to the drawing room.’

      Laura followed the woman along a narrow hallway, her gaze sweeping across the antique vases and old oil paintings while she tried to avoid knocking against anything, and then stepped into one of the front rooms.

      An enormous inglenook fireplace was the focal point of the large space, and Angela gestured to one of two sofas set on either side of the hearth.

      She sat, and heard an indignant meow before a black cat sidled into view from under a low wooden table piled high with glossy magazines.

      Angela swept it up onto her lap and settled into the cushions. ‘Ask away, then.’

      After taking the woman through the preliminaries of an interview, Laura settled into a familiar routine, her confidence seeping back into her voice.

      Angela seemed to enjoy the process, her initial spikiness subsiding while she considered each question before answering.

      ‘How did you find out about Felicity Gregor’s interior design business?’

      ‘Not through that Insta-wotsit, as I’m sure you’ve guessed. No, I knew what she was up to via her mother, Isobel. Once I made the mistake of asking how Felicity’s new business was going, that was it. I was only being polite.’

      ‘Did you ask Felicity to do some interior design work for you?’

      ‘Yes, and that was a mistake. She really wasn’t that good.’ The woman’s nose wrinkled. ‘Not for what she was charging.’

      ‘Oh?’

      ‘Delusions of grandeur, that one.’ Angela shrugged. ‘But, what could I do? Her mother asked me to request the commission to help her out. I suppose she thought that if Felicity could take some photographs of what she’d done here, it might help her business gain some traction. Although I do think she was lacking some natural flair.’

      ‘How long had you known her mother?’

      ‘We went to university together. Studied English at Oxford.’ Angela sighed, her gaze drifting to the open fire. ‘Seems a lifetime ago now. Poor Izzy. To lose a daughter like that.’

      ‘When did Felicity carry out the work for you?’

      ‘She finished two weeks ago.’

      Laura took a moment to look around the room, then frowned.

      Angela held up her hand before she could speak. ‘I put the room back as it was as soon as she was out the door. Awful colours she used. Terrible.’ She sighed. ‘Still, as long as it helped, I suppose. Mind you, I could’ve done without the bill afterwards.’

      ‘She expected you to pay for helping her out?’

      ‘Well, she never knew her mother asked me to.’ Angela tutted. ‘No, that was all Isobel’s idea. I phoned Felicity to arrange the appointment. Before I knew it, the girl was turning up with all new cushions and bric-à-brac, and of course I’ll have to pay – especially now.’

      Laura updated her notes before looking at the woman once more. ‘Would it be fair to say, then, that perhaps Felicity was better at sales than executing an interior design project?’

      Angela chuckled. ‘That’s a very diplomatic way of putting things, detective, but yes, I’d have to agree there. This will sound awful in the circumstances, but I couldn’t see that her business would last long. It seemed more of a flight of fancy to me. Something to do to look busy, rather than actually being busy.’

      ‘When was the last time you saw Felicity?’

      ‘Hmm. I’d have to say that was Monday last week. She dropped off another godawful throw to drape across that sofa you’re on.’ Angela snorted. ‘Thank goodness I hadn’t stripped the room of everything she’d done the previous Friday – and that was only because I was busy with my own work over that weekend. I hate to think what she would’ve said.’

      ‘And what sort of work do you do?’

      ‘I restore antique china for clumsy owners these days, detective. And I managed my husband’s furniture restoration business for thirty years prior to his death.’ A wicked smile crossed the woman’s lips. ‘So you see, detective, I have quite an eye for interior design. I know when I’ve been had.’
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      Kay clipped her seatbelt into place while the barrier to the car park rose and Barnes edged the car into the traffic that crawled along Palace Avenue.

      Pulling her notebook from her bag, she found the page with the details of Felicity’s client they were due to see and read it out to her colleague.

      ‘Best take the motorway, Ian – it’ll be quicker than battling the ring road this morning.’

      ‘Will do.’ He indicated left, and Kay looked at the multi-storey car park as they drove past.

      The forensics team had packed away their tent and equipment in the early hours of Thursday morning, and there was nothing left to indicate that a young woman had fallen to her death. Pedestrians hurried along the pavement beside them while they waited at the traffic lights, none the wiser to what had happened.

      ‘How’s Adam?’ said Barnes, shifting into gear as the traffic pulled away and following the signs for the motorway.

      ‘Okay, thanks. He seems to be recovering well from the blow to his head. He’s got a check-up back at the hospital on Tuesday next week, and then he just needs to rest.’ Kay dropped her notebook back into her bag. ‘Although Scott came around last night and brought a patient with him.’

      When she told him what Adam’s practice manager had said about Oscar, Barnes shook his head. ‘When he finds out…’

      ‘He won’t – and you’re not to tell him. For a long time.’ She sighed. ‘I do wish Scott hadn’t brought us something that farted so much though.’

      Barnes let out a guffaw. ‘Smelly, is it?’

      ‘Oh my God, you have no idea. God knows what Scott’s friend’s been feeding him. I’m going to have to have a word with him when he comes back to collect him.’

      ‘And it’s too cold to open the windows…’

      ‘At least at this rate, I’m going to be spending more time running in the evenings than sitting in front of the TV.’

      ‘You see? There’s always a bright side.’

      Kay rolled her eyes and settled in for the short ride to Leybourne. ‘Apparently this client of Felicity’s owns a holiday let near the castle and asked her to overhaul the conservatory.’

      ‘What’s wrong with a fresh coat of paint on the walls?’ Barnes grumbled, flicking the indicator stalk and slowing to negotiate the junction. ‘I was looking at her social media feed yesterday afternoon and I swear there were so many cushions on sofas, you’d never find anywhere to sit.’

      ‘Not a soft furnishings fan, then?’

      ‘If you buy a comfortable chair, you shouldn’t need cushions.’

      Kay laughed. ‘Take the next right – and maybe don’t suggest that to Mrs Daniels when we speak to her. She paid a lot of money for those cushions.’

      Barnes shook his head in disbelief and slowed to a standstill outside a large detached house with tall chimneys.

      ‘Blimey,’ he said, peering past Kay and out through the passenger window. ‘No wonder she could afford to pay Felicity.’

      ‘Let’s find out what she’s got to say about her, then.’

      A woman in her forties opened the door within moments of Kay ringing the bell, a messy mop of blonde hair piled into a loose ponytail that draped over her shoulder.

      ‘Good, you’re here on time.’ She closed the door behind them and gave an apologetic smile. ‘Sorry – I’m waiting for an electrician so I wouldn’t mind if you could ask your questions before he turns up. People have a tendency to gossip around here. I’m Beverley Daniels, by the way.’

      Kay provided the introductions before Beverley led them through to a large conservatory at the back of the property.

      Several metres long, the room was divided up into two living areas with groups of sofas arranged around low wooden tables. Stylish bric-a-brac filled alcoves and tasteful abstract paintings had been hung on the walls, and Kay gave her head a slight shake as Barnes cocked an eyebrow at the array of cushions spread across the various seating arrangements.

      A radiator ran along one of the low walls, but did little to offset the chill in the room.

      The woman pointed to the ceiling where two infrared heaters hung from brackets in the framework. ‘Normally these would be on as well but they’ve stopped working. Hence the electrician. I thought you’d want to see what Felicity did for me here – all of this was her idea.’

      ‘How long ago did she complete the work?’ said Kay.

      ‘Last month.’ Beverley sank into an armchair next to the radiator and waved them to a sofa opposite as she pulled a chunky cardigan around her shoulders. ‘This room is always popular with guests in the warmer months but it was starting to look tired, and my husband and I wanted to make it comfortable for the colder months as well. The living room at the front of the property can get quite dark in winter – and crowded if we have a lot of people staying.’

      ‘Did you experience any problems with Felicity’s work or time-keeping?’

      ‘Actually, yes.’ Beverley sighed. ‘It’s going to sound awful, what with her dying like that, but we had to reschedule the decorators because she forgot to turn up to supervise them. They weren’t happy about it, and ended up charging extra to come back the next week. We were lucky they could – they’re one of the more popular local ones.’

      ‘Did she say why she forgot?’ said Barnes.

      Beverley shrugged. ‘Oh, I got a lame excuse about juggling work commitments, but I know when someone’s lying. She couldn’t look me in the eye for starters, and then the following week I found her throwing up in the downstairs loo. She seemed disoriented. I wondered then if she had an alcohol problem or something.’

      ‘Did she say anything to you at the time?’ Kay looked up from her notes. ‘Anything to suggest that was the case?’

      ‘No, just that she hadn’t been feeling well and she wondered if she was coming down with something.’ Beverley gave a derisive snort. ‘An hour later, I overheard her making arrangements to go out to dinner with friends that night, so she couldn’t have been that sick. Like I said, I wondered if she was burning the candle at both ends.’

      ‘Did you have any other problems after that before she finished her work here?’

      ‘No. It was almost as if she knew she had to be careful after that morning with the sickness. I mean, she still expected me to give her a review after she finished the work and sent me an invoice.’

      ‘Once the project was complete, did you hear from her again?’ said Kay.

      ‘Only to chase up payment. I was a bit put out by that. It was only two days overdue, and given her attitude while she was here with the lateness and whatever, I thought that was a bit cheeky of her.’ Beverley sighed. ‘I just put it down to her starting out and needing the cashflow.’

      Kay snapped her notebook shut. ‘Thanks for your time, Mrs Daniels.’
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      Kay plucked an apple from the fruit basket on Debbie’s desk and grinned as the uniformed constable returned from the photocopier, her hands full of stapled agendas ready for the afternoon briefing.

      ‘What’s this? Trying to make us healthy?’

      ‘As if.’ Debbie smiled. ‘No – that was left at reception for us by an old couple who were broken into last week. Dave managed to trace and arrest the teenagers responsible before they’d managed to sell any of the stolen goods – including some family heirlooms. I didn’t have the heart to tell them that you lot run on pizza. They should’ve just left vouchers for the local takeaway.’

      Kay’s stomach rumbled and she laughed. ‘I’ll take whatever I can get.’

      ‘Thought you might, guv.’

      ‘Okay, let’s get on with it.’ Barnes’s voice carried across the incident room as he beckoned the team over to the whiteboard. ‘The sooner we do this, the sooner Debbie can give you the roster for the weekend.’

      Kay wandered over and took a seat at the fringes of the assembled group, noting the confidence emanating from her colleague while he paced the carpet gathering his thoughts as three stragglers took their places.

      ‘Right, Gav – do you want to give us a quick update on the vet robbery to start off?’ said Barnes.

      ‘Not much to report yet, sorry.’ Gavin shot an apologetic glance at Kay. ‘We spoke with a woman last night who was seen leaving the practice before her appointment was called – she would’ve been the last member of the public to see Adam before the attack – but she told us she had changed her mind about spending the money. There’s nothing on the system about her, and she has an alibi for the timing of the robbery too – picking up her parents at the airport. We’ve still got some CCTV images from the delivery company’s vehicles to work through over the next few days, so they might turn up something.’

      ‘Let us know if they do, and if you want to discuss anything just ask,’ said Barnes. ‘Right – onto Felicity Gregor. Laura, how did you get on today? You were speaking to Angela Tasker this morning, weren’t you?’

      Kay listened as the detective constable shared her findings, waiting until she re-took her seat at the front before she provided her own update to the team.

      ‘We spoke with Beverley Daniels, who commissioned Felicity to do the interior design for a conservatory at her bed and breakfast. It sounds like she had a few issues – Felicity not showing up one morning, and then on another morning being sick.’ Kay pointed her apple at the notes on the whiteboard. ‘That made us wonder whether she’d been taking drugs and unable to cope with the consequences.’

      ‘Not to mention the fact she’d have been driving under the influence to get to Leybourne,’ Barnes added. ‘What about the second client you were going to interview today, Laura?’

      The young detective flipped through her notebook. ‘That was a Mr and Mrs Starling, in Pembury. Patricia – the wife – said she asked Felicity to refurbish a single bedroom for their five-year-old daughter. She said she was pleased with the results, and was planning to ask her to come and work on a summer house project in a few weeks’ time.’

      ‘Any issues while she was working for them?’ said Barnes.

      ‘None that either of them were aware of. Patricia said Felicity turned up on time at ten each morning and was there until six most evenings. The whole project was completed in two weeks – there was a period of six days in the middle while they discussed materials and colours over email, and then Felicity ordered everything and installed it over two days earlier this month. She couldn’t speak more highly of her.’

      ‘Well, that averages out the online reviews,’ Gavin mused.

      ‘Did Patricia Starling confirm she received an invoice from Felicity?’ said Barnes.

      ‘Yes, and it was due for payment next week.’ Laura closed her notebook. ‘Angela Tasker said hers was overdue but she was planning to pay next week too.’

      ‘So Felicity had no income while she was in between jobs,’ said Barnes.

      Kay finished the apple while she listened, running her gaze over the additional notes Barnes added to the whiteboard. She swallowed and waved the core in the air to catch her colleague’s attention as he turned to face the assembled team once more.

      ‘Ian? I spoke with Isobel Gregor earlier, and she confirmed that Felicity wasn’t expected to pay anything towards household bills and things while she lived with her parents. According to Isobel, she and Peter agreed that as they weren’t having to pay out for university fees, they could afford to support her while she tried to establish her business. It might explain how Felicity was managing to get by.’

      ‘Thanks guv. Laura – did either of the clients you interviewed notice whether Felicity seemed out of sorts when she was working for them, or high on substances?’

      ‘No, Sarge – but if Felicity had been using for as long as the post mortem report suggests, then she might have been good at hiding it from her clients,’ said Laura. ‘Her parents didn’t have a clue, did they?’

      ‘True.’ Barnes dropped the pen on a shelf below the whiteboard and rested his hands on his hips as he glared at his notes. ‘Anyone got an update from Andy Grey about the mobile phone records?’

      ‘He reckons they’ll be here by Monday,’ said Dave Morrison from the back of the room. ‘He’s had two people off sick this week so he’s running behind.’

      ‘All right, thanks everyone. Make sure you speak to Debbie on the way out to get your rosters.’

      Barnes dismissed the meeting, then wandered over to where Kay sat and gave a rueful smile as he leaned against the desk beside her.

      ‘That went as well as could be expected,’ he said.

      ‘Sometimes these things take a while, Ian. You know that.’

      ‘Let’s just hope we get a breakthrough on one of these cases over the weekend, guv. We’re going to be in for the long haul otherwise.’
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      Jack Moreton pulled the carton of milk from the fridge, popped the lid and gagged.

      ‘Jesus, that’s got legs.’

      He slammed the door shut, crossed to a ceramic sink cluttered with crockery and poured the offending liquid down the plughole, running the cold tap to chase it away.

      The letterbox clattered in the hallway, and as he peered through the yellowing net curtains at the window, he caught sight of the kid who delivered the free Saturday newspaper hurrying down the path.

      Turning back to the worktop, his top lip curled.

      ‘Black coffee it is, then.’

      He ran his hand through overlong hair and reached up to a cupboard, opening the door and rummaging around until he found a half-empty coffee jar and a Tupperware box half-filled with sugar.

      ‘You’d better not be stealing mine.’

      He turned at the sound of the voice, unable to hide the guilty smile that formed. ‘Sorry, Tina. This is urgent.’

      His housemate slapped across the kitchen in ill-fitting fluffy slippers and helped herself to a slice of cold pizza from the open box on the worktop.

      ‘What time is it?’ she yawned.

      ‘Half eleven.’

      ‘What time did you get in?’

      ‘About two o’clock, I suppose.’

      ‘I must’ve been out for the count. I didn’t hear a thing. Isn’t Gary around? He’s usually up and about by now.’

      Jack flipped the switch on the kettle and shrugged.

      ‘I haven’t seen him. He must be in, because his phone’s there. It’s already gone off once – that’s what woke me up.’

      ‘Is there any more of this pizza left?’

      ‘No – why, do you want to order some?’

      ‘It’s all right, no. I’ll probably head over to Mum and Dad’s once I’ve taken a couple of painkillers – she said she was doing a spag bol for lunch, so I’m not turning that down.’

      He grinned. ‘I thought you were cutting down on the drink?’

      ‘So did I.’ Tina grimaced. ‘Do you want me to pick up some more milk on the way back?’

      ‘Yeah, thanks.’

      ‘Catch you later.’

      Jack watched her leave the room, smiling as she plucked at her creased pyjamas and yawned again before disappearing into the dining room that their landlord advertised as a third bedroom.

      There had been a mutual attraction once, maybe a year ago when he first moved in, but it had burned out quickly once they had spent time in each other’s living space and realised they were polar opposites in nature.

      The mobile phone on the worktop trilled, jerking him from his thoughts and he leaned over to read the display.

      Mum.

      ‘’Spose it might be urgent,’ he muttered, and snatched up the phone.

      Gary’s parents lived somewhere near Sevenoaks – he could never remember the name of the village and he’d never met them, but he knew from conversations with his housemate that he was close to them.

      He left the kitchen and jogged up the stairs before hammering on a door towards the back of the terraced house, then glanced down when the phone stopped ringing.

      ‘Gary? Your phone rang, mate. Looks like your mum’s number.’

      He rapped his knuckles against the door once more.

      ‘Gary? Are you in there?’

      Holding his breath, Jack strained his ears to hear beyond the wooden surface over the sound of Tina talking on the phone, her voice carrying up the stairs to where he stood.

      ‘Bollocks,’ he muttered. ‘I can’t hear a thing. Mate, you’d better be decent because I’m coming in.’

      The bitter stench of vomit assaulted his nostrils the moment he opened the door, and he reared backwards, covering his nose with his hand while his eyes adjusted to the gloomy interior.

      He crossed the room, shoving the curtains aside and thrust open a window before taking deep breaths.

      Turning, he took in the sleeping form bundled up under a thin duvet, a mop of dark curly hair sticking out from the top of it.

      ‘Gary? Wake up. Your mum’s been phoning for you.’

      No response.

      He sighed, wandered around the foot of the bed to the other side and spotted a pale arm snaking out from under the duvet, dangling down the side of the mattress.

      His housemate’s face was covered by the bedclothes he’d pulled up over his head.

      Grinning, Jack reached out for the duvet.

      ‘Rise and shine,’ he sang, snatching it away.

      Staggering backwards, Jack blinked at the still form.

      Gary’s pale eyes stared back at him, his cheeks, nostrils and lips covered in vomit that had pooled across the sheet and soaked into the mattress. His skin was a mottled blue, and even before Jack reached out to touch him, he knew.

      His insides twisted, and then he bolted from the room.
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      Barnes buttoned his jacket and paused at the open metal gate separating the tree-lined avenue from the house.

      He glanced over his shoulder to where Kay was signing in with a young male constable on the cordon and fought an adrenalin spike that punched his chest.

      The only details that had come through on the radio were that a man in his twenties had been discovered by his housemates, dead from a suspected overdose.

      ‘Ready when you are, Ian.’

      Kay wandered over with the constable in tow and nodded towards the front door. ‘The place doesn’t look in too bad a condition, considering it’s a shared house.’

      The constable snorted. ‘Wait until you see inside, guv.’

      ‘What can you tell us about the deceased’s housemates?’ said Barnes, stepping to one side as two men passed him bearing an empty stretcher. ‘Which one found him?’

      ‘Jack Moreton, Sarge. He works full-time at an insurance firm in the City.’ The constable – Walker, according to his name badge – recited the details from memory. ‘He’s twenty-two-years old, no convictions. He told us Gary – that’s the deceased, Sarge – left his mobile phone in the kitchen and there was a missed call from his mum, so when it rang again, he ran upstairs with it. When he banged on the bedroom door there was no answer, so he went in. That’s when he found him.’

      ‘Who else lives here?’ said Kay.

      ‘A twenty-one-year-old female by the name of Tina Lewis. Again, clean record. Gary’s name is on the lease, and Jack and Tina sub-let from him. I’ve spoken to the landlord’s agent and she says there have never been any reports of trouble or any issues since the three of them have lived here.’

      ‘Have you had a chance to take their statements?’ said Barnes.

      ‘Yes, Sarge. They’re both sitting in the kitchen if you want a word.’ Walker bobbed his head as he stepped aside. ‘I’ll add these statements on the system when we’re finished here if that’s all right. Oh, and Lucas Anderson is inside. He’s declared life extinct but was hanging around until the coroner’s lot got here with the stretcher if you wanted a word.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Barnes waved Kay ahead and followed her across a cracked and potholed concrete driveway to the front door where Walker’s colleague stood waiting.

      ‘Guv, Sarge.’ He indicated the kitchen off to the right and lowered his voice. ‘They’re in here – unless you want to see the victim first before Lucas’s lot move him?’

      Barnes peered up the narrow staircase, heavy footsteps echoing from somewhere towards the back of the house. ‘We won’t be long.’

      Kay gestured to him to lead the way, and he wandered up, following the sound of male voices speaking in undertones.

      The shorter of the coroner’s men glanced over his shoulder at Barnes when he hovered at the threshold, and grimaced.

      ‘It’s not pretty.’

      ‘It never is.’

      Barnes pulled on protective gloves, handed a spare pair to Kay, then cleared his throat to counteract the underpinning stench that filled the room despite a breeze billowing the curtains from an open window.

      ‘Afternoon, Lucas.’

      The pathologist had been bending over the prone body sprawled across the sheets, and now straightened, wincing as his back twinged in protest. ‘Detectives. I’ll have Simon schedule the post mortem for early next week and give you the details once he has a date and time.’

      ‘Any chance you could hazard a…’

      ‘Not conclusively, but I’d suggest choking on his own vomit finished him off. That might help your enquiries.’ Lucas turned and pointed to a small packet propped against a lamp on a nightstand. ‘To my untrained eye, it looks strikingly similar in size to the one we found on Felicity Gregor last week.’

      ‘It does. We’ll get that into evidence.’

      ‘I’ll let you get on.’

      Barnes moved closer to the double bed as the pathologist left the room.

      A chink of weak daylight escaped through the drawn curtains, highlighting a man’s pale arm that twisted at an awkward angle, his face turned away from the window.

      Vomit covered the sheets, the bitter stench filling the dank air and mixing with the other bodily fluids that had leaked through the bedclothes.

      Barnes sighed as he moved away and turned his attention to the room.

      A sprawling array of computer screens and servers took up a long desk against the far wall, a cork board above it displaying sticky notes with various scribbled reminders, and a notebook had been pushed to the right of the computer keyboard.

      Kay ran her gloved finger down the scrawl across the page, her brow furrowed. ‘What are all these three-letter codes?’

      ‘Stocks.’

      Barnes turned at Walker’s voice to see the young constable hovering at the door.

      ‘I asked Tina,’ he said, colouring a little. ‘Hope you don’t mind, guv. She said Gary was a day trader – you know, shares. According to her, he was doing really well out of it.’

      ‘Interesting. Where’s that mobile phone of his now?’

      In response, Walker held up a plastic evidence bag. ‘In here. We’ll also get these servers logged before we leave.’

      Rummaging in his jacket pocket, Barnes pulled out a business card. ‘Do me a favour? Call into the incident room when you get back and I’ll sort out the chain of custody. I want those over to digital forensics ASAP.’

      ‘Will do, Sarge.’

      ‘Right, guv – shall we have a word with the housemates?’
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      Kay could sense the shock emanating off the man and woman sitting at the kitchen table when she walked into the room.

      The woman, Tina, cradled a half-empty mug between slim fingers, her face sickly pale and her hair bedraggled.

      The man – Jack – looked scared.

      Kay leaned against the sink while Barnes pulled out a chair beside the housemates and rested his arm on the table.

      ‘How’re you both holding up?’ he began. ‘Have either of you got family or friends nearby you can be with today when we’re finished here?’

      ‘My mum’s over at West Farleigh,’ Tina said, her voice shaking. ‘She knows Jack, and she’s already said we can both stay there for a bit. I-I can’t believe he’s gone. Not like that.’

      Barnes turned his attention to Jack. ‘I understand you found Gary and called triple nine, is that correct?’

      ‘Yeah.’ The young man cleared his throat, his gaze following the sounds of the coroner’s employees negotiating the stairs with the laden stretcher. ‘Although I knew there wasn’t a lot of point asking for an ambulance.’

      Kay moved across the kitchen and closed the door, before giving a sympathetic grimace. ‘We know this is a very hard time for both of you, but we have to ask questions in order to find out how your friend died.’

      ‘I know.’ Jack shrugged. ‘I’ve seen it on TV enough times.’

      ‘Not quite the same in real life, is it?’ said Barnes sympathetically. ‘We’ll make this as quick as possible. When was the last time you saw Gary alive?’

      ‘Yesterday. About seven o’clock last night. I was on my way out to catch up with friends in town, and he was in here.’

      ‘Tina? What about you?’

      ‘Just after seven thirty, I think. I needed to borrow a phone charger and he gave me his to use. I-I should probably put it back or something…’ Her hand shook as she pushed blonde hair from her face. ‘I was rushing to get ready before a friend picked me up, and all I remember is him standing by the sink there telling me not to forget to have a glass of water when I got home so I didn’t wake up with a hangover. He’s – was – nice like that.’

      ‘Do either of you know where Gary was planning to go last night?’ said Barnes.

      ‘I don’t think he had any big plans,’ said Jack. ‘Last time we spoke, he said he’d probably have a couple of pints at the pub just down the road here. I think he was catching up with friends this morning somewhere or other.’

      ‘What sort of time was that arranged for?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Do you know who he was meeting?’

      ‘No, sorry. I mean, we all live here but we don’t stick our noses into what each other are up to. Not really.’

      ‘Gary was more sensible than us – less likely to end up having to sleep off a night before…’ Tina’s voice faltered, and she wiped at her eyes. ‘Shit.’

      ‘We found a small bag of powder on Gary’s nightstand,’ said Kay, watching the two housemates’ reactions carefully. ‘Any idea where that came from?’

      Tina paled. ‘No – certainly not from me…’

      ‘Nor me.’ Jack dropped his gaze. ‘I didn’t know he was still doing drugs.’

      ‘Oh?’ Barnes caught Kay’s eye and straightened in his seat. ‘Got a history, has he?’

      ‘It got a bit out of hand a year ago,’ Jack murmured. ‘He scared himself. I think he took something that had been cut wrong.’

      ‘He wasn’t here when it happened.’ Tina looked from Barnes to Kay, her eyes pleading. ‘We didn’t know about it until he got back.’

      ‘Got back from where?’ said Kay.

      ‘I don’t know who he was with, but I think it was a bunch of friends at a party in town…’

      ‘He reckoned after that experience, he’d never touch anything again,’ Jack added. ‘Scared the shit out of him, it did. Hallucinations, the lot.’

      ‘Have you noticed anything different about the way Gary was behaving recently?’ said Barnes. ‘Anything out of character, for instance?’

      Tina shook her head. ‘Not really, but we don’t hang out together. I mean, apart from seeing each other in here maybe once or twice a day, we tend to be out doing our own thing. I never socialised with him.’

      ‘Neither did I, apart from the occasional drink down the pub with him – and that was never more than once a month, usually if they were showing a football game we both wanted to see,’ Jack added. ‘We couldn’t afford the subscription service to watch here so the pub was the next best thing.’

      ‘All right.’ Kay pushed herself away from the worktop as Barnes joined her. ‘We’ll be in touch if we have further questions. You can speak to PC Walker or his colleague in the meantime if you need anything.’

      She followed Barnes out to the car, pausing to watch as the stretcher bearing Gary Lovell was loaded into the back of an unmarked private ambulance.

      ‘Are you all right, guv?’

      Her colleague’s voice jolted her from her thoughts, and she peered over the car at him.

      ‘I’ve got a really bad feeling about all of this, Ian.’
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      When Kay pushed open the door to the incident room, a cacophony of phones ringing assaulted her ears.

      ‘Jesus,’ said Barnes. ‘What happened? We only left them for a couple of hours.’

      Gavin hurried over, his mobile phone to his ear. ‘There have been six people rushed into Maidstone and Ashford hospitals since three o’clock this morning. Three are in a critical condition, and it doesn’t sound good for two of the others. The youngest is only sixteen. They’re all suffering from drug overdoses.’

      Kay took one look at the detective constable’s harried face and steered him towards her desk. ‘Tell me what you know. The short version.’

      ‘Okay.’ He sank into a spare chair beside hers and took a deep breath before squaring his shoulders. ‘All six are believed to have been to that new nightclub up the road from here last night…’

      ‘Including the sixteen-year-old?’

      ‘She had a fake ID – needless to say, the nightclub’s owners are having words with their security contractors. The club closed at three o’clock this morning but the triple nine calls started coming in at half past two, with the first two cases taken to Maidstone Hospital at quarter past three.’

      ‘And every case is from the same club?’

      ‘So far, yes.’ Gavin frowned. ‘What about you, guv? Laura said there was another death this morning.’

      Kay sighed. ‘Lucas reckons the bloke choked on his own vomit after overdosing – but we found more of what looks like the same powder that was found in Felicity Gregor’s possession. Same packaging, everything.’

      ‘Guv?’

      Kay twisted in her chair as Laura approached, the woman’s face stricken. ‘What is it?’

      ‘That was Maidstone Hospital, guv. The sixteen-year-old didn’t make it.’

      ‘Jesus.’

      Kay ran her hand over her mouth as she met Gavin’s gaze.

      His eyes were troubled. ‘We’re too late, aren’t we? That stuff that was taken from the vet practice is already out there.’

      ‘What I don’t understand is why we’re seeing so many overdoses,’ said Kay. ‘I mean, people use ketamine all the time – it’s taken over from cocaine around here amongst twenty- to thirty-year olds over the past six years – so why the sudden rise in deaths?’

      ‘Maybe it’s been cut differently.’ Laura paused while Barnes wandered over to join them. ‘We could be dealing with someone who’s new to this and doesn’t realise.’

      Kay frowned. ‘Has anyone over at Major Crimes in Northfleet mentioned anything about a new gang in the area, or a county lines operation?’

      Barnes shook his head. ‘I’ve just been talking to Paul Solomon over there, and he says none of their intelligence indicates that there’s a new system in place.’

      ‘Have any other areas experienced an influx of overdose cases this week?’

      ‘No – whatever’s going on, it’s limited to Maidstone.’

      Kay balled her fist and bounced it off the desk, staring at her computer screen as two more emails appeared, neither of which helped their investigation. ‘Christ, we need those lab testing results. We need to know what this stuff is, and confirmation whether it’s the supplies stolen from Adam’s practice, or something else.’

      ‘Nothing from Harriet yet?’ said Gavin.

      ‘No – and she reckoned it would take two weeks with the staffing levels being what they are at the moment.’ Kay pushed back her chair and stalked over to the whiteboard, glaring at the various notes and photographs. ‘Ian, can you phone Jack Moreton and ask him if he or Tina know if Gary Lovell ever went to that nightclub? If he did, we can move forward on the basis that he was there last night and request CCTV images to either rule it out or find him.’

      ‘Will do, guv.’

      ‘Given that the test results aren’t going to reach us until at least Friday, what if we take a closer look at the nightclub ourselves to see who’s dealing this particular mix of ketamine?’ said Laura. ‘I mean, if whoever’s selling it made some money last night, then they’ll be too tempted not to give it another go tonight, won’t they?’

      Kay shook her head. ‘It’s a good idea, Laura but we haven’t got the manpower to watch all of the clubs in town – not all at once.’

      ‘We could if we got the dog handlers in,’ said Barnes.

      ‘I’ll never get the paperwork approved in time to get the drugs dogs out tonight.’

      ‘Who said anything about the specialised ones?’ Her colleague grinned. ‘Have a word with the dog unit and ask them to put hi-vis coats on theirs instead. We only need to create an illusion at the other clubs that there are sniffer dogs on the doors to corral the dealer back to this particular place, don’t we?’

      Kay choked out a snort. ‘Ian, that’s devious – even for you. I like it.’

      ‘I think I should go in, too,’ said Laura. ‘If anyone is dealing stolen ketamine then I can act as eyes and ears on the ground to support what we’re seeing on the security cameras.’

      ‘I’m not happy about that. We don’t know who this person is, or whether they’re working alone. It could be dangerous,’ said Gavin, leaning against the desk. His brow furrowed. ‘I think I should go instead.’

      Laura shot him a cheeky grin and reached out to pat his arm.

      ‘You can’t, Gav. You’re too old for clubbing.’

      ‘Neither of you are going,’ said Kay as the laughter subsided. ‘This is Maidstone, not the Wild West. I’ll contact Northfleet and get some help from Sharp. We’ll need specially trained officers to carry out the undercover work. The rest of you can be on standby in the near vicinity in case they need to make any arrests.’

      She saw the disappointment in her colleagues’ faces and held up her hand before they could protest.

      ‘We need to stop whoever’s supplying these drugs before they kill someone else – either they’ve made a mistake manufacturing them, or they’ve deliberately set out to harm anyone who takes them. I’m not prepared to take any chances.’
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      Laura pulled her sweatshirt sleeve over her hand and rubbed at the condensation coating the inside of the single-glazed window.

      Three storeys below, a throbbing bass rumbled as a reinforced door swung outwards onto the pavement and four women staggered from the nightclub.

      Wobbling on four inch heels, they giggled and catcalled their way towards a taxi rank and tumbled into a car at the front of the queue.

      She watched as the vehicle pulled away from the kerb, the driver shaking his head and smiling.

      The radio on the abandoned filing cabinet beside her squawked and hissed before a voice issued one of the agreed callsigns for the operation and someone at force control replied.

      ‘Anything?’

      Laura glanced over her shoulder at Gavin’s voice. ‘Nothing to help us. The searches on the High Street have come up with the usual pills and marijuana. Small amounts though – no dealers yet.’

      ‘And none of that powder?’

      ‘Nothing that looks remotely like it. I mean, if they do find something it’ll have to be tested anyway, but so far…’

      Gavin wheeled a chair towards the window and checked his watch in the light from the street outside. ‘Only an hour to go. Hopefully something will turn up.’

      ‘I wouldn’t sit on that if I were you – have you seen the state of the back of it?’

      He squinted in the poor light, and then shoved the chair away in disgust. ‘How long has this office been empty?’

      ‘Eighteen months or so.’ Laura watched the view below as the door to the nightclub opened once more. ‘Dave Morrison was saying the owner’s trying to get planning permission to turn the place into flats – he’s given up on commercial leases. The shop downstairs has been empty for two years.’

      ‘That explains a lot.’ Gavin ran his hand over a layer of dust coating the windowsill. ‘I thought I heard scratching over in the corner over there earlier.’

      Laura paled, peering into the shadows of the office. ‘What?’

      When she looked at him, he was grinning, already holding up his hands in mock defence.

      ‘You’re an asshole sometimes, Piper.’ She turned back to the window biting back the smile that threatened. ‘I don’t know why Leanne puts up with you.’

      ‘Because she loves me.’

      ‘Somebody has to, I suppose.’ Laura watched as a group of five older adults meandered their way along the pavement, all dressed in liveried high-visibility vests.

      A man in the group paused next to two young women, one of whom looked worse for wear.

      ‘I don’t know how they do that,’ she murmured. ‘All of the abuse they get from some people, as well as being out in all weathers.’

      ‘But thank goodness they do,’ Gavin said, as the volunteer waved down a taxi and saw both girls safely into the back seat.

      As it drove away, Laura stretched her arms over her head and cricked her neck. She was getting cold in the abandoned office and started to pace the room to warm up while he continued to monitor the street.

      ‘Any more news about the attack on Adam?’ she said, circling the middle of the cavernous space, her hands shoved into her fleece jacket pockets.

      ‘Not yet. Been too busy the past few days on this side of things, for a start.’

      She heard the frustration in her colleague’s voice then, and wandered back to him. ‘Anything I can do to help?’

      Gavin glanced away from the window and forced a smile. ‘Not really, but thanks. I just need to have a few hours to think about what I’ve got my hands on to date and see if there’s anything I’ve missed. I want to try to speak to Stephanie again early next week too. Given that she was first on scene after the attack, she might recall something now that she didn’t when we first interviewed her. It happens, doesn’t it?’

      ‘It does.’

      The radio on the sill next to his elbow interrupted them, a barked command filling the air.

      ‘Could be another arrest,’ Gavin said, adjusting the volume while responses were called back and forth to the control centre. ‘Sounds like Bank Street.’

      ‘Fingers crossed.’

      Laura buried her chin into the thick soft collar of her jacket, her shoulders hunched as she listened to the ensuing exchange between the pair of young constables on the street and the dispatcher.

      It seemed friendly enough – a warning was issued, and the man sent on his way without a fuss before one of the officers ended the call.

      Below her position at the window, a last flurry of revellers emptied from the club, a group of six men singing at the tops of their voices before disappearing around the corner, and Laura checked her watch.

      ‘Three o’clock. That’s it, then.’

      As the music faded, Laura picked up the radio and toggled the switches before rattling off her callsign. ‘Has any trace of the ketamine powder been found anywhere?’

      ‘Negative,’ came the reply. ‘We can confirm two arrests for dealing pills, and another three for possession of cannabis, but that’s it. Your ketamine dealer wasn’t here tonight.’

      Laura lowered the radio, her gaze finding Gavin.

      He looked as dejected as she felt, his shoulders sagging as he blew out his cheeks.

      ‘Best call it a night,’ he said, shrugging his leather jacket over his shoulders. ‘I have a feeling we’re going to be in for a long day.’
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      Kay ruffled Oscar’s ears as she padded into the kitchen and filled a glass with water from a filter jug, her eyes bleary.

      After spending most of Saturday night dealing with a string of text messages containing updates from her team, she had fallen into an uneasy sleep that had been interrupted by the alarm clock ten minutes ago.

      She shivered, pulling her dressing gown to her chest and heard the boiler click on, a soft rumble from within the cupboard next to the back door and the subtle tick tick from the radiator next to Oscar’s bed promising warmth in a few minutes.

      Yawning, she switched on the coffee machine and inhaled the soothing aroma of freshly ground beans and then refilled Oscar’s water bowl. She measured a cupful of kibble into a second bowl before placing it in front of the Golden Retriever, wrinkling her nose.

      ‘I know you probably can’t help it, but Scott really needs to tell his friend to stop feeding you whatever’s upsetting your stomach,’ she murmured, mindful of footsteps from the bedroom above.

      Oscar nudged her hand away and buried his face in his food, happy slurping noises filling the kitchen as Kay fetched a steaming mug of coffee and returned to the central worktop.

      A new message appeared on her phone screen, and she sat on a stool while she read the text from Barnes.

      We’ll all be in from 8 for the debrief – see you soon.

      ‘Coffee…’

      She glanced over her shoulder as Adam entered the kitchen, his arms held out in front of him zombie-like as he scuffed across the tiles.

      Kay tucked her phone under a takeaway menu and forced a smile. ‘I thought I’d go in and find out how they got on last night.’

      ‘No phone calls?’

      ‘A few messages, that’s all. They’d have only called if something urgent came up.’

      Adam shuffled across to the coffee machine and dropped a pod into place. ‘No news is good news, then.’

      Her smile faltered when he turned.

      The bruising to his eye socket and cheekbone was starting to turn yellow and purple, the deep colouring to his skin changing as he healed. The redness in his eye was fading, and she noted that the packet of painkillers on the worktop beside her hadn’t been touched for a couple of days.

      And yet…

      ‘What is it?’ he said, bringing his coffee mug over to where she sat and putting his arm around her shoulders. He kissed her hair. ‘What’s on your mind?’

      She waited until he put down his mug, then twisted in her chair and wrapped her arms around him, resting her head against his chest. ‘I’m worried about you.’

      ‘I’m out of danger. You wait and see – when we go back to the hospital on Tuesday, they’ll give me the all-clear.’ He tipped her face towards his and kissed her nose. ‘So there’s nothing to worry about.’

      Pulling away as he picked up his coffee, Kay sighed. ‘Adam, you know as well as I do whoever broke into the practice could come back. We’ve seen it happen before with other businesses. Now that they know what’s kept in that cabinet of yours, it’ll be too tempting for them. If Gavin doesn’t find out who did this…’

      ‘Listen, I didn’t get a chance to tell you yesterday – you were too tired when you got home – but Scott ordered a new secure cabinet for those drugs on Friday.’ Adam sank onto the stool beside her. ‘It’s better than the one we had before. No-one should be able to break into it.’

      ‘It’s not the drugs I’m worried about. Well, it is – obviously.’ Kay reached out and squeezed his hand. ‘I’m worried about you. And Scott, and Stephanie. Whoever did this didn’t think twice about attacking you in order to get to the drugs. That’s a whole other act of desperation – we haven’t had a vet attacked before. Not around here.’

      ‘We’ll put new security measures in place, then. We’ll add cameras to the outside of the building, things like that.’

      She sighed and lowered her gaze to her lap. ‘Great, so when you get attacked next time we can watch it in high resolution.’

      ‘What would you have me do? Close the practice? Quit?’

      Her head snapped up. ‘No. No – of course not.’

      ‘Then stop worrying about what might happen.’ He smiled, kissed her fingers and then picked up his coffee mug and slid off of his stool. ‘Besides, I know you. You won’t give up until you find out who did this to me, and stop them. Right?’

      ‘I won’t.’

      A subtle hiss broke the atmosphere, and Kay turned around to see Oscar raising his head from his bed, his brown eyes troubled.

      ‘Oh, Jesus – not again!’

      She stumbled over to the back door, wrenched it open and picked up a tea towel from the draining board, flapping it to counteract the rotten smell that hung in the air.

      ‘That bloody dog,’ she said, glaring at the Golden Retriever while Adam bent to rub its ears. ‘The sooner Scott takes him back, the better.’

      ‘Aw, he can’t help it. He’s sick.’

      Kay pursed her lips, biting back the truth and vowing to phone Adam’s colleague when she got into work to give him a piece of her mind.

      ‘I’m going to have a shower.’ Adam straightened, then winked. ‘If you fancy helping me waste some hot water…’

      Despite herself, despite all her worries, Kay laughed.

      ‘How could I resist an offer like that?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      After pulling up the collar of her jacket, Kay reached across for the hot mushroom pie Barnes held out and let the warmth seep into her fingers for a moment.

      A chill wind gusted across the River Medway and created a chop on the water that sent a pair of swans bobbing up and down as they paddled upstream.

      The wooden bench seat was tucked away against a limestone wall that sheltered her from the worst of the inclement weather, but she still shivered when Barnes sat beside her and unwrapped the largest Cornish pasty she’d ever seen.

      ‘Get much sleep last night?’ he said.

      ‘Not really. You?’

      Her stomach rumbled and she bit into the pie, wincing as the hot food burnt her tongue but unable to resist a second mouthful.

      ‘Here and there.’ Barnes licked crumbs from his fingers then reached into his coat pocket, pulled out his phone and squinted at the screen.

      ‘Anything?’

      ‘Just Parker confirming he’s got the statements from the arrests last night into the system. None of them know about a new ketamine-based powder doing the rounds.’

      ‘That’s their story.’ Kay finished the pie, then scrunched up the paper napkin and dabbed at her lips. ‘God, I needed that.’

      ‘Me too.’ Barnes stifled a belch, then took her rubbish and his over to a metal bin on the tow path before returning. ‘I caught up with Kyle Walker this morning – the constable who was at Gary Lovell’s house yesterday. He confirmed he took Gary’s mobile phone and computer servers over to Andy Grey yesterday afternoon. Apparently Grey said he’ll prioritise the phone – he’s working on another case for East Division this weekend and his other computer expert isn’t back until tomorrow.’

      ‘Okay. Not much else we can do about that.’ Kay sighed. ‘So the nightclub angle is a dead end as well?’

      ‘Looks that way. Gavin finally heard from Jack Moreton this morning who confirmed neither he or Tina recall Gary going there.’ Her colleague’s brow furrowed. ‘Or if he did, he kept it to himself.’

      ‘What about Chantelle Evans, the sixteen-year-old who died? Dave Morrison was going to speak to her parents yesterday, wasn’t he?’

      ‘He did, and it’s not a happy story.’ He hunched into his coat. ‘Her foster dad said she’s been mixing with an older crowd for the past eight months or so, and neither he or his wife know any of their names. When they first adopted Chantelle, they said she was a lovely kid but she’d become secretive, rude…’

      Kay sighed. ‘Perhaps she’d been experimenting with drugs for a while then.’

      ‘That’s what Dave reckoned. He plans to get in touch with her school tomorrow and arrange to speak to some of her classmates.’

      Barnes’s phone pinged again, and he chuckled after reading the message before holding it up to show Kay.

      ‘Emma says she’s having the time of her life, and to say hello.’

      She reached out to tilt the screen and grinned at his daughter’s photograph, a familiar Sydney landmark in the background. ‘Is she coming back?’

      ‘She’d bloody better.’ Barnes shoved the phone back in his pocket. ‘Sharp approved my time off next month – thanks for giving him a nudge about it.’

      ‘No problem. I have to admit, four weeks in the sun is rather appealing at the moment.’

      ‘Are you and Adam still planning on getting away sometime?’

      ‘Absolutely. It’s another couple of months until our holiday so it’ll give us time to make sure there are no setbacks from his injuries. Just in case.’

      ‘When does he get the all-clear from his doctor?’

      ‘His appointment’s on Tuesday afternoon, so we’ll find out then. Mind you, he doesn’t seem to have any side effects.’

      ‘He’s a lucky man. You must be relieved.’

      ‘I am, yes.’ Kay watched the swans for a moment, then crossed her arms over her chest as the wind changed direction and ruffled her hair. ‘I’m worried that Gavin hasn’t got any further with the theft investigation, though.’

      Barnes wrinkled his nose. ‘You and I both know it’s a difficult one. He needs a breakthrough there…’

      ‘I wish…’ She sighed, and turned to him. ‘What if he’s in over his head?’

      ‘He’s not, guv. It’ll simply take time.’ Barnes smiled. ‘After all, I’ve been taking up a lot of that this week sending him here, there and everywhere trying to work out if Felicity’s death is linked to the theft, or whether we can find out who supplied those drugs to her – and now Gary as well. He’s doing his best, as always.’

      ‘I suppose you’re right.’ Kay shook her head and slapped her palms against the seat. ‘Of course you are. I just…’

      ‘You just want to make sure whoever supplied Felicity and Gary, and whoever broke into Adam’s surgery and whacked him, get what they deserve.’ Barnes’s eyes softened. ‘As do we all.’

      Kay pushed her hair from her eyes as the wind changed direction and buffeted against her. ‘Tell you what, I’ll head over and speak to Isobel Gregor again this morning – maybe she can tell us whether Felicity knew Gary.’

      ‘It’s worth a try, I suppose.’ Barnes frowned. ‘From what we know about them so far though, it’d seem strange for them to move in the same circles. Nothing connected them on social media, remember.’

      ‘It’s a long shot, I know but maybe there’s something there we’re not seeing yet.’ Kay rose to her feet, fighting down the sense of frustration that threatened. ‘Look, if anything, it might give us a head start while we’re waiting for those bloody phone records.’
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      A pale grey sky hugged the roof tiles of the large detached house when Kay steered the pool car into the gravelled lay-by at the top of Windmill Hill.

      Fine mist still clung to the dips and valleys she could see in the distance, while bare hedgerows bowed in the stiff breeze blowing across the barren fields beyond the lane.

      She pulled her coat around her shoulders and paused to let a muddy tractor pass before crossing the road to the front gate.

      The whole place seemed forlorn, without hope, and as Kay hurried to the front door, she noted the driveway beside the house was devoid of vehicles.

      She cursed under her breath.

      In her hurry to speak with Felicity’s parents once more, she had assumed they would be in on a Sunday morning, and now wished she’d thought to phone ahead.

      Ringing the bell, she turned her back to the door and watched as a pair of brightly clothed walkers wandered past, the taller man raising his hand in greeting before the woman beside him pointed to a footpath signposted next to Kay’s car.

      They disappeared from view as a bolt shot back, and she spun on her heel in time to see Isobel Gregor peering around the door.

      ‘Detective Hunter… I wasn’t expecting you.’

      ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Gregor. I should’ve called.’ Kay fought down her embarrassment. ‘I wondered – could I come in? I have a few more questions.’

      ‘All right.’ Isobel pulled the door open wider and gestured towards the living room as Kay stepped into the warmth. ‘Peter isn’t here, I’m afraid. He left early this morning.’

      ‘Oh?’

      The other woman’s top lip curled. ‘Parish Council business. I did say I thought they could manage without him for a few more days in the circumstances…’

      ‘I expect he’s very much in demand these days,’ said Kay, keeping her voice even. ‘Especially with his future plans.’

      ‘It’s precisely because of those future plans that he was insistent on attending church this morning, and then this impromptu meeting.’

      As Isobel collapsed onto the two-seater sofa and waved her to a matching armchair, Kay saw the exhaustion and grief in the woman’s eyes.

      She was still pale, and looked as if she might fade away.

      ‘Do you have anyone you can talk to, or someone who can be with you?’ said Kay.

      Isobel’s gaze moved to the open fire as a log shifted and spat out sparks across the grate. ‘Not really. I’m afraid, detective, that the sort of people we’ve been associating with of late due to Peter’s ambitions aren’t the sort you’d trust with your personal views or struggles.’

      She gave a slight shake of her head as her attention returned to Kay. ‘I’m sorry – you said you wanted to ask me some more questions?’

      Kay clasped her hands in her lap. ‘I do, and I’m sorry to cause you more distress Mrs Gregor. There was an incident yesterday morning – a young man in his early twenties died from a suspected overdose, and we believe he may have taken the same sort of powder that was found amongst Felicity’s clothing.’

      Isobel gasped. ‘You don’t think my daughter was dealing drugs?’

      ‘We have no evidence to suggest that she was.’ Kay held up her hand to placate the woman. ‘What I am trying to find out is whether Felicity might have known him, except we’ve been unable to connect them on social media. I wondered whether you might have heard her mention him? His name is Gary Lovell.’

      Isobel’s brow puckered. ‘She did know a Gary, but I’m uncertain of the surname. Do you… do you have a photograph?’

      Kay unzipped her handbag and pulled out her phone, scrolling to a recent photograph that Dave Morrison had copied from one of Gary’s social media profiles before passing it across.

      Felicity’s mother’s eyes widened. ‘Oh – yes, I do remember him.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes.’ Isobel handed back the phone. ‘About a year ago, maybe more, we were having dinner and Felicity mentioned in passing that she’d been asked if she’d like to join a young entrepreneurs group. It was very exclusive – there were only about half a dozen members at any time, and membership was by invite only.’

      ‘Do you know who invited her to the entrepreneurs’ group?’

      ‘Not off the top of my head, no. It wasn’t Gary – I seem to recall that Felicity only mentioned him to us after a couple of months. She later introduced us to him when we bumped into him one Saturday afternoon in Maidstone while we were out shopping.’ Isobel frowned, then sighed. ‘I can’t remember who she said the invitation came from, or how she found out about the group though.’

      Kay flicked through her notes, perplexed. ‘I haven’t got a note of a group like that on your daughter’s social media––’

      ‘Oh, it wasn’t an online group.’ Isobel raised an eyebrow. ‘Surprising these days, I know. No, this group met in person. Once a week, on a Friday for breakfast. Felicity was always leaving the house early for it – half past six. They used to meet in a function room at one of the smaller hotels in Maidstone at seven o’clock – she said two or three of the members still had jobs while they were building up their own businesses, so they could attend the breakfast club and then go off to work.’

      ‘I don’t suppose you know the names of anyone else who went along?’

      ‘No, sorry. I do remember her saying that one of them was a games developer – you know, computer games. There was only one other woman who was a member. I think she ran a design company or something like that.’

      Kay turned to a fresh page of her notebook. ‘We didn’t find anything about this group amongst Felicity’s things, and we’re still waiting for the phone records for the mobile contract she had. There was no mention of the group amongst her emails, either.’

      ‘I think there was some sort of code they were expected to follow – you know, to protect the confidentiality of some of the matters they discussed. Felicity said they were expected to be very open about earnings, marketing strategies, things like that. I think that’s why they kept everything away from social media – in case something leaked out.’ Isobel’s shoulders sagged. ‘I wish she hadn’t joined to be honest.’

      ‘Oh? Why’s that?’

      ‘She’d often come home feeling… anxious. I think it was a case of her thinking she wasn’t good enough compared to the others in that group. I suppose it was because she saw them being so much more successful than she was. She tried so hard to make her little online business successful but every week she was hanging around with people who were easily making a six-figure income.’

      ‘Do you know where they used to meet? You said it was at a local hotel?’

      ‘Yes – that boutique one near Jubilee Square. The building used to be owned by a bank but they moved to new offices apparently.’

      ‘And you definitely can’t recall the names of any of the other members?’

      ‘No. I’m sorry. Do you think one of them might have been able to help Felicity, or might’ve been able to warn us she was using drugs if they hadn’t been sworn to secrecy?’

      ‘I’m not sure, Mrs Gregor. But I can promise you I’m going to find out.’
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      The next day, a melancholy clung to the incident room while Kay listened to the morning briefing.

      Her colleagues shifted uncomfortably in their seats as those who were rostered off duty were brought up to date by Barnes on the weekend’s lack of progress and the final findings from the undercover operation at the nightclub were assessed.

      Her DS met her gaze as he finished speaking and raised his voice above the murmured grumbles and sighs of frustration.

      ‘Guv? Would you like to give us a quick update about your conversation with Isobel Gregor yesterday?’

      ‘Thanks, Ian.’ Kay sidled past Laura, then paused next to the whiteboard and made sure she had everyone’s attention. ‘Okay, so hopefully we’ll have all of Felicity’s phone records to hand later today, maybe tomorrow but in the meantime, we need to speak to the owner of this hotel just off Jubilee Square.’ She paused to write the name of the establishment on the board. ‘According to Isobel, Felicity was invited to join an exclusive breakfast club for young entrepreneurs a year ago, and they meet here every Friday morning. Isobel further confirmed that Gary Lovell was a member…’

      A cacophony of voices filled the air, and she let the noise subside before continuing.

      ‘I’ve also spoken with Gary’s parents who said they knew about the breakfast club as well. Unfortunately, none of the parents could name any of the other members.’

      ‘There was nothing on either of their social media profiles about it,’ said Laura, tapping the end of her pen against her chin. ‘So why the secrecy?’

      ‘Well, that’s going to be down to you and Gavin to find out,’ Kay replied. ‘I’d like you to arrange to interview the manager of this hotel as soon as possible and ask who was on the guest list. I’m presuming they’ll have a note of the names, given all of the health and safety requirements these sorts of places are required to have in place these days.’

      ‘We’ll wander up the road after this,’ said Gavin, his head bowed as he scrolled through search engine pages on his phone. ‘If the manager isn’t around, we’ll find out from the receptionist who manages the function room and speak with them.’

      ‘Sounds good, thanks.’

      ‘Right, today’s other actions,’ said Barnes, flicking through the agenda in his hands.

      They both looked up as the door to the incident room swung open, the handle smacking into a filing cabinet behind it.

      Sharp advanced towards them, his face thunderous.

      ‘Guv…’ Barnes managed, ‘is there a problem?’

      ‘A word with DI Hunter, if I may,’ barked the DCI. ‘Sorry to interrupt, Ian.’

      Kay took one look at Sharp’s face and swallowed. ‘Right, guv. Perhaps your old office?’

      Heat rose to her face as she excused herself from the group gathered around the whiteboard and hurried over to where Sharp stood beside the open door to the abandoned office.

      As she walked inside, she took a deep breath, her heart rate rocketing while her mind worked, trying to fathom what might have happened, what might have gone wrong, and why Sharp was in such an obvious foul mood.

      The door slammed shut, and she turned to face him.

      ‘What’s wrong, guv?’

      ‘Suzi bloody Chambers, that’s what’s wrong,’ he spat, thrusting a copy of an online news article at her.

      Kay frowned, took the printout from him and looked at the headline.

      Detective pleads with victim’s parents after vet practice theft.

      ‘What the…?’ Her eyes fell to the photograph underneath, her breathing shallow as she recognised herself leaving Isobel Gregor’s home the previous day. ‘The people I saw opposite the Gregors’ house yesterday – they must’ve taken this.’

      ‘Suzi does have contacts in low places,’ Sharp said. ‘They must’ve been waiting for something like this to happen, especially with Peter’s political ambitions.’

      Kay skim-read the article, her voice shaking with anger.

      ‘“A senior detective with Kent Police was spotted speaking with the mother of suicide victim Felicity Gregor just days after a ketamine theft from Turner’s Veterinary Practice in Maidstone. The practice is owned and managed by Detective Kay Hunter’s partner, Adam Turner…”.’ She lowered the page and glared at Sharp. ‘This is bullshit.’

      ‘Unfortunately, it’s bullshit that’s caught the eye of Peter Gregor and the Chief Superintendent,’ said Sharp, checking his watch. ‘Which is why we’re having a meeting with them at Northfleet first thing tomorrow.’

      ‘Shit.’

      ‘I know it’s not fair, Kay but it’s to be expected in the circumstances. You’d do the same.’

      Kay huffed her fringe from her eyes. ‘I suppose so. What do you want me to do?’

      ‘Head home for now. Hand over all your work to Barnes before you go.’ Sharp sighed. ‘I’m sorry, Kay but we have to face the possibility that the Chief Super might want to suspend you until this is all over. Both for your own protection and that of the force.’

      Blinking away the stinging sensation at the corner of her eyes and biting back her frustration, Kay sighed.

      ‘I haven’t got much of a choice, have I?’
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      Gavin reached out for the polished brass handle of the glass door leading into the boutique hotel and let Laura enter the building before him, his colleague’s heels clacking on the lacquered tiles.

      An intricately carved staircase wound upwards to his right, and as he raised his gaze, his mouth opened in wonder at the enormous chandelier hanging above his head.

      He blinked to counteract the blinding effect from all the bulbs and turned his attention to the suited man behind a solid oak reception desk who smiled as Laura approached.

      The smile faltered a little when she held up her warrant card, but his professionalism won over and he picked up a phone beside a laptop computer and waved them towards a cluster of soft armchairs to the left of the entrance.

      ‘Mr Knight will be with you shortly,’ he called over as they took their seats. ‘He won’t be a moment.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Laura crossed her legs, then leaned forward and selected one of the glossy magazines laid out on a low wooden table in front of them.

      ‘You look at home here,’ Gavin said with a grin.

      ‘It’s nice, isn’t it?’ She raised her eyes to the ceiling, then frowned. ‘I wouldn’t want to dust that bloody chandelier though, would you?’

      ‘Thankfully, detective, we have a talented team of cleaners who do that for us.’

      Gavin looked up at the voice to see a tall man in his early thirties strolling across the reception floor towards them, his hand outstretched when he reached them.

      ‘I’m Lee Knight, manager of this fine establishment. How can I help you?’

      After making the introductions, Gavin tucked his warrant card into his jacket pocket and tipped his head towards the rear of the building. ‘We understand you have a function room through there that’s used for a regular breakfast club meeting on Friday mornings. We have some questions about the attendees we’d like to ask.’

      Knight’s brow furrowed before he recovered, and then he gestured towards an open doorway leading past the reception desk. ‘Would you like to come this way? I can show you where the function room is while we talk if you like.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Gavin followed in Laura’s wake as Knight led them down a corridor, their footsteps muffled by the thick carpet hugging the floor. Framed landscape prints of the local countryside hung on the walls, and antique brass light fittings emitted a soft glow that offset the pale-coloured paintwork.

      A steep staircase led off to his right and noticing a vacuum cleaner abandoned on the top step, he realised it was how the cleaners reached the upper floors.

      Knight glanced over his shoulder and smiled. ‘This was an old merchant’s residence originally, and when we took over the building from the bank, our developers re-established the old servants’ staircase. Our guests of course use the main stairs from reception, or the lift.’

      He paused and opened a door on his left before ushering them through and flicking a series of switches on a wall panel.

      Gavin blinked as his eyes adjusted to the bright spotlights in the ceiling that shone over a U-shaped formation of tables in the middle of the room. A whiteboard similar to the one he used in the incident room stood at one end beside a fold-down screen, and a projector automatically whirred to life from its position in the ceiling.

      The faint smell of burnt coffee beans clung to the air, and Knight reached out to adjust the air-conditioning controls while gesturing to the chairs surrounding the tables.

      ‘We have a group of dentists coming in for their annual meeting at two o’clock, so we can talk here in private. As you can see, we adjust the seating arrangements to suit our clients’ needs. The breakfast club you referred to tends to prefer a boardroom style set-up.’

      Gavin rested his hands on the back of one of the chairs while Knight circled the table and straightened water glasses, complimentary pens and notebooks.

      ‘What can you tell us about this Friday breakfast club?’

      Knight paused in his frenetic activities and sighed. ‘I was terribly sorry to hear about Felicity Gregor last week. She was so polite to everyone when she was here.’

      ‘How well did you know her?’ said Laura, hovering by the door as she took notes.

      ‘Not socially, of course – just here, in passing. Suicides are always such a shock to hear about, aren’t they?’

      ‘Did you know Gary Lovell?’ said Gavin.

      ‘The name sounds familiar.’

      ‘He was another member of the group – he was found dead on Saturday morning.’

      Knight paled. ‘Dead? How?’

      ‘We’re not at liberty to say at the moment, but I can tell you it’s forming part of an ongoing investigation. Do you have a list of attendees for the breakfast club you could give us?’

      ‘Of course.’ Recovering his composure, the manager’s voice turned brisk as he pulled out a mobile phone from his pocket and swiped the screen. ‘The beauty of technology, detectives – we now have all of our guest information at our fingertips.’

      ‘In that case, Mr Knight, could you email that to us as well?’ Gavin slid one of his business cards across the polished table.

      ‘Right away.’ The manager tapped his forefinger on the screen several times, and then looked up as the detective’s phone pinged. ‘There you go.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Gavin angled the screen as Laura joined him so that she could see the names.

      ‘Damian Beech is the person who I usually deal with,’ Knight continued. ‘I think he must be the leader of the group – or at least, that’s the impression I get. Then you have Felicity and Gary listed there.’

      ‘What can you tell us about the other three people listed here?’ said Laura.

      ‘I’m sorry – I don’t really know much about them except their names and any dietary preferences noted on the system.’ Knight finished his inspection of the room and clasped his hands. ‘Was there anything else you needed, detectives? It’s just that we do like to test the audio-visual equipment before our clients use the room, and…’

      ‘We’ll be in touch if we need anything else,’ said Gavin.

      ‘Please do.’ The hotel manager gestured to the door and ushered them towards the reception area. ‘If I’m not here, then one of my staff will be able to assist.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Once he was standing on the pavement outside, Gavin waited until the door swished closed, then raised an eyebrow at Laura.

      ‘I guess we better start doing background checks on this lot, then.’

      ‘Sounds good.’ Laura led the way back to the police station, and exhaled. ‘Fingers crossed we find something to help Kay.’
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      Kay put her handbag on the kitchen worktop and padded over to the kettle, flicking it on and pulling out a china mug from the cupboard overhead.

      She had passed Adam on her way home, her other half raising his hand while he walked Oscar along the road from the supermarket, a bulging hessian tote bag over his shoulder.

      Rubbing at tired eyes, weary from the hours she was keeping and the stress of the past week, she yawned as the kettle came to the boil and slopped hot water over a tea bag before smushing it against the side.

      The front door opened, and Oscar came streaming into the kitchen, his tail wagging as he found her and buried his nose into her hands.

      ‘I haven’t got any biscuits, no,’ she laughed, and pointed at the stainless steel bowls next to the back door. ‘Go and have a drink.’

      ‘Hi.’ Adam walked in and placed the shopping bag beside hers before starting to unpack it. ‘I bought us some fish for tonight for a change – sound good?’

      ‘Wonderful,’ she said, and wandered over to kiss him. ‘We can have that with some steamed vegetables.’

      ‘You’re home early.’ He frowned. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘I’m off the case. Suzie Chambers managed to get hold of photographs of me leaving the Gregors’ house yesterday, and they’re all over the front page of that news website she works for these days.’ Kay exhaled. ‘I’ve got a meeting with Sharp and the Chief Superintendent over at Northfleet in the morning. Peter Gregor is going to be there as well. Sharp says he’s going to do his best, but there could be a professional standards investigation about my involvement in the case.’

      Adam wrapped his arms around her waist and rested his chin against her hair. ‘I’m so sorry to hear that. I take it Isobel Gregor didn’t make a complaint? I mean you’ve been doing everything you can to give them some answers about Felicity’s death.’

      ‘No, I don’t think so. Isobel seemed relieved to have someone to talk to yesterday. This is all Suzie’s doing – it was only a matter of time before she caused trouble. After all, she’s been trying to break a story for years about me.’ She pulled away and gripped his hands. ‘I’m sorry, Adam. She included your name and the name of the practice in the same article. She’s worked out that we think these deaths may be connected to the ketamine theft.’

      He grimaced, and then gave her a rueful smile. ‘Look, I doubt very much that anything Suzie says will damage my business. The local papers have already reported the theft and the fact that I got attacked. All of our existing customers have been incredibly supportive. Stephanie popped around earlier and said they’ve never been so busy. Suzie can’t destroy that. I’m just sorry that you’re going to get dragged over the coals because of her.’

      ‘At least Sharp will be there with me tomorrow. I wouldn’t fancy having this conversation without him. I just wish Peter had come to us first rather than going straight to the top.’ Kay sighed and moved to the worktop, running her hand over the surface. ‘It seems that his political ambitions outweigh common sense – it’s almost like he’s using this to get a foothold in at headquarters and curry favour with the top brass before he’s even formally announced his intention to run for the police commissioner role.’

      Adam moved to the sink, washed his hands, and then opened the refrigerator door and pulled out a cold beer and a soft drink, handing her the beer.

      ‘What’s he been like to deal with so far?’

      ‘All right, in the circumstances I suppose. Although,’ Kay said, frowning, ‘Isobel did say yesterday that he was already insisting on attending parish council meetings and the like. I think she was shocked, given that Felicity has only been dead a week.’

      Adam clinked his drink against hers. ‘Well, let’s hope tomorrow goes as well as it can.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Kay took a swig, and contemplated the label on the side as she ran her thumb over the condensation.

      ‘Look on the bright side,’ Adam said, reaching out to squeeze her arm. ‘You’ve got a team working on this who are more than capable, and you’ve got Sharp on your side. If it’s any consolation, you could do with a break anyway. When was the last time you took a rostered day off?’

      ‘True.’ She sighed and peered at the kitchen walls. ‘I suppose I was looking for an excuse to paint in here.’
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      The next morning, Kay rubbed at a stubborn fleck of emulsion paint stuck to her cuticle while she watched the car park outside Kent Police headquarters.

      The traffic on the dual carriageway beyond the entrance thundered past as more vehicles turned into the complex and filled the remaining spaces beyond the window.

      She dropped her hand to her side as a pale-blue luxury sports car zipped below her, the driver’s face causing her stomach to clench painfully.

      ‘He’s here,’ she called over her shoulder.

      Sharp looked up from his phone and crossed the carpet tiles from where he’d been standing next to a vending machine, his jaw set.

      Kay said nothing as he moved to the window, instead turning her gaze to the concourse below as Peter Gregor stalked towards the front door, his head bowed.

      Instinctively, she took a step back in case he looked up, even though she knew he wouldn’t be able to see her through the privacy glass.

      She swallowed, her throat dry, and forced herself to take deep breaths.

      ‘Come on.’ Sharp tapped her elbow. ‘We should let the Chief Super know we’re here before Peter gets upstairs. It wouldn’t look good if we turned up after him.’

      ‘Okay.’

      Kay followed him meekly to the two lifts next to the vending machine, grateful that the doors to the one on the right opened as soon as Sharp pressed the button.

      They rode up to the next floor in silence, and Kay concentrated on counting the seconds as she stared at her shoes, unwilling to see her pale features staring back at her from the mirrored walls.

      The doors swished open and they stepped out into an open-plan area full of desks and murmured conversations.

      Up here, a different atmosphere reigned.

      Rather than the bedlam Kay associated with a busy incident room, here was a steady thrum of calm activity.

      No-one dashed back and forth to photocopiers, or called out to one another that someone better answer the phone, or else…

      Instead, she could have walked into an accountant’s office, such was the contrast.

      ‘This way.’

      Sharp inclined his head to the left and she straightened her jacket.

      Leading the way past a row of tidily-organised shelves stacked with manila folders and well-thumbed wire-bound policies and procedures, he gestured to a woman at a desk at the far end, the door next to her computer screen firmly closed.

      ‘Denise, good to see you,’ Sharp said smoothly. ‘Myself and DI Hunter have an appointment with the Chief Superintendent at nine-thirty, and I’ve just seen Peter Gregor arrive downstairs, too.’

      ‘DCI Sharp, thank you.’ Denise nodded to Kay, and then gestured to four visitor chairs off to one side behind a lattice screen. ‘If you’d like to wait around there, I’ll call you when the Chief Superintendent is ready for you.’

      Kay chose a seat beside the window and rested her elbow on the sill as she stared through the glass.

      Watching the people bustling in and out of the building, she noticed two younger women pausing next to one of the steel bollards that lined the front path while they lit cigarettes, their posture relaxed while they gossiped.

      A man in a sergeant’s uniform paused to speak with them on his way out, and evidently some light-hearted teasing went on before he walked away with a laugh.

      It all looked so normal, so much like her life at the Maidstone police station.

      Adam was right, she was due some time off – it was why they had been making holiday plans before he was attacked, after all – but on her own terms.

      Not like this.

      A lump formed in her throat as she watched the two women stub out their cigarettes on the soles of their shoes before dropping the butts into a vending machine water cup one of them held out.

      ‘Kay?’

      Sharp’s voice broke through her nervous reverie.

      She sniffed and shifted to face the waiting area to see him lean forward and rest his elbows on his knees.

      His grey eyes were keen as they bored into hers.

      ‘We’ll get through this,’ he said, his voice low. ‘Whatever happens in there in the next hour, we’ll deal with it and move on. Nothing’s permanent in these sort of things, you know that as well as I do.’

      Kay nodded, then swallowed. ‘I know, guv. Let me have my two minutes of wallowing in it though, all right?’

      He choked out a low chuckle before he glanced up, his spine stiffening to attention as another voice carried over to them.

      ‘Mr Gregor, good of you to come.’

      Kay peered through the lattice screen to see Chief Superintendent Susan Greensmith ushering Felicity’s father into her office, then pause on the threshold.

      ‘Denise, send in DCI Sharp and DI Hunter would you, please?’

      As Kay’s stomach plummeted, Sharp rested his hand on her arm and jerked his head towards the open door.

      ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s get this over with.’
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      Minutes later, the formal introductions had been made, and all four parties were crowded around Susan Greensmith’s desk, the door firmly closed.

      The plush navy carpet cocooned their voices, softened the noises from the open-plan office beyond, and made Kay feel as if she had been shut off from the outside world.

      All that existed now were the three people in the room with her deciding upon her immediate future.

      ‘Mr Gregor,’ Greensmith began, ‘thank you for bringing your concerns to me following the news article that was published yesterday. Would you like to share those concerns with DCI Sharp and DI Hunter so that we can best decide how to proceed?’

      Peter Gregor dusted an imaginary speck of dust from his trouser leg and nodded. ‘Thank you, Susan.’

      Kay bit back a groan.

      If he and the Chief Super were on first-name terms, it didn’t bode well for her or the outcome of the meeting.

      ‘As you can imagine,’ said Gregor, ‘we were utterly shocked to discover – from a tabloid newspaper, no less – that the detective looking into our daughter’s tragic death is related to the vet whose practice was broken into last week, more so that the drugs stolen in that raid may be responsible for Felicity’s suicide.’

      Kay lowered her gaze to her lap as he spoke.

      Empathising with the man was second nature to her – she had lost a daughter once, a long time ago, and the grief still clawed at her while she listened – but hearing his words dealt a bitter blow.

      ‘My wife spoke to Detective Inspector Hunter in good faith on Sunday, believing that the conversation would help with the investigation into why our daughter died in the way she did, and who is responsible for providing her with the drugs she overdosed on,’ Gregor continued, his voice breaking. ‘To find out that she used that conversation to help her own personal gains, that she is more concerned with catching the people who stole the drugs from her partner’s veterinary practice, is just too much. She cannot be allowed to continue to work on this investigation. It is my belief that she will continue to let her personal involvement overshadow good police work.’

      When he finished, he leaned back in his chair and exhaled.

      Kay felt as if she’d been dealt a punch to her stomach.

      Her thoughts tumbling over each other, she realised her hands were shaking and clasped them tightly in her lap, hoping no-one else could see.

      Anger, frustration, and an overwhelming sense of guilt tore away at her confidence.

      All she had been doing, all she’d ever done, was to try to find out why Felicity Gregor had died – and who had caused that.

      Was Gregor right?

      Had her personal involvement clouded her judgement, despite her best attempts to stay focused?

      Susan Greensmith peered over her reading glasses. ‘Detective Inspector Hunter, do you have anything that you’d like to say before we continue?’

      ‘Actually, if I may…’ Sharp turned to Kay and raised an eyebrow. ‘Would you mind?’

      Confused, she bit her lip.

      The DCI had been her mentor for her entire career as a detective, and her embarrassment stung at disappointing him after her insistence at being involved in the investigation.

      Had she pushed their relationship too far this time?

      She lowered her eyes and crossed her fingers in her lap. ‘No, guv. Go ahead.’

      Greensmith turned her attention to the DCI as he faced Felicity’s father.

      ‘Peter, I can’t begin to imagine what you and Isobel are going through,’ he said. ‘I must convey my thanks to you being here today, and for having the courtesy to invite Detective Inspector Hunter to our meeting as well.’

      Gregor’s gaze slid to Kay, then back to the DCI as he adjusted his tie. ‘Of course, and thank you, Sharp. I appreciate that your team are doing all you can to help find whoever was supplying Felicity’s drugs. It was such as shock to Isobel and me to find out she was dabbling in things like that.’

      ‘I’m sure it was.’ Sharp paused, as if collecting his thoughts before continuing. ‘The problem I have, Peter, is that if I remove Detective Inspector Hunter from the investigation, we have no-one to replace her. We simply don’t have the resources, and I certainly don’t have someone of her calibre available at short notice.’

      Kay watched as Susan Greensmith leaned back in her chair beside Gregor, her keen eyes on Sharp as he made his case.

      ‘My team are already splitting their limited resources between Felicity’s death and that of Gary Lovell while trying to ascertain if there’s a link between them and the theft of ketamine hydrochloride from Adam Turner’s veterinary practice,’ Sharp continued. ‘Detective Inspector Hunter has taken a back seat in all of this to date, while DS Barnes and DC Piper act as Senior Investigating Officers. Her input has been invaluable to both them and the rest of the team in lending her experience and dedication to all three investigations. I would respectfully ask that you reconsider your demand to have her removed from them. Detective Hunter shouldn’t be sidelined because of some two-bit journalist’s crass attempt at sensationalist reporting and using your daughter’s death as a way to pursue an ongoing vendetta against her.’

      ‘I’ve spoken to Suzi Chambers’ editor this morning,’ said Greensmith, her tone cold, ‘and he confirms the newspaper will be publishing a full apology both in their online and print editions in the morning. I doubt very much that Ms Chambers will have a job by the end of the week given her previous track record of targeting Detective Inspector Hunter. I don’t think any reputable editor would condone a personal vendetta being played out on the front pages.’

      Kay held her breath when the Chief Superintendent finished speaking, sure everyone at the conference table could hear her heartbeat thudding.

      Gregor clasped his hands before him and bowed his head for a moment. When he raised his eyes, he looked straight at her.

      ‘Detective Inspector Hunter, I apologise. I do believe I’ve acted in haste, and I hope you’ll forgive me.’

      ‘Please, don’t worry.’ Kay managed a small smile and exhaled. ‘I just want to get back to work and find whoever did this. I want to help you find answers, believe me.’

      ‘I do. And Sharp – thank you. I appreciate what you’re up against.’ Gregor sighed. ‘It’s why I’m hoping I may be able to contribute by way of a more hands-on approach in future years.’

      ‘Noted. I have to say that thanks to your intervention yesterday, Peter, we were able to receive the test results on the ketamine found in Felicity’s clothing earlier than was expected.’

      ‘I’m glad to have helped in some small way.’

      Greensmith removed her glasses and looked at Kay. ‘Detective Inspector Hunter, I have to say I find the current situation is not usual. Typically, as you know, anyone with the remotest of connections to an investigation would be removed.’ She held up her hand as Kay opened her mouth. ‘Hear me out. I was very sorry to hear that your partner, Adam, was attacked. I know he’s been a rock for you over the years, and any assault on an innocent man is disturbing. Given that Sharp assures me that you have no direct involvement with the investigation into the theft and assault, and are merely assisting with the drug-related deaths, I’m happy for you to continue in that capacity. However, you must ensure everything you do is documented. Given your propensity for thoroughness, I’m sure that won’t be a problem for you.’

      ‘Thank you, Chief Superintendent.’

      Greensmith nodded, then turned her attention to Gregor. ‘Peter, if you’re satisfied with the outcome of this meeting, then perhaps we could leave it that my detectives will keep you informed as they progress their investigation.’

      ‘Of course.’ Peter Gregor rose from his seat and offered his hand to Kay. ‘I’ll be writing to Ms Chambers’ editor the moment I get home, detective.’

      After showing Gregor out, Greensmith returned and closed the door before returning to her desk. She unbuttoned her uniform jacket as she sat, a rueful smile on her lips as she hung it over the back of her chair and rolled up her shirt sleeves.

      ‘We’ll make a politician out of you yet, Devon.’

      ‘Ma’am.’

      ‘Right. What are your next steps with this investigation? You mentioned you received the test results this morning.’

      ‘Yes, and they’re most disturbing.’ Sharp reached into his jacket pocket and unfolded a summary sheet from the technicians before sliding it across the desk to Greensmith. ‘That’s a summary of the analysis carried out. The conclusion at the end is what has me particularly worried.’

      Greensmith frowned when she finished reading. ‘Whoever manufactured the drug Felicity took got the dose wrong… It was too strong.’

      ‘Exactly. That leads me to believe that we’re looking for someone new, rather than a dealer with experience. In which case, I think my team can speak to known users and perhaps find out who that might be.’

      ‘It’s worth trying,’ agreed Greensmith. ‘We all know that drug users tend to stick to dealers they know and trust. If there’s someone new in the area, trying to make a name for themselves by offering a new twist on a known substance, then it won’t take long for gossip to spread.’

      ‘It’s my view that three deaths – Felicity’s in a matter of hours of the theft, and now Gary Lovell and Chantelle Evans – is an indication that this new dealer may well be panicking by now.’ Sharp refolded the test results, a predatory smile crossing his lips.

      ‘And when people panic, they make it easier for us to find them.’
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      Kay switched on her computer and exhaled as it whirred to life, letting some of the tension from the past twenty-four hours seep out of her tired muscles.

      A renewed determination seized her as she logged in, the information from the laboratory and Sharp’s words ringing in her ears.

      ‘Good to see you back, guv,’ said Gavin, placing a mug of tea beside her keyboard. ‘Are you taking Adam to the hospital later?’

      ‘Thanks – and yes. Hopefully the specialist will give him the all-clear. He doesn’t seem to be getting headaches as often now.’

      ‘That’s great news.’ Gavin checked over his shoulder, and then lowered his voice. ‘Guv? Could you let him know that I’m doing everything I can to find out who attacked him and stole those drugs? I don’t want him to think I’ve forgotten about him with all this other work going on.’

      A surge of pride swept through Kay at her protégé’s words. ‘Don’t worry – we both know you’re doing your best in difficult circumstances. You and I both know that these sorts of raids often go unpunished, so don’t panic and doubt your abilities if you hit a dead end, all right?’

      A wan smile crossed his face. ‘Even so, guv. I haven’t given up yet.’

      ‘Good stuff. Now – shall we go and find the others and you can bring me up to date on what else I’ve been missing out on?’

      Barnes turned as they approached the whiteboard at the end of the room, and gestured to four new photographs that had been pinned to the cork board beside it in Kay’s absence.

      ‘Welcome back, guv. Meet the other members of the entrepreneurs’ group Felicity and Gary belonged to.’

      ‘What have you found out about them?’ said Kay as she moved closer and peered at each of the images in turn.

      ‘This chap on the left here is Damian Beech – self-made tech millionaire from all accounts, although he denies it,’ said Laura. ‘He has no recent social media activity – in fact, the last post we found by him is on an old account that’s about four years old. According to Lee Knight, the manager of the hotel where they have their breakfast club every Friday, Damian appears to be the leader of the group. Mr Knight says that’s who he usually deals with if there are any cancellations or different arrangements the group makes from time to time.’

      ‘The woman next to him is Helene Becker,’ Barnes added. ‘She started out in business as a graphic designer but now makes her money through art installation commissions. Thirty-three years old, and doing all right out of it, too, from what we’ve managed to ascertain from the balance sheets for her company.’

      ‘And this bloke on the other side of her is Tom Weston,’ said Gavin. ‘He only joined the group four months ago, based on the records from the hotel’s catering arrangements for them, and runs a custom motorbike business out near Thanet. Lee Knight says there’s talk of a television series being commissioned about his work – apparently he overheard Damian talking about it to one of the others three weeks ago.’

      ‘Finally, this one on the end is Sebastian Groves.’ Barnes tapped on the photograph. ‘Mr Groves inherited a lot of money from his parents when they died in a helicopter accident while skiing two years ago and seems to pass the time spending it. We haven’t yet ascertained what it is he actually does for a living, but he’s got a clean record and comes across as a bit of an introvert.’

      ‘Have you set up interviews with any of them?’ said Kay, flicking through the pages Laura handed to her with summaries for each of the breakfast club members.

      ‘We’ve got them scheduled for this afternoon. We figured in the circumstances we’d get to them as soon as possible, rather than give them a chance to meet first,’ Barnes replied. ‘Just in case they have got something to hide.’

      ‘Great work, all of you.’ Kay handed back the summary pages to Laura. ‘How did Dave get on speaking to Chantelle Evans’s classmates?’

      ‘He finished yesterday,’ said Barnes. ‘It sounds like she’d drifted apart from the three or four friends she had at school a while back. Two of them said that they thought she might’ve been dabbling in drugs here and there but couldn’t tell him where Chantelle might have been getting them from. We still haven’t managed to track down the people her foster parents said she’d started hanging around with either.’

      ‘Seems like they vanished the moment they heard she’d died,’ said Laura. ‘Poor kid.’

      ‘Thank Dave for me when you see him, Ian. With any luck, we’ll have some answers for her parents following the leads we’ve got from the other two deaths.’ Kay sighed. ‘What about Felicity’s phone records? Did Andy Grey send anything over?’

      ‘He did, and we went through the ones he highlighted for us,’ said Gavin. ‘Despite no social media contact or any emails between them showing up on Felicity’s email app on her phone, the records show that five of the phone numbers on the list correlate with these four people, and another is a match for Gary Lovell.’

      ‘So they only ever corresponded by phone call?’ Kay frowned. ‘That’s a bit unusual, isn’t it?’

      ‘Maybe they were just hyper-aware about privacy,’ suggested Laura. ‘I mean, given the net worth of this group, they wouldn’t want any of that getting out into the public arena, would they? Plus I suppose they wouldn’t want anyone sending them begging letters or the like. All sorts of people can come out of the woodwork when someone starts doing well for themselves, can’t they?’

      ‘There were no text messages on Felicity’s phone when it was retrieved from the scene of her death,’ said Barnes. ‘I’ve tasked Andy with getting one of his boffins to see if they can retrieve any deleted ones in case that helps us.’

      ‘Christ, that’s a long shot.’ Kay grimaced. ‘Okay, well after the meeting with the Chief Super this morning, Sharp shared the news that the toxicology results came through from the lab earlier today. They’ve emailed a copy to me so I’ll make sure it goes into HOLMES2 so you can read it, but essentially they’re saying that the ketamine powder in Felicity’s possession was cut wrong.’

      Her words were met with murmurs of surprise.

      ‘I know,’ she continued. ‘So we’re looking for a new dealer, I think. Someone who has little or no experience of this drug or how to manufacture it. Barnes – you’re still SIO on this one so I’ll leave you to arrange for uniform to round up the usual suspects to see if they’ve heard anything. I take it there’s nothing new to report following the nightclub arrests on Saturday night?’

      ‘Nothing to help us, guv.’ Barnes lowered his head and wrote a reminder to himself in his notebook before he looked at the whiteboard once more. ‘So we’d better hope these interviews this afternoon give us a breakthrough.’
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      Kay scrolled through a long list of search engine results on her phone while Barnes drove the pool car out of Maidstone town centre and into one of the more affluent suburbs.

      Since re-joining her team, she was keen to attend at least one of the interviews arranged for that afternoon before driving Adam to his hospital appointment, and determined to find out more about Sebastian Groves.

      Barnes had been right – the man proved to be elusive, with only newspaper reports from two years ago about his parents’ tragic deaths turning up in the search strings she keyed in.

      ‘I wish I could be a fly on the wall while Gavin and Laura are speaking to him,’ she said, stuffing her phone into her handbag with a resigned sigh.

      ‘You can’t do everything, guv,’ her colleague chuckled.

      ‘I know. Okay, tell me more about who we’re on our way to see.’

      ‘According to the background checks we ran, this Damian Beech we’re meeting has a clean record – no driving offences or anything like that. He’s twenty-seven years old and runs a gaming development company. Unlike Felicity, he’s doing well – his company was incorporated two years ago and from the news reports Debbie emailed to me, there’s talk of a potential buy-out from an American-based finance company. That’s the rumour, anyway. Mr Beech has, of course, denied it.’

      ‘Which in turn will fuel the rumours even more.’

      ‘And that won’t hurt him by way of publicity, either.’

      Drumming her fingers on the arm rest, Kay stared through the window for a moment before turning back to her colleague. ‘I want to see what he divulges about this group of his and its members, Ian. At least that way, we’ll find out whether our research correlates with the current member list, or whether there are others we need to speak to about Felicity and Gary.’

      ‘Sounds good to me, guv.’

      Fifteen minutes later, Barnes pulled up in front of an unassuming semi-detached house bordered by five identical properties arranged around a cul-de-sac.

      A low stone wall separated the front garden from the pavement, and as Kay climbed from the car and made her way along the short driveway to the front door, she noted the lawn had been replaced in favour of decorative gravel. Terracotta pots were dotted along the borders, their contents straggly and abandoned over the colder months while tentative shoots pricked the surface of the soil in others.

      A single garage door faced the street, abutting the side of the house and when she raised her hand to shield her eyes from the glare off the front window, she saw a man’s figure hovering in the shadows as if he had been waiting for them.

      He neared the window, held up his hand and then disappeared from sight.

      Moments later, the front door opened.

      ‘Hello,’ he said, his eyes curious. ‘I saw you pull up.’

      Kay took in his rumpled T-shirt, faded jeans and days-old stubble, then held up her warrant card.

      ‘Damian Beech? Detective Inspector Kay Hunter, and my colleague, DS Ian Barnes. We wondered if we could ask you a few questions about Felicity Gregor.’

      He exhaled. ‘Poor Flick. I couldn’t believe it when I saw the news last week. Come in.’

      Kay stepped into a sparsely decorated hallway and waited while Damian closed the door and gestured for them to follow him through to a large living and dining area.

      She paused at the threshold, taken aback by the trestle tables filled with gleaming screens and enormous desktop computers, the whirr of fans and machinery creating a white noise that penetrated her skull.

      Barnes tugged at his tie and unbuttoned his jacket.

      ‘Hang on, I’ll open the patio door,’ said Damian, a shy smile crossing his lips. ‘It does get hot in here with all of this equipment. I tend to forget – I’ve got used to it after all these years.’

      He walked to the far end of the room, wrenched open the floor-to-ceiling window and moved a large ammonite fossil with the toe of his sneaker to prop it open.

      Kay immediately felt a chill breeze sweep into the room and breathed a sigh of relief.

      ‘Is this where you run your business from?’ she said, running her gaze over the computer screens.

      ‘It beats paying for an office.’ Damian crossed to where she stood and gestured to the various displays. ‘This is where I do all of my development and testing.’

      ‘What about staff?’

      ‘They’re based all over the world. Some of my best programmers live in Bangladesh and the Philippines.’ He shrugged and crossed his arms. ‘I manage their workload remotely and we have a catch-up via video link every week or so, depending what’s going on with a project.’

      Kay caught Barnes’s gaze as he walked around the room peering at different certificates and photographs framed on the walls.

      ‘Never thought about buying a bigger place?’ he said over his shoulder.

      ‘Not really. I get on well with the neighbours, and it’s safe here – I’ve never been burgled, and no-one really knows what I do.’ Beech dropped his arms. ‘Listen, I’m in the middle of a complex fix at the moment for one of the updates I’m working on. Did you want to ask me something specific?’

      ‘How long had you known Felicity Gregor?’ said Kay.

      ‘About a year. I met her in a bank of all places – one of the ones on the High Street in Maidstone. She was trying to negotiate an overdraft – badly, I must say. I felt sorry for her.’ He lowered his head and stared at the swirls in the carpet for a moment. ‘She was all enthusiasm and no business sense back then. Anyway, I took pity on her after the bank manager sent her away with a resounding “no”. I caught up with her outside and told her I thought I might be able to help her.’

      ‘In what way? Did you bankroll her business?’

      His head shot up. ‘No, nothing like that. No – I suggested we go for a coffee, and I told her about this small business group a few friends and I had set up. We help each other out – no money’s involved, it’s just information sharing. Best practices and things like that. If one of us has a problem, we brainstorm it and try to come up with a solution.’ He paused and waved his hand at the computers. ‘I mean, after all, most of us work on our own. We don’t have any support from colleagues to talk to or peers. Being an entrepreneur is all very well, but it can be a lonely existence, detective. It’s not like you can talk to your family about this sort of stuff.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘Because they wouldn’t understand.’

      ‘Are you aware that Gary Lovell was found dead at the weekend?’

      ‘Sebastian told me, yes.’

      ‘What’s your relationship with Gary Lovell?’

      Damian frowned. ‘There is was no relationship. He did his thing, I do mine. That’s it. I never met him outside of the group.’

      ‘Did you know that he and Felicity were regular drug users?’

      ‘I didn’t, no.’

      ‘Where do you meet, this group of yours?’

      ‘We use a function room at one of the smaller boutique hotels in Maidstone. It’s a breakfast meeting arrangement so we all try to get there for seven o’clock, chat for an hour or so and we’re usually done by about nine o’clock.’ He shoved his hands in his jeans pockets. ‘Works well for me because by then the worst of the commuter traffic has gone. It’s a pain in the arse to get through Larkfield at the best of times.’

      Barnes opened his notebook. ‘Can you confirm the names and contact details for the other participants?’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘It’s standard procedure in an investigation of this nature to speak to everyone,’ said Kay.

      Confusion swept across Damian’s face. ‘But I thought Flick killed herself?’

      ‘Again, just standard procedure. The names, please.’

      ‘Hang on.’ Damian pulled out a mobile phone from his pocket and scrolled through the contacts list, reciting a list of six names and numbers.

      ‘Is that all?’

      ‘We like to keep the group small. My brother turns up from time to time but he’s not a full-time member.’

      ‘Did he ever meet Felicity Gregor?’

      ‘Once or twice perhaps.’

      ‘What’s your brother’s name?’

      ‘Xander Beech.’

      ‘He’s not on this list.’ Barnes looked up from his notebook and raised an eyebrow at Damian.

      ‘Like I said, he isn’t a full member.’

      ‘We’ll need his number as well.’ Kay waited while the games developer read out the details. ‘Anyone else?’

      ‘No. That’s it.’

      ‘Did any of you socialise outside of your breakfast meetings?’

      ‘Very rarely. I didn’t see the need.’

      ‘Any idea why Felicity would kill herself?’

      Damian blinked. ‘I haven’t got a clue. I still can’t believe she did it.’

      ‘Thank you for your time, Mr Beech.’ Kay beckoned to Barnes and turned for the door. ‘We’ll be in touch if we have any other questions.’
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      ‘How was Kay when you were out with her earlier?’

      Laura checked her rear-view mirror and turned into a narrow lane, then glanced over at Barnes.

      He shrugged. ‘Okay, in the circumstances, I suppose. I’m not sure I would be as stoical about it all.’

      ‘Me neither.’

      She glanced at the satnav and braked as a high stone wall appeared on the left-hand side.

      ‘Jesus, this place is huge.’

      ‘I guess that inheritance Mr Groves received was bigger than we thought,’ said Barnes.

      Laura shook her head and turned into a wide gravel driveway set between two stone posts, ornate iron gates wide open.

      An expansive lawn stretched down to a copse of trees to her right, and she blinked before turning her attention back to the driveway as a large Georgian manor house came into view, nestled amongst flanking rhododendron shrubs.

      Ivy twisted its way around the front window and over a portico sheltering the front door from the elements. A barn-sized garage to the right of the building was open, a top-of-the-range four-by-four parked outside and the bonnet of a sports car poking out from the gloomy interior.

      Laura parked the pool car next to the four-by-four and followed Barnes to the front door.

      A security panel with a speaker was fixed to the side of the door, and when her colleague pressed the button underneath, she heard a bell ringing from within the depths of the house.

      A woman answered, her tone harried. ‘Who is it?’

      Barnes made the introductions, and was promptly told to wait while she located Sebastian Groves.

      ‘She could’ve invited us in,’ said Laura.

      She turned at the sound of footsteps on gravel, to see a man in his early twenties round the corner of the house, a black Springer Spaniel at his heels.

      ‘Charlotte said you were the police,’ he said, a perplexed expression on his features. ‘Is this about Felicity?’

      ‘And Gary Lovell,’ said Barnes.

      Laura watched as Sebastian’s brows shot upwards.

      ‘Gary?’

      ‘Has nobody told you?’ Now it was Barnes’s turn to look surprised. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Groves, Gary was found dead on Saturday morning from a suspected overdose. We were hoping to speak to you about the breakfast club you all belong to.’

      ‘Of course.’ He looked down at the dog at his heels and then gave them a smile. ‘Would you mind if we spoke out here? Looking at the state of this one, Charlotte isn’t going to be impressed if we walk all over the floors she’s just spent the last two hours polishing.’

      ‘Here is fine. How long have you known Felicity and Gary?’ said Barnes as Laura opened a new page in her notebook.

      ‘Felicity, probably about a year – I can’t remember when she joined us precisely. Gary, a bit longer.’

      ‘Did you socialise with them outside of your regular Friday morning meetings?’

      ‘God, no.’ Sebastian snorted, then caught himself and had the decency to look a little ashamed. ‘I mean… what I mean to say is, they’re not exactly the sort of people I hang around with. Not on a social level, anyway, of course. I only see them at the breakfast club, and it’s only because Damian invited me along in the first place because he knew I was interested in investing in a new start-up.’

      ‘Why meet in a hotel? What’s wrong with the local chamber of commerce or something like that?’ said Barnes, frowning.

      Sebastian chuckled. ‘Well, let’s just say that the people who attend are a little more dynamic in their business than some of the older members we’d encounter in more established groups – younger generation, you see? We see ourselves as the driving force behind trends rather than being followers.’

      ‘I see.’

      ‘Did either Felicity or Gary give you any cause for concern?’ said Laura. ‘Had either of them seemed depressed over the past few weeks?’

      ‘Not that I noticed. If anything, Felicity was always a giggle. A bit common, but she meant well. I didn’t really talk to Gary a lot – after all, I’m an investor, and he wasn’t running the sort of business I have any interest in, so we didn’t talk much.’

      ‘How do you get on with the rest of the group?’ said Barnes.

      ‘All right, I suppose. Damian has some interesting ideas, and the other man…’ Sebastian broke off, stared into space, then clicked his fingers. ‘That’s it, Tom – the motorbike chap. Him. He can be a bit on the quiet side. I don’t really have much to do with Helene – I can’t really make money out of art because it’s not something I’m interested in and I don’t really like what she designs. Felicity had something going for her. It was all enthusiasm and lack of direction, but she was good at content marketing.’

      ‘Did you ever ask her to do some interior designing here?’ said Laura, peering up at the windows.

      ‘Goodness. Of course not. Her taste were somewhat, ahem, avant-garde for a place like this. Mama and Papa would’ve turned in their graves if I let her loose here.’

      Laura cringed inwardly as he brayed with laughter.

      ‘Mr Groves, I’m struggling to understand what you hope to gain from this group.’ Barnes took a moment to look around him, then jerked his chin towards the sports car in the garage. ‘I mean, did you ever worry that they might take advantage of you and your money?’

      Sebastian sighed. ‘I suppose I find them entertaining. It gives me something to do – I mean I don’t have to work or anything, so it’s kind of fun to have a hobby, isn’t it? Besides, when I do find something to invest in I always make sure I get the better end of the deal, so once they start making money, so do I. It’s only a matter of time before Damian or someone else breaks out. I suppose you’ve heard about his rumoured buyer?’ He looked down his nose. ‘I was hoping that I could invest in his business, but even I can’t afford those sort of prices. Not from what I’ve heard on the inside anyway.’

      ‘Have you ever attended the new nightclub in Maidstone?’ said Laura.

      His mouth dropped open. ‘I should hope not. What sort of man do you to take me for? It’s really not the sort of establishment where one wants to be seen.’

      ‘Did you have any idea that both Felicity and Gary had drug dependency issues?’ said Barnes.

      Sebastian placed his hand on his chest, his expression sorrowful. ‘Not at all. If I had, I would have wanted to help them. This has all been quite a shock. I’m sure you can understand. Now if you’ll excuse me, the roadster’s due for its MOT at four o’clock. Was there anything else?’

      Laura snapped her notebook shut as Barnes forced a smile and handed over a business card.

      ‘That’s all for now, Mr Groves. Perhaps you could call me if you do recollect anything that could help with our enquiries.’

      ‘Of course, detective. Will do.’

      Turning on her heel, Laura marched across the gravel and waited by the pool car for Barnes to catch up.

      She watched as Sebastian called his dog, who had been sniffing around the front tyre a little too enthusiastically for her liking, and disappeared into the confines of the garage.

      Barnes wore a thunderous expression when he reached her.

      ‘In my day, we’d have called him a brat,’ he scowled, and opened the passenger door.

      Laura grinned. ‘I think he’s a wan––’

      ‘Get in the car, Hanway.’
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      Gavin rolled over and smiled as he tried to dislodge a corner of duvet from beneath his slumbering girlfriend.

      Her soft breathing tickled his skin as he gently extricated his arm from under her and rubbed at bleary eyes.

      It was still dark beyond the curtains of his bedroom, an enthusiastic blackbird warming up its vocal chords in the postage-stamp-sized garden below. The early morning traffic began to grind its way past the turning for the cul-de-sac, the thin windows of his tiny two-bedroom modern terrace doing little to counteract the sound of an ambulance siren streaking by.

      Leanne mumbled gibberish under her breath and then raised her head, her dark hair mussed up and frizzy. ‘Gav? What time is it?’

      ‘Five. Go back to sleep.’

      She snuffled, turned over – taking most of the duvet with her – and promptly did just that.

      Her shift had ended at nine the previous night, and she wasn’t expected to report to the county fire services’ search and rescue unit for another two days.

      She was exhausted.

      Gavin reached out and switched off the alarm on his phone then cupped his hands behind his head and stared at the ceiling.

      Sleep forgotten, his thoughts turned to work and the robbery at Adam’s vet practice.

      Frustrated at the lack of time he had spent on the investigation, and resigned to helping Barnes with the interviews associated with Felicity and Gary’s deaths, he had had little time to think about his own workload.

      The news that Adam was due to return to work at the end of the week with no progress to report on who had attacked him weighed heavily on Gavin.

      As the light beyond the crack in the curtains began to turn a faded shade of grey, doubt crept in and he sighed.

      Had he asked Scott and Stephanie the right questions when he’d interviewed them?

      Had they told him something in passing that he’d missed?

      He closed his eyes, recalling some of the CCTV footage he’d been watching, both from the files Scott had provided, and those from the town council’s cameras.

      The way everything in the practice had seemed peaceful, normal after Stephanie left work for the day.

      The minutes counting down in the right-hand corner of his computer screen as he watched Adam, head bowed while he sat hunched over his laptop.

      The sudden terrible moment when Adam realised something was wrong, but had no time to defend himself, and the subsequent pause when his attacker perhaps wondered whether he had gone a step too far in his quest for the drugs.

      Gavin’s jaw clenched at the memory of the thief crouching at Adam’s prone figure and removing his keys a split second before pivoting and rushing at the secure cabinet, and the haste with which the drugs were then swept into a canvas bag.

      ‘Come on,’ he mumbled, opening his eyes. ‘There must be something.’

      He sighed, threw back what little bedclothes he’d managed to retain, and looked at his phone screen.

      Six o’clock.

      ‘Bugger it. Might as well go in,’ he snorted.

      ‘What’s that, Gav?’

      He glanced over his shoulder to see Leanne sitting up, the duvet tangled around her, and smiled at the sight of her sleepy face.

      ‘Nothing – going in early, that’s all.’ He crawled closer and kissed her. ‘I’ll see you later. Fancy going out to dinner somewhere tonight?’

      She yawned. ‘Sounds like a great idea. Call me later?’

      ‘Will do.’

      He gathered up his clothes, reckoning on a quick shower before heading out the door, already planning what he would do when he got to the incident room.

      ‘Gav?’

      He turned at the sound of Leanne’s voice. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Don’t let it eat away at you, all right? The breakthrough will come.’

      ‘It’d better.’
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      Gavin jogged towards the back door of the police station, his hair still wet from the shower and his breath fogging in front of his face.

      ‘You’ll get a cold running around like that,’ said Teresa, one of the administrative assistants. She  waited with the toe of her shoe propping open the door for him while she balanced her laptop case and a laden tote bag in her arms. ‘That’s what my mum used to always say.’

      He let the door slam shut behind them and grinned. ‘Mine too.’

      ‘How’re you getting on with the vet break-in?’ She angled her security pass against the panel next to the inner door then led the way up the stairs. ‘Enjoying taking the lead for a change?’

      ‘I am, actually.’ He gave a shy smile as he caught her knowing look. ‘I just wish it wasn’t Adam we were talking about.’

      ‘From what a few people have been saying though, you’re doing a good job. It’s a tough case, I know.’

      ‘Thanks, Teresa.’

      ‘No problem – and let me know if you need a hand with anything. I’m only a phone call away.’

      She gave a small wave as she continued up the stairs to her office, and Gavin made his way along the corridor to the incident room, a renewed confidence in his stride.

      Once he was in front of his computer, he brought up the CCTV files from the drugs company on the screen and found his starting point for the day.

      Dave Morrison wandered over from the kitchenette and waved his tea mug at the screen. ‘I’ve done all of the ones from the weekend before the break-in, so skip those.’

      ‘Have you? Thanks – that’ll save me some time, at least.’

      ‘No problem. I had an hour to kill until I was due in court yesterday.’

      ‘Anything worth noting?’

      ‘Not really – nothing that stood out anyway. I’ve just finished adding my notes to the database so you’ll be able to cross-reference those if you need to. You only need to do the one from last Monday, and that’s the lot.’

      ‘Brilliant, thanks. Are you off out again?’

      ‘Yes. The CPS wants me at court by half eight for a chat before we go in.’

      ‘Okay – catch you later.’

      Gavin bowed his head to his screen as the uniformed constable moved away, and started the recording, his pen hovering over his notebook.

      By now, he knew the delivery van’s route almost as well as the driver, noting down the drops made over a period of four hours.

      The stops prior to the one made to Adam’s practice were shorter, with the driver only removing small packages from the back of the vehicle each time.

      Biting back a yawn, Gavin sat up straighter as he saw the vehicle take a familiar turning off the roundabout near the practice, and slowed the playback.

      But there were no suspicious vehicles tailing the delivery driver, no motorbikes weaving in between the traffic to keep up with it.

      In fact, the congestion was light and the van turned into the veterinary practice without a hitch.

      Gavin threw down his pen and sighed. ‘Shit.’

      He drummed his fingers on the desk for a moment, and then reached out for his mouse and selected the clutch of files Scott Mildenhall had provided the morning after the robbery. Each one now had a corresponding note within the investigation database and, as he skimmed through the observations he and Laura made last week, he paused.

      ‘How did she…?’

      ‘Talking to yourself again?’ teased Debbie as she wandered past with three reams of paper hugged to her chest. ‘First sign of…’

      ‘Sometimes it helps, Debs.’

      He crossed to Laura’s desk, rifling through his colleague’s in-tray where copies of witness statements were stacked in a neat pile ready for filing.

      He flicked through the pages, his eyes skimming the names along the top of each stapled set until he found the one attributed to Daisy Stiles and returned to his computer screen.

      Forcing himself to read slowly, Gavin ran his finger down the pages until he reached the end, his heart racing.

      ‘We missed something,’ he muttered.

      Dropping the statement to one side, he opened the folder containing the vet practice’s collection of CCTV files and sought the ones from the exterior cameras. Fast-forwarding the file, he leaned closer to the screen as he watched Daisy Stiles hurry from the front door.

      Instead of walking to a car as he and Laura had assumed, the woman carried on down the driveway towards the main road, the kitty carrier swinging slightly with her stride.

      ‘Where are you off to?’ Gavin murmured.

      He closed the file and quickly located the CCTV recordings Andy Grey had sourced from the town council’s database for the same date and time, and followed Daisy as she turned away from the practice and wandered a little farther along to a bus stop.

      Within moments, a small hatchback swung to the kerb and she got in, placing the kitty carrier on her lap before the car sped away.

      Gavin paused the recording when the car drove past a streetlight and froze the frame.

      ‘Gotcha.’

      ‘Morning, Gav.’

      He glanced up at the sound of Barnes’s voice to see his colleague standing beside Kay, the pair of them now looking intently at the whiteboard while they conversed in low tones.

      ‘Morning.’

      Lowering his head to his work once more, he typed in a search string for the car’s licence plate.

      ‘Huh. I wonder…’

      Opening a website browser, he typed in the name and started scrolling through the results.

      He found what he was looking for on page five.

      Another search, this time to double-check the names of the people the team had been given over the course of the week and logged into the database to follow up with interviews.

      And there it was.

      Gavin pushed back his chair, his long legs carrying him across the incident room in a matter of seconds.

      ‘Guv, I think you need to hear this.’

      Kay turned away from the whiteboard, her eyes quizzical. ‘What’ve you got?’

      ‘The last client to turn up at Adam’s surgery on Monday night was a woman by the name of Daisy Stiles,’ said Gavin, trying not to stumble over his words in his excitement. ‘Laura and I spoke to her on Thursday afternoon because she was seen leaving the practice before her appointment was called. She told us then that she didn’t think her mum’s cat was that sick after all and that she’d changed her mind. The thing is, guv, Daisy didn’t drive to the vet clinic – and I cocked up because I didn’t think to ask her at the time.’

      ‘Ask her what?’ said Barnes.

      ‘Who took her there.’ Gavin took a deep breath. ‘I checked the council’s CCTV recordings, and she was picked up by a bloke driving a six-year-old hatchback along the road from the entrance. I checked the registration number just now. The car belongs to Xander Beech.’

      Kay blinked. ‘Isn’t he related to Damian Beech?’

      ‘He’s his younger brother – I found an old school sports day photograph of them together in a community newsletter that’s been archived online.’

      Barnes exhaled. ‘Bloody hell, Gav. That changes things, doesn’t it? I mean, we’ve got Felicity Gregor going along to an exclusive small business club run by Damian, and now Daisy Stiles leaving the vet practice with his younger brother just before Adam is attacked and all the drugs are stolen.’

      ‘I could go and see him after this morning’s briefing,’ said Gavin. ‘See what he’s got to say for himself.’

      ‘I think you should.’ Barnes smiled. ‘Great work.’

      ‘Ten out of ten for persistence, Gav.’ Kay ran a hand through her hair as her gaze returned to the whiteboard. ‘I think you’re onto something.’

      ‘We all want to help, guv,’ said Gavin. ‘When whoever did this attacked Adam, they made it personal.’
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      By the time the rest of the team joined them for the briefing, news of Gavin’s breakthrough had filtered through the room, and the faces that stared at the whiteboard showed a renewed earnest.

      ‘Guv? How did Adam get on at the hospital yesterday?’ said Debbie as she handed Kay an agenda.

      ‘All cleared to go back to work on Monday,’ said Kay, smiling. ‘Thanks for asking.’

      ‘We’ve all been worried, guv. That’s great news.’

      The exhibits officer took a seat beside Laura at the front of the group and passed the rest of the agendas over her shoulder to another constable, and Kay turned her attention to Barnes as he waited until everyone had settled.

      ‘Okay, so a quick update before the main briefing,’ he began. ‘Gavin’s found out that Damian Beech’s younger brother, Xander, was in the vicinity of the veterinary practice only hours prior to the attack on Adam and the ketamine theft. He was seen giving a lift to a woman – Daisy Stiles – who fled the surgery before her appointment was called. She’s already told us that she simply changed her mind, but obviously the connection with the Beech brothers has to be pursued. Laura – care to give us a quick run through the interviews you did yesterday with Helene Becker and Tom Weston?’

      ‘Sarge, Helene was visibly upset about Felicity and Gary’s deaths,’ said Laura. ‘She was unaware both of them were taking drugs. She said Felicity was quite reserved when she first joined their breakfast club, but within a few months was becoming – in her words, mind – a pain in the arse.’

      A titter of laughter flickered through the assembled officers before Barnes glared at them.

      ‘In what way?’ he said.

      ‘Helene thought that Felicity was trying too hard to impress the likes of Damian and Sebastian Groves.’ Laura wrinkled her nose at the man’s name. ‘After what Sebastian said about her yesterday, I think she might have been fighting a losing battle there.’

      ‘Indeed.’ Barnes twirled his reading glasses between his fingers as he stared at the whiteboard. ‘What did she have to say about Gary?’

      ‘Only that he was quiet, but trying to use the money he was making from day trading to start another business. She thought it was to do with property investment – on a large scale, mind. Places like industrial-sized warehouses rather than houses.’

      ‘That ties in with what his parents told uniform over the weekend, Sarge,’ said Kyle Walker. ‘I read their statements, and they reckoned he was due to view a premises next week and thought he might’ve put in an offer.’

      ‘Any indication from them about his drug habit?’

      ‘They suspected he might have dabbled from time to time – those were his mum’s words,’ said Kyle, ‘but they didn’t think it was anything serious.’

      ‘Okay. Laura, what about Tom Weston – the custom motorbike bloke. What did he have to say for himself?’

      ‘He didn’t seem to have a lot of time for the others,’ she said. ‘He thought Sebastian Groves was – and I quote “a tosser” – and only tolerated Damian because he assumed authority over the group and organised their meetings. He had no time for Felicity – he said she tried to flirt with him when she first joined, and then sulked when he told her he wasn’t interested because he had a wife and two young kids – and he said Gary was so quiet, he often forgot he was even there.’

      ‘It makes you wonder why he bothered staying with the group,’ said Kay. ‘Why’d he join in the first place?’

      ‘He said he was hoping it would help him develop his online presence, because when he started out he wasn’t that confident with social media and content marketing. Tom said his wife’s since been learning all of that and he was thinking of leaving the group next month anyway. He reckons the only reason he’s stayed so long is because the breakfast the hotel provides is so good.’

      This time, Barnes joined in with the laughter. ‘A man after my own heart. Any cause for suspicion there, Laura? Could he be our drug dealer?’

      She shook her head. ‘He’s got a clean record, guv and when I was at his house, he was clearly a devoted dad – his wife was out, and he was playing with the two kiddies while we were talking. Oh, and the motorbikes are gorgeous—’

      ‘All right. Get those statements into HOLMES2 if you haven’t already.’ Barnes gestured to a woman hovering at the fringes of the group. ‘Moving on. Thanks to DCI Sharp’s diplomacy skills, not only do we have DI Hunter back with us, but we also have a new investigation management officer on board to help Debbie. I’d like to introduce Anna Clifton to all of you.’

      Kay joined in with the smattering of applause directed at the woman, who blushed at the attention and raised her hand in greeting.

      ‘Anna has been seconded from Northfleet to work across the two investigations, so she’ll be on hand to help all of you ensure your paperwork is up to date and ready to pass across to the Crown Prosecution Service when we’re ready.’ Barnes grinned. ‘She’ll also make sure the top brass can’t fault your work if they happen to drop by to see us. Speaking of tasks – all of you, check with Debbie after this briefing for what we’ve got lined up for you today. Finally, Gav – what have you managed to find out about Xander Beech while we’ve been talking?’

      Kay peered over her shoulder as the detective constable glanced up from his phone screen.

      ‘You’re going to love this, Sarge. He’s a DJ – although he’s trying to make a name for himself as a producer – and his regular haunt is the nightclub we were watching on Saturday night.’

      ‘Right,’ said Barnes, dropping the whiteboard pen to the desk beside him and buttoning his jacket, ‘let’s go and have a word with the younger Mr Beech, shall we?’
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      Gavin rapped his knuckles on the door to the flat and took a step back, casting his gaze down the length of the hallway.

      A narrow window at the far end let in a meagre amount of weak sunlight, mould clinging to the sill and damp patches peppering the ceiling tiles.

      The walls were bare brick rather than plaster, and he noticed that several bulbs were missing from the light sockets.

      Barnes was reading a fire evacuation notice yellowing within a glass frame pinned to the wall beside the door, and snorted.

      ‘Christ, you’d need plenty of time to navigate this rabbit warren in the dark.’

      They turned as a chain rattled against the back of the door, and then the grinding of a lock before it opened a crack.

      Dark eyes peered out from under a floppy unkempt fringe. ‘Who’re you?’

      Gavin held up his warrant card. ‘DC Piper, and my colleague DS Ian Barnes. Xander Beech?’

      ‘Yeah. What d’you want?’

      ‘A word. Mind if we come in?’

      ‘Hang on. Need to put some pants on.’

      The face disappeared, and Gavin turned to Barnes.

      ‘Does he mean that in the American sense, or…’

      ‘I hope so. After you.’

      Gavin sighed, and pushed open the door, resisting the urge to cover his nose with his sleeve as a dank sour smell assaulted him.

      Xander Beech appeared from a doorway off to the right, balancing on one leg as he pulled on a pair of jeans, his pale skin almost translucent in the poor light.

      ‘Bloody hell, give me a chance, will you?’ he grumbled, then disappeared back into what Gavin assumed was his bedroom, before emerging once more while tugging a sweatshirt over his head. ‘Living room’s through ’ere.’

      The young man padded along the carpeted floor to an open-plan room at the back of the flat that had been split into part-living space, part-kitchen.

      To Gavin’s relief, he shoved open a window above the sink and gave them a rueful smile.

      ‘Sorry. I don’t do much housework since my girlfriend left me.’

      His sense of humour faded when Gavin recited the formal caution. He dropped into the nearest shabby armchair and picked at a hole in his jeans while the two detectives found somewhere to lean rather than risk the sofa.

      Barnes pulled out his notebook and gave Gavin a quick nod.

      ‘Xander, we’re investigating the deaths of Felicity Gregor and Gary Lovell,’ Gavin began. ‘Do you know either of them?’

      ‘Yeah. I mean, only in passing, like. My brother hung out with them mostly. A business club he’s got running.’

      ‘Did you ever meet them there?’

      ‘Yeah. Occasionally. When Damian said I could go along.’ Xander emitted a bitter laugh. ‘He doesn’t think I’m good enough for his little group.’

      ‘Ever meet them at the club in town where you DJ?’

      The younger man leaned back into the armchair and sucked in his cheeks.

      ‘Maybe,’ he said eventually. ‘Hard to remember. I’m usually busy working y’see and when I’m in between sessions there’s a lot of people who want to talk to me. I can’t remember everyone I see – there’s so many of them.’

      ‘Do you deal drugs, Mr Beech?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Ketamine powder, in particular.’ Gavin cocked his head to one side as Xander’s gaze slid away towards the window. ‘Are you dealing drugs while you’re at the nightclub?’

      Xander shook his head vehemently. ‘No. No, I don’t. I DJ at the club – part-time. I’m only just starting out so I take what I can get work-wise. Yeah, all right, this place doesn’t look much but…’

      ‘You want to be successful, like Damian.’

      ‘I wouldn’t mind.’

      ‘The nightclub – is that where you met Daisy Stiles?’

      Gavin watched as panic crossed the man’s face before he recovered and attempted a nonchalant shrug.

      ‘Can’t remember.’

      ‘But you do know Daisy Stiles.’

      Xander sighed, rose to his feet and crossed to the floor-to-ceiling window.

      A narrow balcony had been built beyond the glass, and Gavin watched nervously as Xander hovered at the door, wondering whether he was going to do something drastic – or stupid.

      Instead, the man turned back to him, his eyes hardening.

      ‘She’s a dippy cow. I know her, yeah – but not that well. We was at sixth form together, that’s all.’

      ‘You know her well enough to meet her outside Turner’s Veterinary Practice last Monday. Why’d you pick her up outside, instead of in the car park?’

      ‘I dunno. That’s where she said I had to meet her.’

      ‘Where did you go after that?’

      Xander blinked. ‘I took her home.’

      ‘And then?’

      ‘Nothing. Came back here. She said she had to go and get her parents from the airport, so it wasn’t like I was going to go with her, was it?’

      ‘Why didn’t she drive herself to the vet?’

      ‘She said that cat of hers doesn’t travel well. She didn’t want it to play up while she was driving in case she had an accident.’

      ‘And you came straight back here after taking her home?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Can anyone vouch for you?’

      ‘Damian.’

      ‘Damian?’ Gavin raised his eyebrows, then glanced at Barnes. ‘What was he doing here?’

      ‘Playing games.’ Xander pointed at a console under the television, two controllers thrown haphazardly on top of it.

      ‘A moment ago, I got the impression you didn’t like your brother very much.’

      ‘We’re brothers.’ Another shrug. ‘We have good days and bad days, same as anyone else.’

      ‘Who won?’ said Barnes.

      ‘What?’ Xander’s brow furrowed.

      ‘I said, who won?’

      ‘Damien. He always does.’

      Gavin heard the dejection in Xander’s voice, reached into his jacket pocket for a business card and held it out. ‘We’ll be in touch if we have any more questions. We’ll see ourselves out.’
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      When Kay drove into the veterinary clinic’s car park later that afternoon, she found a space near the back of the surgery and spotted Adam next to one of the outdoor pens as she climbed out.

      ‘The gate’s unlocked,’ he called. ‘Come on through.’

      Giving herself a mental pat on the back for wearing ankle boots to work that morning, she pushed open the secure gate into the yard and walked between the pens, stepping to one side as a young alpaca stretched its neck between the wooden bars of one of them and tried to nip at her trouser leg.

      ‘Oi, get off.’

      ‘Stop feeding the animals.’

      ‘It’s the other way around.’ Kay grinned as Adam pulled her into a hug. ‘I thought you weren’t meant to be back here until the end of the week? You’ve still got two days to go.’

      ‘I’m just seeing what I’ve been missing out on.’ He gave her a sheepish smile. ‘And yeah, all right – I might’ve been doing a bit of paperwork.’

      ‘You said…’

      ‘It was just the stuff for the insurance claim,’ he said, and kissed her before taking her by the hand and leading her over to the pen where he’d been working. ‘The sooner we can get the money back for the damage, the better for my cashflow. Here, help me feed Casper, and then we’ll head inside. It’s getting chilly out here.’

      ‘Casper?’

      Adam pointed at the pen beside her and grinned. ‘Casper, the friendly goat.’

      Taking the bucket of feed pellets he held out to her, Kay rolled her eyes. ‘I knew I’d regret asking.’

      Ten minutes later, they hurried through the back door to the surgery, and as Kay removed her jacket she noticed the new brass fittings that Adam locked before switching on the automatic security lights for the pens outside.

      Additional cameras had been fitted in the corners of the ceiling, and as she followed him out from the storeroom and along the corridor to his office and consulting rooms, she took a moment to pause and check over her shoulder.

      ‘Did Scott get window locks fitted as well?’

      ‘He did, and there’s a new swipe card system between the consulting rooms and the back office and operating theatre now, too.’ Adam beckoned to her. ‘Come on through to reception – he and Stephanie are finished for the day. They were just waiting for the security system bloke to install the last of the cameras.’

      Stephanie looked up from her computer screen as they entered the reception area, her phone to her ear while she processed another appointment for later in the week and Scott rummaged in the filing cabinet beside her.

      He winked when he saw Kay. ‘I thought we agreed you’d keep him out of our hair until next week?’

      ‘I failed miserably. Sorry,’ she said, then lowered her voice when she got nearer. ‘And you’ve got some explaining to do about that dog. What the hell has your friend been feeding it?’

      ‘Why? What’s the problem?’

      ‘Everything all right, you two?’ said Stephanie, finishing her call and glancing up from the appointments calendar.

      ‘All good,’ said Kay, forcing a smile. ‘How’re you getting on here?’

      ‘Almost back to normal – even better now we’ve seen Adam today,’ the receptionist beamed. ‘And Terry here has been busy making sure our security system is all up to date.’

      She pointed to a gaping hole in the ceiling where four of the tiles had been removed and an aluminium ladder disappeared.

      Two large work boots appeared on the top rung, and then a man climbed down, his forehead slick with sweat.

      He nodded when he saw Kay, then turned his attention to Adam and Scott. ‘Another fifteen minutes and I reckon I’ll be done.’

      ‘Thanks, Terry,’ said Scott. ‘Stephanie’s got a company card to sort out payment before you leave.’

      ‘Cheers, mate. Appreciated.’

      Terry picked up wire cutters and a screwdriver from the tool bag on the tiled floor and went back to work.

      Kay shivered as she watched him climb the ladder and crawl into the ceiling cavity once more. ‘I never thought we’d have to do this. Not here.’

      ‘It’s a sign of the times,’ said Adam. ‘Unfortunately, we don’t have a choice, not now. It’s like you said, it won’t be the last time someone breaks in but with any luck next time we’ll have a better chance of catching whoever it is.’

      ‘What did you decide to do in the end work-wise?’ she said. ‘Ease back into it, or try and do a full day to see how it goes?’

      ‘I figured I’d come in Saturday, do the morning shift as normal, then take Sunday off,’ he said. ‘I reckon that by Monday, I’ll be fine. Oh, that reminds me – do you want to pick up Oscar on the way home from work on Friday, Scott or come around at the weekend?’

      ‘Up to you.’ Scott looked over his shoulder and closed the filing cabinet drawer. ‘How’s he been?’

      ‘A bit smelly, but I’ve been trying him on different food. He’s certainly perked up this past week though,’ said Adam. ‘I can’t ascertain that there’s anything seriously wrong with him.’

      ‘If he’s doing that well, maybe he should stay with you a bit longer,’ said Scott, his face passive.

      Kay glared at him, but was prevented from answering by her phone trilling in her handbag.

      When she fished it out, Barnes’s name was displayed on the screen, and she answered it before it went to voicemail.

      ‘Ian? Something the matter?’

      ‘Guv, it’s Xander Beech. Someone attacked him at home, and he’s been hospitalised.’
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      Kay parked her car alongside a liveried patrol vehicle and slammed shut the door before taking a moment to assess the scene in front of her.

      She had passed a patrol car at the junction into the residential street, several onlookers from neighbouring properties gawping at the emergency vehicles lining the narrow road before being shooed away by a pair of uniformed constables.

      ‘Guv? Over here.’

      She spotted Gavin’s silhouette against the headlights of an ambulance, his familiar spiky hair and height singling him out from the other people milling about the entrance to the block of flats, and walked over to join him.

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘A neighbour called it in, guv.’ He turned and led the way into the flats, taking the stairs rather than the lift. ‘We’re up on the second floor – Xander was attacked inside his flat – it looks like he opened the door to whoever attacked him because there’s no damage to the lock or signs of forced entry.’

      He paused as they reached the second-floor landing and stood to one side while a paramedic emerged from a door farther down on the right, closely followed by her colleague pushing Xander in a wheelchair towards the open lift door.

      It swished closed seconds later, and they could soon hear the two ambulance officers at the bottom of the stairwell steering their patient from the building.

      ‘Where are they taking him?’ said Kay.

      ‘Maidstone. Barnes just left – he’s on his way there too, so he can take a statement when the doctors let him.’

      ‘What about the neighbour, the one who called in?’

      ‘A Mr Henry Bradley,’ Gavin said, and jerked his thumb over his shoulder towards a man standing beside two uniformed constables at the far end of the hallway, his face concerned while he spoke with them. ‘He says he heard raised voices over his television, but by the time he turned down the volume and got to his front door and looked out, there was no one around. That’s when he noticed the door to Xander’s flat was open. Before he got to it, a man rushed out and down the stairs.’

      ‘Did he get a decent look at him?’

      ‘No – the man was wearing a baseball cap and the lighting down here isn’t great, as you can see.’

      ‘What about CCTV?’

      Gavin snorted with frustration. ‘Mr Bradley says he and other members of the residents’ association have been trying to get that in here for over two years.’

      ‘Well, the owners might reconsider it after this. Has the neighbour entered the flat?’

      ‘Yes – he was even more worried after that. He found Xander on the floor next to the sofa. Mr Bradley said Xander was incoherent when he found him, so he dialled triple nine. Given the address and our ongoing enquiries, that’s why we got a call too.’

      ‘Did you get a chance to speak to the paramedics before I got here?’

      ‘Yes. Sounds like he’s got a broken nose and a couple of broken fingers. One of the paramedics treating him reckoned he might have a broken rib or two as well but they’re more concerned that he might be suffering from internal bleeding – he managed to tell them he was repeatedly punched in the stomach.’

      ‘Anyone still in there?’

      ‘Kyle Walker is fingerprinting the door and several other surfaces in case the attacker is on the system. We’re just waiting for a locksmith to turn up. Mr Bradley says he gets on okay with Xander so he’s offered to pay for it until he gets out of the hospital.’

      ‘Okay, well in the circumstances I want to take a look.’ Kay led the way towards the open door, and paused while Walker finished dusting the front panels.

      He stood to one side and gave a curt nod when he finished. ‘I’ve done the living and kitchen area, too guv. I’ll show you through.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      She put her hands in her pockets and stepped over the threshold, careful not to brush against the door and get any of the graphite powder on her jacket. Pausing at the end of a short passageway, she surveyed the damage to the flat.

      Kitchen drawers had been pulled open, cutlery thrown to the floor alongside threadbare cotton tea towels, and her shoes crunched across a mixture of salt granules and peppercorns strewn across the cheap linoleum.

      The lounge had borne the brunt of the attack, with a picture frame hanging precariously off its hook above the television, and a games console and controllers upended beneath the large screen. Sofa cushions lay on the floor beside a pile of old games magazines pushed to one side, and she could see blood on the carpet where Xander had lain.

      ‘Did he manage to tell anyone who did this to him, Gav?’ she asked.

      ‘Not yet – the paramedics wouldn’t let us speak to him because they were concerned for his well-being.’

      ‘What the hell happened here?’ she murmured.

      Walker shook his head in wonder. ‘Someone definitely had it in for him, guv.’

      ‘It’s not that – look at everything. This wasn’t just a fight. Whoever attacked Xander was looking for something. This place has been searched.’

      Gavin pivoted in the middle of the room and nudged a sofa cushion with his toe. ‘We’ll have to get a list of any stolen goods from Xander when Barnes interviews him.’

      ‘Does it look like anything’s been stolen to you? I mean, obviously the television’s too big to take and that games console looks like an older model so it’s probably not worth much. Did you notice whether Xander had a laptop or anything when you were here?’

      ‘I didn’t.’

      ‘I’ll have a quick look in the bedroom, guv,’ said Walker. ‘Just in case.’

      ‘Okay.’

      She ran her gaze over the devastation in the flat as the constable wandered off.

      ‘Do you think he was attacked because he spoke to us earlier?’ said Gavin, his eyes troubled.

      Kay sighed. ‘I don’t know what to think at the moment.’

      They turned at a shout, to see Walker emerging from the bedroom, his gloved hands cradling a medley of small boxes and glass vials.

      ‘I found this under a pile of clothes,’ he said. ‘I guess Xander’s attacker didn’t get as far as there before he was disturbed. Some of these look like medical supplies, though – not the usual drugs paraphernalia.’

      Gavin picked up one of the packets and turned it in his hand to read the label stuck to the side, and then emitted a surprised grunt.

      ‘Guv? These are for animals. I think this is what was stolen from Adam’s surgery.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Kay snatched the parking ticket from the machine before hurrying over a pedestrian crossing and through the main doors of Maidstone Hospital.

      Barnes held up his hand from the other end of a wide tiled corridor when he saw her, his phone to his ear.

      She waited while he finished the call, running her gaze over the various signposted wards and departments displayed in colour-coordinated wording on the wall beside her, a shiver crawling across her shoulders at the memory of Adam’s attack last week.

      The clatter of glass and crockery reached her from the cafeteria off to the left, and she turned away from the worried stares that met her gaze as patients, family members or friends tried to spend a few moments in contemplation.

      ‘Guv, that was Gavin – he says the flat’s been secured, and the neighbour has the keys.’ Barnes tucked his phone into his pocket and nudged her arm. ‘Xander’s in a room down this way.’

      Their shoes echoed off the polished floor as they negotiated a steady stream of porters, orderlies and nurses criss-crossing their way through the depths of the hospital. Cavernous openings along the maze of corridors led to specialised areas – radiology, pathology, cardiology.

      All of it passed by Kay in a blur while she wondered whether they would get any answers from Xander tonight, or whether the severity of his injuries would mean a long wait before his doctors let him talk to the police.

      ‘Up these stairs,’ said Barnes, holding open a fireproof door for her. ‘They moved him up to the acute medical unit. He’s a lucky bastard in some respects – no internal bleeding, but he’s got bruising and a broken rib apparently. They’re going to keep him in for a couple of days to make sure about the bleeding though.’

      ‘He’s in good hands here,’ she replied. ‘And at least we know where he is, right?’

      ‘Gavin mentioned you found the drugs nicked from Adam’s surgery at Xander’s place?’

      ‘We were trying to work out if whoever did this to him stole anything from him, like a laptop or something.’ Kay paused, her hand on the door leading off from the first-floor landing. ‘I have to say, I didn’t expect the drugs.’

      Barnes followed her into the corridor, shaking his head.

      She noticed the atmosphere was different up here, calmer.

      Despite an undercurrent of practised efficiency – after all, most of the patients in these wards were in a critical condition – the overall sense that Kay felt was quiet determination.

      The volume of voices was lower, so much so that she could hear the persistent rumble of the air conditioning vents above her head.

      ‘He’s along here,’ said Barnes, pointing to a nurses’ station.

      The ward sister looked up from a clipboard as they approached, and gave a tired smile.

      ‘Back so soon, Detective Barnes?’

      ‘My inspector, Kay Hunter,’ he said by way of introduction. ‘We wondered whether there had been any improvement in your patient, and whether we could talk to him yet?’

      The nurse pursed her lips. ‘I’m afraid you won’t be talking to Xander tonight, detectives. His doctor has just been up here to check on him, and he’s been given a mild sedative. After that, it’ll be family only from tomorrow until he receives the all-clear.’

      ‘All right,’ said Kay, thanking the nurse and turning away from the desk. ‘I’m going to ask Sharp to authorise a constable to stay on duty up here until Xander talks to one of us. Given we’ve got two ketamine deaths on our hands, and the theft, I believe young Mr Beech could be a flight risk in the circumstances.’

      ‘Sounds like a good plan, guv. I’ll make sure he’s interviewed as soon as he wakes up.’

      ‘That’s going to make for an interesting discussion…’ Kay’s phone buzzed, and she read the new text message. ‘Good. Laura says she’s spoken to the laboratory, cited Peter Gregor’s name and arranged for testing to be done tomorrow on the drugs found in Xander’s flat.’

      Barnes grinned. ‘She learns fast.’

      ‘Well, as long as she doesn’t expect that sort of turnaround on every case she works on, she’ll be fine.’

      Barnes’s smile faded, his expression becoming concerned as she heard heavy footsteps behind her.

      Looking over her shoulder, she saw a man she recognised as Damian Beech hurrying towards them, wearing a motorbike jacket and cradling a full-face helmet under one arm as he ran a leather-gloved hand through his hair.

      ‘Detective Barnes?’ He shook hands with the older detective, who introduced Kay before gesturing to the closed doors.

      ‘The nurse tells us they’ve made Xander comfortable for the night, but I’m sure she’ll be able to tell you more.’

      ‘Thanks. Do you know who did this to him?’

      ‘Early days, Damian, but we’ve got officers taking statements from the neighbours and we’ll be checking any CCTV cameras in the area.’

      ‘As soon as I heard I had to come here. He’s all I’ve got.’

      ‘What about the rest of your family?’ said Barnes.

      Damian grimaced. ‘Our dad died about ten years ago, and we don’t talk to our mother – she walked out on us when I was six years old.’

      Kay placed her hand on his arm. ‘We’ve got some questions of our own we’d like to ask you. Have a word with the ward sister and get an update about your brother, and then we’ll go and get a coffee downstairs.’
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      ‘Here you go. Black, two sugars – and I asked them to put a splash of cold water in it, so get it down you.’

      Barnes shoved a takeout cup of coffee across the Formica table to Damian and took a seat beside Kay, then watched as the man peeled off his thick leather gloves, leaving the woollen inserts on, and wrapped his hands around the hot drink.

      ‘Thanks. It’s bloody freezing out there tonight, and raining too. I can’t feel my hands.’

      ‘Not a great night to be out on a bike.’

      ‘No kidding.’

      ‘Damian, we’re going to have to make this formal in the circumstances.’ Kay withdrew her notebook from her bag and popped the lid off a pen, her movements efficient as she cleared the remnants of sugar sachets off the table surface and dropped them onto the plastic tray at her elbow.

      Barnes checked over his shoulder, but the nearest people were three tables away – an orderly and a woman in pale blue overalls who opened pre-packaged sandwiches in silence before turning to watch a television screen in the far corner of the cafeteria.

      He took a sip of his coffee while Kay read out the formal caution and contemplated the older brother.

      He had darker hair compared to Xander and was slightly shorter, already carrying a little too much weight around his middle.

      He wondered whether Damian bothered to exercise while working from home, or whether he was the sort of entrepreneur who poured all of his energy into his business with little thought to his own health.

      The inserts from the gloves he still wore began to emit a damp wool smell as the coffee cup cooled, and Barnes turned his attention to the cafeteria window beside him for a moment, watching as a steady drizzle created a mist beneath the car park lights and an ambulance tore away from a parking bay farther along, its lights blazing as it reached the exit onto the main road.

      His gaze returned to the table as Kay cleared her throat.

      ‘When we attended Xander’s flat earlier tonight, a quantity of drugs was found in his bedroom,’ she said. ‘Was he a user?’

      ‘Christ, no.’

      Damian’s shock was palpable. He reared back, his eyebrows raised before he blushed, perhaps realising that his outburst had echoed off the cafeteria walls.

      ‘No, I didn’t. I’m sure he’s not. I mean, he’s my brother. I’d know. I’m sure I would.’

      ‘This was a significant quantity,’ said Kay. ‘Do you have any suspicions that your brother was dealing?’

      Damian’s jaw clenched and he lowered his cup to the table, then closed his eyes. ‘I didn’t, no. What sort of drugs?’

      ‘We believe they’re identical to the drugs stolen from a local veterinary surgery last Monday night,’ said Barnes. ‘The owner of the practice was still there when an intruder broke in – he was subsequently attacked and hospitalised.’

      ‘Jesus.’ Damian shook his head and met his gaze. ‘How… how is he? Is he all right?’

      ‘He got the all-clear from his medical team yesterday,’ said Kay, her face passive. ‘He had a lucky escape. When the ambulance arrived, he was unconscious.’

      ‘Do you have a key to your brother’s flat?’ said Barnes.

      ‘No – why would I?’

      ‘Are you aware if anyone else has access to the place?’

      ‘I’m not, no.’

      ‘Where were you last Monday night, Damian?’ he said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Just answer the question, please.’

      ‘At Xander’s place. He had a new computer game downloaded that we’d both been waiting for.’ He raised the coffee cup to his lips, then paused as a sad smile crossed his lips. ‘He almost kicked my ass. I wish he had.’

      ‘Any idea how he came to be in possession of the drugs?’ asked Kay.

      ‘We don’t socialise much,’ said Damian. ‘I mean, we try to get together once a month if we can – we like the same computer games like I said, or sometimes we’ll watch a film. Xander’s got an unhealthy addiction to several comic universes so we usually end up seeing one of them.’

      Barnes smiled at the resignation in the man’s voice. ‘Not a fan of those, then?’

      ‘Not really. I wouldn’t mind seeing something with a bit more substance sometimes.’

      ‘Do you know who might’ve done this to him?’ said Kay.

      ‘I don’t. We tend to move in different circles, detective. I mean, we’ll catch up from time to time – like last week, if there’s something one of us is doing that we’re interested in – but we’re not close like some. Have you spoken to anyone at the nightclub he DJs at? I know sometimes he has problems because the blokes that go there think he’s going to run off with their girlfriends. All nonsense, of course. He’s too focused on his music.’

      Kay put down her pen and Barnes noticed the dark shadows under her eyes as she bit back a yawn and tried to maintain her professionalism.

      He checked his watch, and then drained his coffee, grimacing at the taste.

      ‘All right, Damian,’ he said, pushing back his chair while Kay tucked her notebook away. ‘You’ve already got our contact details, so let us know if you think of anything else.’

      ‘Okay.’ The man looked over his shoulder as an older couple entered the cafeteria, their faces haggard. ‘I might go up and see if I can sit with him for a while, to keep him company.’

      ‘I’m sorry, that won’t be possible,’ said Barnes. ‘Not until after we’ve interviewed him in the morning, at least.’

      ‘What’s going to happen to him?’ Damian looked up, concern etched across his features. ‘I mean, when he gets out of here? Will you arrest him?’

      Barnes sighed. ‘He’s already under arrest. He was formally cautioned by one of our officers when he was transferred upstairs from A&E.’
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      A bright blue sky greeted Kay when she crossed her driveway to Barnes’s waiting car the next morning, sunshine sparkling in the puddles that lined the lane.

      ‘Morning,’ she said, fastening her seatbelt as he started the engine.

      ‘Guv.’ He waited until they were underway, and then cleared his throat. ‘Pia was wondering – if Adam’s up for it – whether you’d both like to come around for dinner next week?’

      ‘That’d be nice, thanks. Do you want us to bring the wine?’

      ‘I won’t say no.’ He grinned. ‘She’s desperate to show off the new patio heaters that turned up last week and it isn’t meant to rain for a while now. Mind you, I did tell her you’re a wimp and half an hour out there would probably be enough for you.’

      Kay laughed. ‘True. Perhaps I’d better bring mulled wine instead.’

      They fell into a companionable silence while Barnes fought his way through the remnant commuter traffic on the motorway, and Kay’s thoughts turned to the interview ahead.

      Phillip Parker had switched places with the constable she’d seen at the hospital last night, and had messaged her to say that Xander’s doctors were pleased with the man’s progress overnight. Reluctantly, they had also agreed to the formal interview going ahead that morning.

      ‘Did Parker say whether Xander’s going to have a solicitor present?’ said Barnes as he found a car parking space on the far side of the hospital.

      ‘He has – someone Damian found for him, I think.’ Kay scrolled through her emails as they walked towards the main entrance, the glass doors automatically swishing open to let them through. ‘This is the one. William Taylor.’

      ‘Where are we interviewing him?’

      ‘Bedside, according to Parker. The doctors don’t want him moved around too much today.’ She craned her neck to peer into the cafeteria. ‘No sign of Damian.’

      ‘Visiting hours aren’t until this afternoon,’ Barnes replied. ‘Besides, the solicitor has probably advised him to keep away until we’re finished. He probably got a bollocking for talking to us last night as it is.’

      When they reached the ward, Parker rose from one of the chairs grouped against the wall facing the nurses’ station and put the leaflet he’d been reading back in a rack display next to a pair of fire extinguishers.

      ‘Morning, guv… Sarge,’ he said. ‘Xander’s solicitor arrived about five minutes ago. The nurse showed him through and said she’d come back for you.’

      ‘Okay, thanks,’ Kay said. ‘Anything to report?’

      ‘Nothing new. A couple of hours ago I overheard one of the doctors say they were going to reduce his pain medication.’

      ‘Well, that’s a good sign – they must be less concerned about long-term damage then.’

      They turned as the double doors through to the ward swung inwards and an officious-looking nurse appeared.

      ‘Right, are you the detectives?’ she said brusquely. ‘Which one of you is in charge?’

      ‘Me. I’m Detective Kay Hunter, and this is my colleague, DS Ian Barnes.’

      ‘Let’s see your identification.’

      They meekly handed over their warrant cards and despite her own authority, Kay held her breath.

      If the medical staff deemed Xander Beech too sick to cooperate, then they would have had a wasted journey – and the investigation would reach a natural hiatus until they said otherwise.

      ‘All right,’ the nurse said eventually, handing back the IDs. ‘Come with me.’

      Barnes opened the door for them to pass through, and Kay hurried after the nurse, surprised at the woman’s pace as she led them along a short darkened corridor to a closed single door off to the left.

      ‘Given the circumstances, we placed Mr Beech in a separate room from the main ward,’ she said, then knocked once and opened it.

      Xander’s nose had borne the brunt of the attack, with thick surgical tape and bandages criss-crossing the visible parts of his face. He stared at her through eyelids purple with bruising. A cut to his lip had required stitches.

      He winced as he tried to adjust the pillow behind him, hissing under his breath at the effort.

      ‘I’m not sure this is such a good idea.’ William Taylor rose from his seat beside the bed and glared at the two detectives. ‘My client needs his rest.’

      ‘Your client has got some explaining to do,’ Kay snapped. She reiterated the formal caution to Xander, and then turned at the sound of metal scraping against the polished tiles to see Barnes dragging two more chairs through the door.

      ‘Thanks,’ she said, taking one and placing it at the foot of the bed.

      Resigned to the interview, Taylor’s top lip curled as he returned to his seat and crossed his legs. He pulled a legal pad from the briefcase beside him, uncapped a fountain pen and then leaned across to Xander and murmured under his breath.

      ‘Right, Mr Beech. Who attacked you?’

      Kay watched as Xander picked at the corner of a sticky plaster covering the back of his hand, his gaze dropping to his fingers.

      ‘No? Okay, let’s try another one. Perhaps you could explain why a quantity of methadone hydrochloride and ketamine hydrochloride were located in your flat after the attack?’

      In the silence that followed, Kay could hear the soft footsteps of the nurse in the corridor beyond the closed door and someone at the nurses’ station laughing.

      Xander remained quiet, but gave a slight shake of his head.

      ‘How do you know Felicity Gregor and Gary Lovell?’ Kay persisted.

      ‘Mr Beech, you ought to be aware that you’re currently our only suspect in relation to the theft of these drugs from Turner’s Veterinary Practice, and the subsequent overdoses of three people,’ said Barnes, his tone impatient. ‘We also have you on a CCTV recording with Daisy Stiles, who we suspect you coerced into carrying out reconnaissance at the surgery prior to breaking in and stealing those drugs.’

      ‘Unless you can tell us who stole those drugs instead perhaps?’ said Kay.

      Xander’s head rocked to one side before he caught himself and took a shuddering breath.

      The machine next to him emitted a startled beep.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispered, his eyelids flickering. ‘I’ve got nothing to say to you.’

      The door crashed open behind Kay and she spun around to see the nurse peering through.

      ‘Is everything all right in here? We had an alarm go off at our end.’

      Taylor rose from his chair and straightened his cuffs. ‘I think that’s enough for today, detectives. My client is extremely tired after his ordeal and evidently needs to rest.’

      Kay clenched her jaw, biting back the retort that came to mind as she glared at Xander, sure he was responsible for attacking Adam and leaving him in much the same state as he now found himself in.

      ‘We’ll be back in the morning, Mr Taylor. Make sure your client gets that rest. He’s going to need it.’
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      ‘He’s scared.’

      Barnes paced the carpet in front of the whiteboard as his eyes roamed the notes scrawled across it.

      Kay rested her elbow across the back of a chair and sighed. ‘I’m not surprised. Three people are dead because of the drugs we found at his place.’

      ‘Do you think he knew the drugs were there?’ said Laura. ‘I mean, perhaps they might have been planted there by whoever attacked him.

      Kay nodded. ‘I don’t think so. I saw his face when we told him. He didn’t look surprised – it’s like Barnes just said, he looked scared. Besides, he’s the one Gavin spotted outside the vets just hours before the theft, so we have to consider the fact that both he and his brother are lying about what he was really up to that night.’

      ‘Not playing computer games, I’ll bet.’ Barnes tugged at his tie, then rolled it around his fingers before shoving it in his pocket. ‘We’ll need to consider rival dealers, too. Perhaps one of them took umbrage at him selling on their patch and decided to teach him a lesson.’

      ‘But then why didn’t they take the drugs?’ said Laura. ‘Why leave them there?’

      ‘Maybe he didn’t have time to find them if he heard the neighbour moving about next door. By the time Mr Bradley entered the hallway, the attacker was running off,’ said Barnes.

      ‘There’s the retribution angle, too,’ Kay mused. ‘If Felicity or Gary’s families somehow found out that Xander might’ve sold the ketamine to their kids, then one of them might have turned vigilante.’

      Barnes turned and raised his voice to call across the incident room. ‘Has anyone managed to get hold of some CCTV footage from the council’s cameras in the area? Have we got anyone arriving or leaving Xander’s place that ties in with the timing of the attack?’

      ‘There’s definitely nothing available from the building,’ said Phillip. ‘I’ve just spoken to the supervisor and he confirmed that the only cameras they have cover the car parking area to the rear and the bins. There are no cameras in the stairwells or exit from the building.’

      ‘It’ll take a while to get CCTV recordings from the council,’ Debbie added. ‘I’ve left a message for them, and I’ll keep chasing them up.’

      ‘I want the nightclub manager re-interviewed in light of the drugs found at Xander’s,’ said Barnes. ‘Dave – can you take that, and also get a note from him about any known acquaintances from his DJ’ing?’

      ‘Will do, Sarge.’ The uniformed officer looked up from his computer screen. ‘Do you want me to request Xander’s phone records as well?’

      ‘Please.’

      ‘If we want to charge him for the theft and the subsequent deaths of Felicity and Gary, we’re going to have to find more than a collection of stolen drug packets,’ said Kay.

      As she walked back to her desk, her phone started to ring, and she pushed past an administrator with a hurried apology to reach it before it went to voicemail.

      ‘Inspector Hunter.’

      ‘Detective, it’s Yvonne Court over at the lab. Laura asked me to call you with the test results on the drugs found as soon as I had them to hand.’

      Kay pulled out her chair and flipped her notebook to a fresh page. ‘That was fast, thanks.’

      ‘The promise of additional funding works wonders,’ said Yvonne without irony.

      ‘Do the drugs match those found in the samples taken from Felicity Gregor and Gary Lovell?’

      ‘They appear to be similar, yes. Obviously the powder they took had been cut with other substances but the underlying results are the same.’

      Yvonne spoke in a rush, as if trying to get to the gist of her phone call as quickly as possible, and Kay held her breath.

      ‘Detective, I’m worried about what I’m seeing here,’ the analyst said. ‘These are obviously the drugs stolen from Turner’s Veterinary Practice – the name of the surgery is printed on the delivery label on the packets – but there’s something not right with the ketamine. It’s more potent, dangerous.’

      ‘What do you mean? That stuff’s classed as a schedule two controlled drug already. That’s why Adam and his team kept it locked in a secure cabinet.’

      ‘Had they used any of it before this was stolen?’

      ‘No – the delivery was only made that afternoon, and they had two days’ worth left of the previous stock. They don’t carry more than three weeks’ worth – it’s not allowed.’

      ‘Thank God for that.’

      Kay sat upright. ‘Why?’

      ‘If this had been administered to an animal as an anaesthetic for a routine procedure, it wouldn’t have just knocked it out. It would have killed it. It’s five times stronger than normal.’

      Kay heard Yvonne pick up the packaging and rattle it.

      ‘And there’s nothing on here to indicate that.’

      She frowned. ‘Nothing at all? I saw labels on some of the boxes we gave to you.’

      ‘No, what I mean is, it’s been mis-labelled. Even in a small quantity, what you’ve got here is deadly.’
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      Gavin paused on the threshold to the busy veterinary reception area and nodded to Scott as he appeared from one of the consulting rooms and made his way over to the group of chairs beside the window.

      ‘Mr Harris and Spock?’ he said.

      A man in his fifties raised his hand, gesturing to an African grey parrot on his shoulder. ‘He’s moulting badly again, and I don’t know why.’

      ‘Okay, bring him through and let’s have a look.’ Scott let his client go on ahead and then turned his attention to Gavin. ‘Is everything all right?’

      ‘I need to have a word as soon as you can. Something’s come up.’

      ‘If you’re happy to wait, I’ll be about twenty minutes with Mr Harris – everyone else is booked in to see Claire, our locum vet.’

      ‘No problem.’

      Gavin headed towards the spare seat vacated by the man with the parrot and smiled at an older woman sitting next to the window.

      A black and white collie dog lay with its chin on her shoes but staggered to its feet and sniffed at his hand when he sat.

      ‘Hello. You’re friendly, aren’t you?’

      ‘Only because he thinks you’ve got food.’ The woman gave a tired smile. ‘The problem is, he can’t walk as far as he used to so we’ve had to stop giving him so many treats. He’ll just put on weight otherwise.’

      ‘My girlfriend’s threatening to do the same to me,’ said Gavin, and grinned. ‘That doesn’t mean I don’t try to sneak in a few snacks here and there when she isn’t looking.’

      She spluttered with laughter, then looked up as her name was called and gave the lead a tug. ‘Come on, you. Check-up time.’

      The dog left Gavin alone and followed her reluctantly into the second consulting room, and Stephanie caught his eye as she processed another batch of paperwork at her computer.

      ‘Any news for us?’ she said.

      ‘We might have something.’ Gavin glanced to his left at the two people still waiting to be called, and then back to the receptionist. ‘I’ll let Scott explain once I’ve had a chance to speak with him.’

      Stephanie nodded, and went back to her work while he pulled out his mobile phone and checked his messages.

      The remaining patients were dealt with quickly by Scott and the locum vet, and when the last client paid and left the surgery, Scott emerged from the staff area with mugs of coffee.

      ‘Claire’s tidying up out the back for me, so I don’t have to keep you waiting any longer,’ he said, handing out the drinks.

      Gavin winked at Stephanie as he thanked the vet. ‘You’ve got him well trained, Steph.’

      ‘Trust me, it’s all we’ve been running on this week. We’ll be glad to have Adam back.’

      Scott sank into one of the chairs and sighed. ‘Thankfully, Claire’s agreed to stay on for a while – I have a feeling that might need to be a more permanent arrangement.’

      ‘Business is good then, despite the robbery?’ said Gavin.

      ‘If anything, it’s been busier.’ Scott grimaced. ‘Whether that’s because people feel sorry for Adam or because they’re nosy and want to see where the attack happened… Time will tell.’

      ‘It’d be good if something positive came out of all of this,’ Gavin agreed. He placed the coffee mug on the floor and reached into his jacket pocket, unfolding the copies of the laboratory reports Kay had provided. ‘Speaking of which, we’re hoping you can help us clarify something about the drugs that were stolen last week. Our lab ran some tests against what was found in the two overdose cases we have against the drugs taken from here to see if we can link the theft to the person who was seen near here the day of the break-in. We knew from the post mortem results that both people had a very strong substance still in their systems that was ketamine-based, but our lab technicians are worried about the results they ran on the drugs found in the suspect’s flat – the same as were stolen from here.’

      Gavin handed over the report to Scott. ‘It appears from the results that the ketamine hydrochloride is stronger than what you’d need to use in a normal operating theatre scenario. We wondered why.’

      The vet swallowed after reading the results, a frown forming, then crossed the reception area and handed the document to Stephanie. ‘Can you get me the copy of the requisition for this last delivery?’

      ‘Sure.’

      He turned back to Gavin as Stephanie opened a hanging file drawer beside her chair. ‘Have you got the boxes the drugs were in, or photographs?’

      ‘I’ve got photos.’ Gavin pulled out his mobile phone, thumbed through the album he’d created for the investigation, and found the images taken at Xander’s flat the previous night. ‘Here you go.’

      ‘Here’s the requisition,’ said Stephanie.

      ‘Thanks.’ Scott took the page from her and compared it against the photos, then sat beside Gavin and handed him the report, a note of relief in his voice. ‘Okay, so it doesn’t look like we screwed up – so that’s good. What isn’t good is what your lab is saying they’re seeing under test conditions. This is what we ordered.’

      Gavin took the requisition from him and skim-read the contents. ‘Could they have made a mistake reading this?’

      Scott shook his head. ‘It’s why they’re given the original. It’s law – because ketamine hydrochloride and the other substances listed on our order here are classified as controlled drugs, the supplier has to be given the wet signature copy. Only myself or Adam can sign it. Adam put through the order that morning – we had about a week’s worth of supplies left at that point, which is okay, but he was due to do a couple of complicated surgeries last week and we thought we’d better err on the safe side. We only keep three weeks’ worth of stock in at any time.’

      ‘Have you still got the delivery docket for this batch?’

      ‘Steph?’ Scott turned to the receptionist.

      ‘Hang on – yes, here you go.’ She walked around the desk and held out a thin blue page. ‘That’s Adam’s signature at the bottom to confirm safe receipt.’

      ‘As soon as the drugs arrive we log them in the register and place everything in the secure cabinet. They don’t come out again unless myself and Adam – or Claire in his absence – sign for them.’ Scott tapped the reference number in a column on the page. ‘This matches the code on the requisition, and on the label on the box in those photos, see?’

      Gavin thumbed his phone screen to enlarge the image. ‘Okay, I see it. What’s this other number on the label here?’

      ‘Let’s have a look.’ Scott took the phone from him. ‘I don’t know – it could be an internal processing reference the drugs manufacturer uses. It’s not something we use to check off the deliveries.’

      ‘I don’t suppose you still have one of the older boxes from the previous delivery, do you?’ said Gavin.

      ‘We might do. All of our emergency appointments and the procedures Adam was meant to do last week were farmed out to other practices after his attack so we didn’t use up as much as we thought we would.’ Scott walked over to the consulting room door, then paused. ‘I’ll fetch one of the new boxes we had delivered last Thursday to replace the ones that were stolen, too.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Gavin turned to Stephanie as the vet disappeared through the door. ‘When you arranged for the other vet practices to take your patients last week, didn’t you provide them with the ketamine hydrochloride in case they needed to use it?’

      ‘God, no – it’s illegal. We’re not allowed to share drugs between vet practices unless there’s a real emergency, and even then it’d need everyone involved to make sure all the paperwork and the controlled drugs registers were clear on why that decision was made. Adam and Scott could lose their licences over something like that.’

      ‘And end up in court if we were really unlucky,’ Scott added as he reappeared. ‘Okay, I found one of the old empty boxes in the bin – we used the last of it yesterday. And this is one of the new ones.’

      ‘Neither of which has this odd reference number printed on the label,’ Gavin mused. He picked up the laboratory report again and frowned. ‘So obviously, you didn’t make a mistake because you ordered the strength you’d normally use, and according to the labelling, that’s what turned up.’

      He peered at the image on his phone once more. ‘So why is it different on this one?’

      ‘Search me,’ Scott said, looking from the purchase requisition to the delivery docket and back. ‘Maybe someone was having a really bad day at the laboratory. There’s no excuse for this sort of mistake, though. We’re lucky we had some old stock to use up first, otherwise this could’ve killed a patient. I’ll be speaking to the drugs company first thing tomorrow, mark my words.’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ said Gavin. ‘So will I.’
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      Adam was waiting at the front door when Kay pulled into their driveway, worry lines criss-crossing his brow.

      ‘Scott just phoned me,’ he said as she closed the door and slipped off her shoes. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Pour me a glass of wine, and I’ll tell you what I can.’ She padded through to the kitchen behind him, and made a fuss of Oscar while Adam fetched a glass and retrieved a half-full bottle of Chenin Blanc from the refrigerator.

      ‘I’m looking forward to having a beer this weekend,’ he said, popping open a can of soft drink and taking a sip.

      ‘How many more days have you got on the tablets the hospital gave you?’

      ‘Only until tomorrow. The nausea’s gone now but they wanted me to stay on antibiotics for the graze to my head for a bit longer. Anyway, cheers – and tell me what’s going on.’

      Kay took a sip of the wine, then placed the glass on the worktop and threaded her fingers around the stem. ‘Gavin spoke to Scott a little while ago, because we got the results through from the lab. We’d asked them to test what we found at Xander’s place against the two post mortem results so we could try to link everything together. We linked it all right, but it transpired that what got delivered to your surgery last Monday was five times stronger than the stuff you usually order.’

      Adam paled at her words and sank onto one of the bar stools. ‘Did I fuck up?’

      ‘No.’ Kay reached out for his hand. ‘You didn’t, Scott didn’t, and nor did Stephanie.’

      ‘Thank Christ for that.’

      ‘We’ll be formally speaking with the drugs company sometime tomorrow, just as soon as we’ve spoken to our laboratory again to clarify some of the finer details.’

      ‘Did he tell you we triple check everything before we use that stuff? Even if we have to euthanise an animal, we have to be careful. The stuff’s lethal at its normal strength, but this…’ Adam ran a hand over his jaw. ‘Did you get it all? From that bloke’s flat? I mean, there isn’t a chance any more of that stuff is out there, is there?’

      ‘That’s what the team are working on at the moment,’ said Kay. ‘They’re phoning around all the vet practices in the area to find out who else might have placed an order, and whether there’s an identification number similar to the packaging that turned up at yours, or whether it was a one-off.’

      ‘We’d have heard about it if there was an overdose accidentally administered,’ said Adam, turning the soft drink can around in circles within a growing pool of condensation. ‘Things like that don’t stay quiet for long.’

      ‘Scott didn’t mention anything to Gavin like that.’

      ‘There you go, then. Hopefully our practice was the only one affected, and you’ve found all of the stolen stock so there’s no more.’ He sighed and pushed the can away, then ran a hand through his hair. ‘When this gets out, it could finish off the business though. I mean, what if we had used that stock? What if…’

      ‘Adam, stop.’ Kay moved around to the other side of the worktop and draped her arms around his shoulders. ‘Stop. It didn’t happen. The practice is busy – Gavin said when he got there, he had to wait because there were so many patients. You’ve got an amazing reputation locally, and professionally. Just look at the number of journal articles you’ve been asked to contribute this past year. It wasn’t your fault.’

      ‘I know, I just…’ He shuffled around to face her, his eyes troubled. ‘I got a letter from the insurance company today. They’re questioning our storage practices, even though that secure cabinet is a multi-lock and Scott and I carry our keys with us. They’re trying to say that if the keys had been kept in a combination safe instead of on my keyring, this wouldn’t have happened.’

      ‘Jesus,’ Kay sighed. ‘That’s not fair. How many vets use a combination safe?’

      ‘Only one that I know of, and that’s only because there’s four of them who need to use the keys – it’s a much larger practice than mine and operates 24/7. Besides, my keys were taken when I was knocked unconscious – in the bloody practice, where I need them.’ Adam reached out for a folded letter on top of a free local newspaper and handed it to her.

      She ran her eyes over the text, and then snorted. ‘Well, whoever wrote this hasn’t got a clue about veterinary surgeries anyway. Look, he’s suggested they recommend using a keypad-operated cabinet instead.’

      ‘I know. Thereby breaking every rule set out in the guidelines.’ Adam took back the letter. ‘I’ll write back to them tomorrow, but it’s just one more thing on top of everything else.’

      Kay hugged him. ‘Hang in there. We’re getting close. I can feel it. We just need a few more answers.’

      ‘I know. It’s just with that and a phone call from the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons this afternoon about a compliance audit they want to do because of the theft, it’s not been a good day.’

      She frowned as she looked at the insurance letter on the worktop, then straightened. ‘Out of interest, how long have you been buying the drugs through that supplier? Have you ever had problems with them before?’

      He drained his soft drink and walked over to the window, dropping the can into the recycling bin under the sink. ‘We’ve not had any issues before, but we’ve only been using them for the past four months. There were too many problems and delays getting the drugs we needed from our usual supplier because of all the importation laws to buy it in from European manufacturers.’

      ‘Thanks, I’ll let Gavin know before we speak to them tomorrow,’ said Kay.

      Suddenly, Adam turned from the sink and crossed to the back door.

      A cold breeze swept into the kitchen as he wrenched it open, and Kay shivered.

      ‘What on earth are you doing?’

      In response, he pointed at Oscar, who looked mildly amused.

      ‘Pre-emptive strike.’
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      The next morning, Kay shielded her eyes against the sunshine reflecting off the windows of the pharmaceutical building and stared up at the top floor.

      ‘What was Marion Blanchett like when you spoke to her last week?’ she said to Gavin as he joined her before pressing the button on the security panel next to the front door.

      ‘Chatty enough, guv. Concerned that one of her customers had been attacked, and happy to help with the vehicle footage.’

      ‘All right. Let’s hope she’s still happy once we ask her about the lab results.’

      Gavin peered up at a security camera above the door. ‘That’s new.’

      Kay turned as the speaker in the panel spat to life.

      ‘Come in, Detective Piper.’

      The door buzzed open, and Kay nodded her thanks to Gavin as he held it open for her and then followed her along a tiled floor.

      She ran her gaze over the framed awards and media articles that peppered the walls, and then found herself in a bright reception area.

      ‘If you would like to sign in.’

      Her attention turned to a man standing beside a reception desk, his gaze stony while she approached.

      ‘Back so soon, Detective Piper?’

      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name,’ said Kay. ‘Mr…?’

      ‘Peter Moore.’ He looked down his nose at her. ‘I’m Ms Blanchett’s assistant. A phone call would have been appreciated. We don’t like people turning up unannounced. It makes our security team nervous.’

      ‘I’ll bear that in mind.’

      She turned at footsteps from the mezzanine level above to see Marion Blanchett waiting at the top of the winding staircase.

      ‘I thought you might have called ahead, Detective Piper. We’re extremely busy at the moment. We always spend Fridays updating our board of directors.’

      ‘A matter of some urgency has come to light,’ said Gavin. ‘My inspector – Kay Hunter.’

      ‘Marion Blanchett.’ She reached the bottom of the stairs and shook Kay’s hand, her grip firm. ‘Always a pleasure to meet another woman rising to the top of her profession.’

      ‘Likewise.’ Kay looked around the vast space, taking in the various closed doors leading off from the reception area, some with biohazard signs and various other health and safety warnings displayed. ‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’

      ‘The board room is taken at present – a video conference with a laboratory team in the United States we’re hoping to work with – so we’ll use my office. Come this way.’

      Kay turned her back on Peter, ignoring the glare he aimed at her, and followed Gavin and the CEO up the wide spiral staircase and along an open walkway overlooking the expanse below.

      The powder-coated aluminium handrail curved around to the left, and Marion opened a thick oak door at the end, beckoning to them.

      ‘Take a seat.’

      Kay waited while the other woman fussed about her desk, clearing away a large A4-sized leather-bound diary and various trade magazines before easing into a tan-coloured armchair that hugged her slim frame.

      ‘I’ve got about fifteen minutes before I have to join that video conference, detectives, so what is it you need to know?’

      Kay had already agreed with Gavin that he would lead the interview, given that he was the SIO on the case and she had no wish to undermine his confidence – or the rapport he’d previously established with Marion Blanchett – so she gestured to him to start the interview and watched the woman closely as the questions commenced.

      Her colleague opened a briefcase he’d found discarded in Sharp’s old office and extracted a see-through evidence bag containing some of the empty boxes found in Xander Beech’s flat. The leftover vials of ketamine hydrochloride had been removed when the samples were sent for testing, and remained locked in a secure box in the evidence locker.

      ‘Ms Blanchett, do you recognise these?’ he said, placing the evidence bag on the desk.

      ‘It appears to be the packaging for the drugs we produce for veterinary practices.’ Marion leaned forward and angled the bag to better see past the labels stuck to its surface by the CSIs. ‘Are these the ones stolen from the surgery in Maidstone?’

      ‘They are,’ said Gavin. ‘They were found in a flat on the fringes of the town centre on Wednesday evening, after the tenant was attacked.’

      The CEO’s face turned from one of interest to confusion. ‘I don’t understand. How did he get them? Is he the thief?’

      ‘That forms part of our ongoing investigation,’ Gavin said, ‘but what we’d like to understand today is why these drugs are five times stronger than is normally provided to veterinary surgeries for anaesthetic procedures.’

      Marion paled. ‘You’ve tested these? You’re sure?’

      ‘Our laboratory sent through their findings yesterday, Ms Blanchett, and yes – we’re sure.’ Gavin rose and turned the evidence bag over so that the labels on the packets were visible. ‘This reference number here doesn’t appear on older supplies of ketamine hydrochloride from your laboratory that were supplied to the same surgery, nor the replacement stock delivered last Thursday following the robbery. What does it mean?’

      ‘I-I’m not sure. I’d have to ask our operations manager – but he’s in that meeting right now, and can’t be interrupted.’

      ‘Where is the labelling done?’ said Kay. ‘On the premises?’

      ‘Yes, everything is done here. As I said to Detective Piper last week, we even run our own delivery fleet because of security concerns.’

      ‘Have there been security issues in the past?’ said Kay.

      ‘No, but because a couple of our suppliers use animal-based proteins, we’re sometimes targeted by animal rights activists. Things through the post, the occasional threatening phone call. It’s why this building doesn’t bear any logos and you can’t find it on any public satellite imagery. We applied to have it removed for privacy purposes, much like a military installation would.’

      ‘What about your staff?’ said Gavin. ‘Do you run thorough background checks on them?’

      ‘Yes, absolutely, along with regular random drug testing.’ Marion watched as Gavin tucked the evidence bag back into the briefcase and closed the lid. ‘Are you suggesting this was an inside job? That someone deliberately sabotaged those vials?’

      ‘It has to be considered,’ said Kay. ‘Especially in light of the fact that since the theft, three people have died from overdoses linked to this batch, including a sixteen-year-old girl.’

      ‘Oh my God.’ Marion brought a shaking hand to her lips. ‘What do you want to do?’

      ‘I think we’ll need to start by arranging for a team of officers to come here as soon as possible and interview each member of staff,’ said Kay. ‘Do you have your own processes and procedures in place to check what’s been going on in your laboratories downstairs?’

      ‘We do, yes.’

      Kay stood and moved to the door. ‘Then I suggest you implement them. Immediately.’

      She followed Gavin back to the staircase, already going through the next steps she and Gavin would have to take – starting with re-interviewing Xander Beech while they still knew where to find him.

      ‘Detective Hunter?’

      Kay turned, her hand on the bannister. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Please, do you think we could keep this to ourselves for the moment?’ Marion moved closer, her eyes beseeching. ‘At least until my team have had a chance to conduct an internal audit and provided you with a copy of our findings?’

      ‘How long will that take?’

      ‘No more than a week.’

      Kay pursed her lips.

      ‘You’ve got three hours.’
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      When Kay and Barnes reached Maidstone Hospital later that morning, a fine drizzle had replaced the morning sunlight, and she sheltered under an umbrella her colleague held while they hurried towards the entrance.

      ‘Dave Morrison confirmed that he’s got four officers over at the laboratory making a start with the staff interviews. They’ll get through as many as they can today,’ he said, shaking the worst of the water from the umbrella before they found a lift heading for the next floor. He waited while a porter wheeled out a man in a wheelchair and then pressed the button to close the doors. ‘Marion herself was holed up in the conference room when he got there––’

      ‘I’ll bet she was.’

      ‘Must’ve been quite a shock for her to find out someone’s tampered with their stock.’

      ‘But we still need to find out why.’ Kay paused as the doors opened, then continued once she was sure they wouldn’t be overheard. ‘What makes someone do that? I mean, it’s bad enough that animals might’ve died if Adam or Scott had used those drugs during routine operations, but we’ve got three people dead and four more still hospitalised from Friday night. It’s manslaughter.’

      Barnes nodded to the unfamiliar constable outside Xander Beech’s door. ‘Any sign of his solicitor, William Taylor?’

      ‘Already in there, Sarge. Got here two minutes ago.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Kay shoved open the door into the private room, pleased to see that Xander and his solicitor both turned in shock at the sudden interruption.

      ‘Nice and cosy in here, are we?’ she said, pulling a chair up to the opposite side of the bed from William Taylor while reciting the formal caution. ‘Right, Xander. Tell us about the break-in. Why that particular vet practice?’

      The young man glared at her, wincing as he attempted to clench his jaw.

      Beside him, Taylor remained in stony silence while he watched his client, his face passive.

      ‘Okay, let’s try this one,’ said Kay. ‘Who do you know that works at Marion Blanchett’s laboratory?’

      Xander’s left eyelid twitched, and he lowered his gaze to the blanket before mumbling under his breath.

      ‘Didn’t catch that, Xander – you’ll have to speak up,’ said Barnes. ‘Why did you steal the drugs from Turner’s Veterinary Practice on Monday last week?’

      ‘Who are you working with, Xander?’ Kay added. ‘I mean, you’ve got no history of violence prior to the attack on Adam Turner. You’ve never been charged with possession of illegal substances, and until last week, you had no criminal record. What’s going on?’

      Xander exhaled, a shuddering breath that shook his slight frame.

      Still, he remained silent.

      ‘Nothing?’ said Kay, incredulous. She looked at the solicitor. ‘Seriously?’

      Turning her attention back to Xander, she tried again.

      ‘Did you go out with Felicity Gregor the night before she died? Did you supply Gary Lovell with the ketamine that killed him last Friday night? Is that what you’ve been doing in between DJ’ing sets at the nightclub?’

      A sudden realisation gripped her, and she choked out a bitter laugh.

      ‘You didn’t supply Felicity and Gary with the drugs at the nightclub like the others, did you?’ she said. ‘You knew them from the breakfast club. From the entrepreneurs’ group your brother belongs to. What were you trying to do? Impress them, so that they’d make you a permanent member?’

      Xander looked away, tears pooling over his bruised cheekbones.

      ‘I didn’t know. I didn’t know it was too strong. I just thought…’

      Taylor cleared his throat, and Xander clamped his jaw shut.

      ‘Xander?’ prompted Kay, impatient. ‘What did you think? Why did you steal the drugs in the first place? Why were you so desperate to steal them that you attacked an unarmed man?’

      He shook his head. ‘I can’t tell you. They’ll kill me if they find out.’

      ‘Who will?’

      He shook his head, his face miserable. ‘I can’t. I’m sorry.’
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      ‘For goodness’ sake.’

      Kay slapped her hand against the vending machine out in the main corridor, then peered over her shoulder.

      There were no staff members in sight, and she clenched her teeth as she stared at the useless debit card in her hand.

      ‘I bet it charged me as well.’

      ‘Guv? Guv – here.’ Barnes called along the corridor to her, a small bottle of water in his hand. ‘The one along by the lift works so I got you this.’

      She sighed and turned away from the vending machine, defeated. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Is his solicitor still in with him?’

      ‘Yes.’ Kay glared at the closed door. ‘I have a feeling they’re going to be a while.’

      ‘What do you want to do?’

      Uncapping the bottle, she took a sip as her gaze wandered over the various leaflets displayed on a wall-mounted rack, and then squared her shoulders.

      ‘He’s obviously hiding something, and he’s still scared.’

      ‘And he’s covering for someone else – or a group of people,’ said Barnes, unwrapping a chocolate bar and taking a bite.

      ‘Exactly.’ Kay began to walk towards the lift, saw the queue beside it and headed for the stairwell instead. ‘We didn’t miss anything, did we Ian? I mean, on Xander’s record – there’s definitely nothing amiss, is there?’

      ‘I had a look as well, and I couldn’t see anything,’ he said between mouthfuls.

      They reached the ground floor and Kay waited while he tossed the wrapper into a waste bin beside a fire exit.

      When he turned back to her, he paused.

      ‘You’ve got that look in your eye, guv. What’re you thinking?’

      ‘We need to go back to the beginning,’ she said. ‘Get on to Laura – where is she at the moment?’

      ‘She texted to say she was heading out to Adam’s surgery, that she wanted to check something out.’

      ‘Ask her to get back to the station and bring in Daisy Stiles for a formal interview straight away, and then ask Gavin to do the same with the surviving members of that breakfast club. Perhaps one of them can tell us what the bloody hell’s been going on.’
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      When Laura walked into interview room two, her first impression of Daisy Stiles was that the woman had lost weight since she’d last spoken to her.

      She had dark circles under her eyes, which were red-rimmed as if from lack of sleep, and her hair looked as if it hadn’t been washed in a few days.

      The solicitor beside her glanced up from her legal pad while Laura started the recording machine and recited the formal caution.

      Daisy’s hands shook as she stopped twiddling a strand of hair and clasped her fingers together on the table, her gaze roaming the swathe of documentation that Laura slipped from a manila folder.

      ‘Right, Daisy,’ she said, pulling out a series of photographs. ‘These two people, Felicity Gregor and Gary Lovell, died from ketamine doses last week. Not pretty, is it?’

      The woman recoiled at the sight of the crime scene photographs, at the broken and twisted body of Felicity and the vomit-stained bedclothes crumpled underneath Gary.

      ‘This is Chantelle Evans,’ said Laura, struggling to keep her voice steady as she turned over a photograph of a smiling sixteen-year-old. ‘She died after overdosing on the same ketamine concoction as the others after someone sold it to her at a nightclub here in town last Friday night. There are other people still in hospital after ingesting the same ketamine, one of whom is going to need a colostomy bag for the rest of his life by the time they’ve finished putting him back together.’

      Daisy looked as if she was going to be sick.

      ‘That’s got nothing to do with me,’ she managed.

      ‘Oh, but we think it does.’ Laura swept the photographs to one side and watched as the woman squirmed in her seat. ‘How long have you known Xander Beech?’

      ‘Since school.’

      ‘Have you kept in touch on a regular basis?’

      Daisy shrugged. ‘Not really. We get together occasionally, I suppose.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘At that nightclub he’s started DJ’ing at. Sometimes I’ll see him in town and we’ll go for a drink.’

      ‘How lovely.’ Laura extracted a blown-up image from the collection of CCTV recordings the team had been sifting through. ‘And when your mum’s cat got sick last week, he was the first person you thought to call to take you to the vet, was it? I mean, this is you getting into his car outside Turner’s Veterinary Practice, right?’

      Daisy leaned forward, chewing her lip as she stared at the photograph. ‘Yes.’

      ‘You have a driving licence, don’t you?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So why did you ask Xander to take you there?’

      ‘I didn’t.’

      ‘Pardon?’ Laura tapped the image. ‘You just confirmed this is you. So, why did you ask Xander to drive?’

      ‘I didn’t.’ Daisy looked at the solicitor, then back to Laura. ‘He asked me.’

      Laura reached into the folder again, pulled out a two-page stapled document and skim-read the contents before turning it around. ‘Can you confirm this is the formal statement you signed based on the conversation you and I had last week? Is this your signature?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Daisy, in this statement you told us that your mum’s cat was sick, and that you took her to the vet. Not her usual vet, but this one in particular. And then when you got there, after filling in all the forms and being offered a last-minute appointment, you decided to up and leave before your appointment was called.’ Laura paused. ‘Is there anything you’d like to change in this statement now?’

      The younger woman shook her head and lowered her gaze to the table. ‘No.’

      Snatching the statement away, Laura sighed. ‘Daisy, I went over to the vet practice this afternoon before you were brought in. I sat where you sat in that reception area. When the door opened to Adam Turner’s consulting room, the inner door through to his office was open. I could see the multi-lock cabinet where they keep all the controlled drugs. That’s why you went there, wasn’t it? To recce the building. To find out where they keep the ketamine hydrochloride so you could tell Xander Beech.’

      A single tear spilled down Daisy’s cheek, and she wiped it away, sniffing.

      ‘Why did you help him?’ Laura persisted. ‘Did he promise you a cut from the sales?’

      Daisy shook her head, and sniffed again.

      ‘Enough.’ Laura slammed her hand on the table in frustration and the two women opposite her both jumped. ‘Daisy, there are three people dead from the drugs that Xander stole from this vet practice. You assisted in that theft, and you will be charged accordingly. Start talking.’

      The solicitor glared at her, then placed a hand on Daisy’s arm and murmured in her ear.

      Daisy wiped at the tears now streaming freely down her face and then raised her eyes to Laura.

      ‘He blackmailed me.’

      ‘How?’

      ‘He said if I didn’t help him, he’d tell my mum and dad that I’ve got a cocaine addiction.’

      ‘Do you?’

      Daisy nodded. ‘Yes. I’m getting help though. I’ve been clean for three months.’

      ‘Did he tell you why he wanted to steal the drugs?’

      ‘No. I asked him, but he said it was none of my business.’ Daisy took a gulp of air, her shoulders shaking. ‘And he said if I ever told anyone, that they’d kill me.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘He didn’t say. I haven’t been sleeping. I’ve been so scared.’

      Laura closed the manila folder and pushed back her seat, her hand hovering over the recording machine.

      ‘Interview terminated at eleven fifty-four.’
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      Helene Becker turned away from her solicitor as Kay entered the interview room with Gavin, her pale features accentuated by a bright scarf wrapped around her hair.

      Piercing blue eyes bore into Kay while she started the recording machine and made sure the formal caution was captured and understood, and then the woman cleared her throat.

      ‘Inspector, I don’t appreciate being hauled from my studio by two of your officers while all my neighbours are watching,’ she pouted. ‘If you wanted to speak to me again, you only had to ask.’

      ‘Who’s been dealing drugs at your weekly breakfast club?’ said Gavin.

      Helene’s attention snapped to him. ‘What?’

      ‘Answer the question, please.’

      ‘I don’t know about any drugs.’ She looked at her solicitor, a stern-looking woman with a pinched expression who glared at Gavin. ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘When did Xander Beech join your entrepreneurial group?’ he asked.

      The artist waved her hand in front of her face as if batting away an errant fly. ‘I don’t know. I don’t think he ever did. He turns up with Damian from time to time, that’s all.’

      ‘We were told that people only attended that group by special invitation. Did any of you invite him?’

      ‘No – as I said, he just appears every now and again.’

      ‘What does he do while he’s there?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Gavin opened his case file and peered at the different statements from the group. ‘You all seem to be doing well in your respective businesses – at least on the surface. Why tolerate someone like Xander, a club DJ? How did he get on with everyone else?’

      Helene chuckled. ‘Ah, I see what you mean. I don’t think Sebastian was too enamoured with the idea – he did have words with Damian a couple of months ago. I overheard them talking after breakfast one morning. I think they thought we’d all left but I had to dash to the ladies’ and when I came back I could hear voices in the room.’

      ‘So you eavesdropped,’ said Kay.

      ‘I’m a naturally inquisitive person,’ Helene replied, preening. ‘Besides, I didn’t have to try too hard. They were talking quite loudly. Sebastian was saying that he didn’t think it appropriate for Xander to be there.’

      ‘What did Damian say?’ said Gavin.

      ‘He asked Sebastian to let it go – his words, not mine – and that he was only bringing his brother along to keep him out of trouble and give him a focus.’ Helene sighed. ‘I think Xander was more interested in trying to impress Felicity.’

      ‘Not you?’

      The woman barked with laughter. ‘God, no, detective. He’s much too young for me.’

      ‘In what way was he trying to impress her?’

      ‘Oh, you know – offering to get her into the nightclub for free, backstage passes when some of the bigger acts came through town. Of course, then Gary overheard him and wanted to tag along.’

      ‘How did that go down with Xander?’

      ‘I don’t think he was happy about it, but once he realised Gary wasn’t interested in Felicity they seemed to get on all right. I think they might’ve gone out socialising together from time to time. They certainly seemed more familiar towards each other at the breakfast meetings when Xander turned up, as if they were up to something.’

      Gavin pushed a small plastic evidence bag across the table and angled it so that the solicitor could see as well. ‘Do you recognise this powder, Ms Becker?’

      ‘I don’t, no. Although one would assume it’s drugs of some sort.’

      ‘Ketamine. It’s what killed Felicity and Gary, as well as a teenaged girl after she took some of this last Friday night. We believe they all got it from Xander.’

      ‘Really?’ Helene’s chiselled eyebrows shot upwards. ‘Well, that explains a few things.’

      ‘Such as?’

      ‘All the secrecy.’

      ‘Secrecy?’

      ‘Yes. We’d be halfway through a presentation some Fridays – that was the format, one of us doing a fifteen-minute talk about something we wanted to share with the group while we were having coffee after breakfast – and those three would be off to one side of the table arrangement whispering together. Awfully rude, especially when myself or Sebastian had put so much time and effort into the talks.’

      ‘Did you say anything to them at the time?’

      ‘Sebastian has a wonderful glare,’ Helene beamed. ‘That was often enough to embarrass them into being more attentive.’

      Gavin tapped the evidence bag. ‘Do you think Xander might’ve been using the breakfast club to sell drugs to Felicity and Gary?’

      ‘He could well have been.’ The woman drummed her fingers on the table. ‘And that might explain why Felicity always seemed a bit out of it by the time we finished some mornings. I always put it down to too much caffeine, but now you mention it…’

      ‘Do you think Damian was involved in the drugs?’

      ‘God, I hope not.’

      ‘What makes you say that?’ said Gavin.

      ‘Because he’s always looked after Xander, and tried to keep him from getting into trouble. If he suspected Xander was using our breakfast club to deal drugs, he’d be livid.’
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      Kay paced the corridor outside the interview rooms and tried to batten down some of her frustration.

      Gavin stood next to the door leading into the observation suite with his hands in his pockets, his eyes downcast. ‘Sorry, guv. I should’ve figured out they were hiding something like that.’

      ‘Not your fault, Gavin. Any of them could’ve volunteered their suspicions with us about what Xander was up to at that small business club, and yet they all chose to turn a blind eye.’

      ‘What about Xander, guv?’ said Gavin.

      Kay stopped beside him and checked her watch. ‘That solicitor of his is going to put up a fight if we try to speak to Xander again without some compelling evidence, and I’d imagine Marion Blanchett is already panicking now that we’re interviewing her staff.’

      ‘Do you think Damian beat up Xander, then? For bringing his entrepreneurial group into disrepute?’

      ‘That’s what I want to ask him.’ Kay ran a hand over tired eyes. ‘Jesus, you’d think he’d have come to us instead of taking matters into his own hands though.’

      ‘Not necessarily, guv – blood is thicker, and all that.’ Gavin scuffed his toe against the tiled floor.

      ‘All right, let’s go. I want to speak to Damian Beech again. I want to find out what he’s got to say for himself about all of this. After all, he said he was playing computer games with Xander on the night of the break-in at the vet surgery, didn’t he?’
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      Kay put her phone away when Gavin parked the pool car outside Damian’s house and tied back her hair as the wind tore at her jacket while she hurried to the front door.

      ‘Look,’ she said under her breath, pointing at the tarpaulin covering the motorbike parked on the driveway. ‘Text the registration number to Barnes, would you? He’ll know what to do with it.’

      Gavin frowned, but snapped a photo and did as she instructed while she rang the bell.

      Peering through the front window, she couldn’t see Damian inside but soon heard footsteps along the hallway.

      When the door opened, he had a tea towel and a coffee mug in his hand.

      ‘Detective Hunter. What brings you here? Have you arrested whoever beat up my brother?’

      ‘Not yet. Can we come in?’ She stepped into the hallway before he had a chance to respond, and waited while Gavin shut the front door. ‘Shall we find somewhere to sit down and have a chat, Mr Beech? I have a few more questions I’d like to ask you.’

      Damian’s eyes flicked to the living room, and then he pointed to a door at the end of the hallway with the tea towel. ‘Go through to the kitchen, I was just wiping up.’

      Kay looked at the crockery and cutlery piled on the draining board as she entered the room and frowned. ‘Had people over, Mr Beech?’

      ‘No, just doing a spring clean.’ He placed the coffee cup in a cupboard above a microwave, then returned to the sink and picked up another before turning to her. ‘What did you want to see me about?’

      ‘Where were you between five and seven o’clock on Wednesday night?’ she asked.

      ‘Here. Watching TV.’

      ‘Anyone with you?’

      ‘I live alone, detective. I was watching the news until I heard about Xander, and then I went over to the hospital.’

      ‘On the motorbike?’

      ‘Yes. You know that. You saw me there.’

      ‘And how did you find out that your brother was attacked?’ Kay leaned against a worktop beside the hob and ran her fingers over the surface. It smelled of lemons.

      ‘Pardon?’ Damian looked from her to Gavin and back.

      She raised an eyebrow in response and waited.

      ‘I-I got a text message,’ he said eventually.

      ‘From whom?’

      ‘The neighbour, I think. I didn’t recognise the number.’

      ‘Have you still got it?’

      ‘No, I must’ve deleted it.’ He finished drying the mug and clutched the tea towel in his hands.

      ‘Gav?’

      ‘Yes, guv?’

      ‘Go and check the living room, would you?’

      Grateful that the detective constable didn’t question her, she watched Damian as Gavin disappeared, his footsteps audible along the hallway.

      She heard a surprised grunt when he opened the door to the living room, and then his hurried footsteps returned.

      ‘Everything’s been packed up, guv. There are boxes everywhere, and not a single computer to be seen.’

      ‘Going somewhere, Mr Beech? Perhaps thinking of renting this place out for a while?’ she said, pointing to the worktops. ‘You’ve been busy cleaning in here, haven’t you? Is upstairs the same?’

      ‘I-I…’

      ‘Where are you off to?’

      ‘I just fancied a break.’

      ‘Show me your hands.’

      ‘What?’

      Kay crossed the room in four long strides and snatched the tea towel from his grip.

      Raw open sores criss-crossed the back of his knuckles, his fingers bruised.

      Kay glared at him.

      ‘Why did you beat up your brother, Damian?’
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      Damian sagged against the sink.

      ‘It’s all his fault.’

      Concerned by the way the colour had drained from the man’s face and worried that he might collapse, Kay pulled out a chair from under the dining table and steered him towards it.

      Gavin fetched a second chair for her, and after reciting the formal caution, she eyed the man before her with renewed interest.

      ‘Why on earth would two successful blokes like you steal ketamine hydrochloride from a veterinary practice to sell on the street?’ she said. ‘Was that your idea, or Xander’s?’

      He laughed then, a bitter sound that rattled off the cupboard doors before he caught himself, the laugh turning to a sob before he shook his head and looked away.

      ‘Guv,’ Gavin said, and stepped towards her, holding out his phone. ‘Barnes sent this.’

      Kay read the message, then turned her attention back to Damian. ‘I’m going to ask you again, where were you between the times of five and seven on Wednesday night?’

      Her question was met with silence.

      ‘Damian, my colleagues have put the registration plate from your motorbike through our automatic number plate recognition system. It was spotted on CCTV two streets away from Xander’s flat at six-fourteen.’ Kay leaned back, unable to contain her disgust. ‘Why did you attack your brother?’

      ‘Because he’s an idiot. He should’ve just done what he was told. Instead, he thought he knew better. He always does.’ Damian wiped spittle from his lips after the sudden outburst, his chest heaving. ‘It’s all his fault.’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘He wasn’t meant to keep the drugs. He sure as hell wasn’t meant to sell the fucking stuff.’

      ‘I can’t imagine beating the crap out of him is going to do your reputation much use, either,’ said Kay.

      Damian snorted. ‘It’s all smoke and mirrors anyway, isn’t it?’

      ‘What is?’

      ‘All of it.’ He jerked his chin towards the living room. ‘All of that in there.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      He crossed his arms over his chest and sighed. ‘I’m not the great software developer everybody thinks I am. I mean, yes – I got lucky, and the app we’ve programmed could make a lot of money, but…’

      ‘But, what?’

      ‘I’m not as successful as I look,’ he mumbled.

      ‘I thought your company was about to be taken over?’ said Kay, confused.

      ‘It is.’ Damian shrugged. ‘I farm out most of the work – all of those programmers are contractors. I just project manage it all, I guess. If it wasn’t for them, I couldn’t do this. But if I can sell the business, then no-one’s any the wiser, are they?’

      ‘So how are you funding all of this – the house, the software development…’

      ‘My mum pays for it. She’s an investor in the business, although I’m the only director.’

      ‘Who’s your mum?’

      Damian snorted, and made inverted commas with his fingers, his voice bitter.

      ‘The renowned local biochemist, of course. Marion Blanchett.’

      Kay growled under her breath in frustration. ‘So that’s why her name never came up on the searches.’

      ‘Like I said, she’s not a director. She prefers it that way.’

      ‘While you take the money and run,’ said Gavin.

      Damian winced. ‘Well, not literally.’

      ‘Are you sure?’ Kay picked up a computer magazine from the table and eyed the travel itinerary that caught her eye. ‘Where were you planning on going?’

      She watched as Damian Beech leaned forward and held his head in his hands.

      ‘I think I’d like a solicitor now, please,’ he managed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Gavin dusted crumbs from his lap and tossed the paper napkin into the bin under his desk, then peered at his computer screen and yawned.

      He hadn’t slept much the previous night, with too many threads from the investigation going around in his head.

      Being SIO on the vet robbery and attack on Adam, he took his responsibility for the case seriously, especially as Kay had to keep a low profile, both from a personal and professional stance.

      Even though she had been given the Chief Superintendent’s blessing to continue working on the cases, he knew that the Crown Prosecution Service would take a dim view if her name appeared on any of the paperwork or they caught a sniff of her continued involvement.

      While he finished his second energy drink of the afternoon, a weak light escaped the window blinds and shone across his screen as he scrolled through the local news website.

      Another five minutes and he’d return to the task at hand, but for now his gaze lazily roamed the various stories. It had been a while since he’d had a chance to catch up with local events, and he muttered under his breath when he recognised the names of two offenders brought up before the magistrates’ court earlier that week for repeat offences.

      No doubt they’d be let off with a fine, and the vicious cycle would begin once more.

      Exhaling, he clicked away from the story to return to the main page, then blinked when a headline under the business section caught his attention.

      Local business lodges drugs patent, talks of merger.

      He clicked on the article and immediately recognised the woman in the accompanying photograph.

      Marion Blanchett.

      In the image, she wore a bright red business suit, her arms crossed over her chest. The photographer had angled his camera lens so she appeared to be looking imperiously at him, her left eyebrow slightly raised as if she had better things to do with her time.

      Such as lead a pharmaceutical company from obscurity to the share market in less than two years.

      She seemed sterner in the photograph, less congenial than the woman he’d interviewed last week.

      Gavin frowned as he continued to read.

      According to the article, Marion had had a tough start in life. She’d turned it around after putting herself through university in her late thirties to return to the workforce as a newly qualified biochemist and had found her niche in management, rising quickly through the ranks of another well-known pharmaceutical company before quitting and starting her own two years ago.

      He moused over the screen and brought up the statement he had taken from Marion Blanchett last week, recalling that he hadn’t asked anything about her previous roles. He opened another tab on his screen and typed in the company website address, reacquainting himself with the full biographical account of Marion’s meteoric rise within the pharmaceutical industry.

      Returning to the news article, he finished reading and noticed that there was a link in the footer to an older article from last year, the headline at odds with the congratulatory tone of the current news item.

      Drugs company desperate for a breakthrough.

      He glanced up at a commotion near the door, Laura’s voice carrying over the heads of his colleagues as she advanced towards the whiteboard with Kay and Barnes, her face animated.

      Sending the news article to the printer, he hurried over and snatched up the pages as they emerged and then joined his colleagues.

      ‘What’s going on?’ he said.

      Kay huffed her fringe from her face. ‘Damian isn’t telling us anything else until his solicitor gets here, and we need more before we can go and interview Xander again.’

      ‘I might be able to help with that.’

      ‘How?’ said Barnes, his eyes narrowing.

      ‘I think I might know what’s going on with the laboratory.’ Gavin handed them copies of the news article. ‘They’re pulling in funding because everyone is hedging their bets on this patent. According to this, the new drug they’re developing is stronger than the generic version, which means less has to be used – it’ll save the veterinary industry millions of pounds. Marion Blanchett is using her reputation and the hopes they’re pinning on the drug to boost what they’re trying to get from existing private investors.’

      ‘And if she’s successful, she’ll float the company and her stock will skyrocket,’ Barnes murmured, skim-reading the article. He lowered the pages and frowned. ‘What’s this got to do with the attack on Adam?’

      Gavin looked at his colleagues and took a deep breath before speaking.

      ‘What if they know about the issues with the new ketamine hydrochloride they’re developing, but it was accidentally dispensed to Adam’s surgery?’

      Kay frowned. ‘But then they could’ve just phoned up and said so.’

      Gavin held up the news article. ‘And ruin their chances of making a billion quid once this patent is granted? Guv, there’s nothing in any of the articles I’ve found online to suggest there’s an issue with this drug. None of the reports they’ve filed as part of the process even hints at it. The only evidence to suggest there’s a serious issue with this ketamine-like substance comes from our lab report.’

      ‘Which they could dispute,’ Barnes mused.

      ‘It’d still get out,’ said Kay. ‘And if it did, it’d ruin their reputation.’

      ‘Look at this.’ Gavin hurried over to his desk and returned with a stack of print-outs. ‘I took a look at the company balance sheets for the past three years. Marion bought the company two years ago when it was on its last legs. She’s slowly built it up – they’ve had smaller breakthroughs here and there – but she’s still in debt for at least a couple of million pounds. If she doesn’t get this patent approved, she’s finished.’

      ‘Breaking into Adam’s surgery to steal it back because the wrong batch was sent to them seems a bit drastic.’

      ‘It’s motive, guv.’

      ‘Barnes, car keys,’ said Kay, catching them in one hand. ‘I’m going to go and find out what Marion Blanchett’s got to say about all of this.’

      Gavin gathered up the documents his colleagues had discarded on the desk beside the whiteboard after reading them, and turned back to his desk.

      ‘Gav?’

      He glanced over his shoulder at Kay’s voice to see the whole team staring at him.

      ‘Yes, guv?’

      ‘Come on, then. Let’s go. I think you’re onto something with this patent business.’

      He turned to Barnes, confused. ‘I thought you were going with her.’

      The DS chuckled, and shook his head.

      ‘It’s your investigation, Gav. Go get ’em.’
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      ‘So, she’s already about to make a fortune when she lodges this patent of hers for the new ketamine hydrochloride drug, and she’ll make even more when Damian’s IT company floats as well?’

      Kay shook her head as she steered the pool car into a parking bay outside of Marion Blanchett’s laboratory, then turned off the engine. ‘How much money does one woman need?’

      ‘I suppose it’s addictive for some people,’ Gavin replied, watching out the passenger window as three patrol cars rolled up behind them and blocked the exit. ‘Like drugs. What about Xander, guv?’

      ‘We’ll deal with him next. I want to speak to Marion first.’

      Kay stalked towards the entrance to the building and jabbed her finger at the security panel. She spoke as soon as she heard the receptionist pick up the phone at the other end.

      ‘It’s Detective Inspector Kay Hunter. Open the door.’

      A surprised mumble reached her, and then the door mechanism released.

      ‘Who’s covering the fire exits at the rear of the building?’ she called over her shoulder.

      ‘Tim Wallace and another officer,’ said Dave Morrison. ‘And this is the only other exit.’

      ‘Stay here, then. The rest of you, with me.’

      She pushed against the door and led Gavin and the other officers towards the reception desk.

      By the time they reached it, it had been abandoned, and Kay craned her neck to peer up at the mezzanine level.

      ‘Stay here and make sure no-one tries to leave,’ she said to the nearest uniformed constable, and then took the stairs two at a time.

      Voices carried through the closed door to the conference room, Marion Blanchett sounding harried while the booming tones of a man shook the frosted glass inlays.

      ‘Glad I’m not taking the minutes for that meeting,’ said Gavin. ‘I think my hand would fall off trying to keep up with them.’

      Kay held up her hand, a faint whirring noise filtering through the angry shouting that had started in the conference room. ‘Do you hear that?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Wait here.’

      Kay turned and jogged along the landing to the open door of Marion’s office, then slid to a standstill as she choked out a laugh.

      ‘It’s a bit late for that, Peter.’

      The receptionist hovered beside a paper shredder, his hands cradling a sheaf of official-looking documents while the remains of pages disappeared between the churning metal teeth, his mouth dropping open in shock at her voice.

      ‘Detective…’

      ‘Best hold that thought until we get you down to the station to make a formal statement,’ Kay said, beckoning to a female constable. ‘Caution him, and take him out to one of the cars.’

      ‘Will do, ma’am.’

      Kay followed the pair back along the landing and grinned at Gavin when she reached him. ‘You need to get your hearing checked out.’

      ‘Pardon, guv?’

      ‘Shall we?’

      ‘After you.’

      She kicked the toe of her boot against the wooden frame of the conference room door and walked in, noting the eight shocked faces that turned in their seats to face her.

      Marion Blanchett stood at the head of the table, her blue shirt sleeves rolled up to her elbows and her hands on the table while she leaned over a microphone. She raised an eyebrow at the sight of Kay and Gavin.

      ‘Do you mind? We’re in the middle of a critical video call with a potential investor.’

      ‘Marion? What’s going on?’ A man’s voice fizzled through the speakers set on brackets in the wall and Kay turned to see a large screen that had been rolled down from the ceiling.

      From another board room with a background of a neon-lit cityscape somewhere in the world, a large man in a rumpled suit glared at her.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’ he demanded.

      ‘Sorry to interrupt,’ she said, then watched as Barnes walked to the table, reached out and pressed a button on the intercom.

      ‘Wha––’

      The man’s voice was cut off at the same time as the screen went blank, and Marion gasped.

      ‘What do you think you’re doing?’

      ‘Tell me about the patent,’ said Kay, circling the table and eyeing each of the executives in turn. ‘How long have you all known that there was something wrong with the new ketamine hydrochloride-based drug you’ve been trying to perfect?’

      A flurry of cleared throats met her question, and she watched while the man next to her ran a finger around his shirt collar as his neck turned bright red.

      A young girl beside him looked petrified, her pen shaking as she debated whether to flee or not.

      Kay ran her eyes over the minutes she’d been taking, and then looked up as two more uniformed officers appeared at the door.

      ‘Interesting,’ she said. ‘Circling the wagons, were you? Right, take statements from everyone, please.’

      She walked around the table to where Marion Blanchett stood, fury in the woman’s eyes as, one by one, each of her executives was led away by an officer. After reciting the formal caution, Kay signalled to Gavin who placed a hand on the woman’s arm and steered her towards the door.

      ‘How dare you?’ Marion blurted. ‘How fucking dare you?’

      Gavin turned to the shocked face of the young administration officer and gave her his sweetest smile.

      ‘You probably shouldn’t minute that.’
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      Kay bit back a smirk when she saw William Taylor sitting beside Marion Blanchett in the room when she and Gavin walked in.

      After formally starting the interview, she eyed the solicitor and shook her head.

      ‘Keeping it in the family, are we? Or are you planning to divulge to your client’s son what his mother says about him?’

      Taylor had the decency to look embarrassed. ‘My client…’

      ‘Which one? I’m getting confused.’

      ‘My client, Marion Blanchett,’ he said through gritted teeth, ‘asked me to represent her son in the hope I could help him.’

      ‘And now?’

      ‘He can find his own legal representation,’ Marion snapped.

      Kay waited while Gavin flipped open the top-most folder on the pile he’d brought with him from the incident room, pride filling her as he took a moment to compose himself before starting his questioning.

      She planned to speak to DCI Sharp after the case was concluded, to make sure that if her colleague wished to pursue a promotion to detective sergeant in future that there was a place for him within Kent Police.

      She wasn’t prepared to lose another rising star, not after this.

      ‘What went wrong, Marion?’ he began. ‘The need for money, or the need for power? Which one was it?’

      ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ the woman sneered. ‘This is all a misunderstanding, you’ll see. There’s nothing wrong with the drug we’ve developed.’

      ‘Then why are three people dead and others still in hospital with serious complications due to taking ketamine powder created from it?’

      ‘Because they’re idiots for taking drugs in the first place, especially those that have been deliberately concocted from the ones produced by our laboratory so that they can be sold on the street.’ Marion sighed. ‘Ours are designed to be tested in laboratory conditions, and then applied in vigorously controlled environments once released to the market.’

      ‘On that point,’ Gavin continued, pulling the team’s lab report from the folder. ‘That isn’t going to be happening any time soon based on what our results tell us. It’s lethal, as evidenced by those deaths.’

      ‘Problems occur from time to time in all drug development programmes,’ Marion said patiently. ‘That’s why the research and development phase takes so long and costs so much.’

      ‘Except yours didn’t take that long, did it?’ Gavin extracted a copy statement taken from one of the technicians interviewed by uniformed officers at the laboratory. ‘According to your staff, you were pushing them to rush this new drug to market. This particular person states that he raised concerns with you a month ago that the process was too fast and that he was worried they’d missed something vital.’

      ‘Detective, we’re about to secure significant funding for this project, together with a patent, as you’re probably aware – it’s been all over the news recently, after all.’ Marion rested her arm on the table, her voice calm. ‘Once the funding is in place, we plan to iron out any… kinks that might be evident.’

      ‘Strange you should say that,’ Gavin said, opening a ring binder containing a thick wedge of paper and flicking to a page he had marked, ‘because according to this patent application, there’s no indication that further work is required to perfect the drug, or that there are any problems with it. It actually states here “it is our belief that this product is able to be distributed to the marketplace as soon as the patent has been granted and appropriate funding is in place”. How do you think your investors would feel if they found out that you’d lied to them? After all, if this drug in its present state was administered to an animal for a simple operation, it would in all likelihood result in its death.’

      ‘But of course, by then you’d be nowhere near the company and unaffected by any subsequent lawsuit,’ said Kay. ‘You were planning to sell your stake in the laboratory as soon as the patent was secured and then retire, leaving the company to fend for itself when the lawyers came knocking on the door.’

      Taylor lowered his gaze and wrote on his legal pad, but not before Kay noticed the look of fear in his eyes.

      Marion continued to glare at the two detectives, her fist clenched – but she said nothing.

      Gavin gathered up the paperwork and placed the statement and lab report in his briefing folder. ‘Someone at the laboratory slipped up, didn’t they, Marion? When an order for the normal ketamine hydrochloride you supply was received from Turner’s Veterinary Practice, someone accidentally sent out the new untested drug.’

      ‘How does a mistake like that happen?’ said Kay incredulously. ‘Are you working your technicians so hard that they’re making basic mistakes? What happened to all the processes and procedures you said you have in place?’

      ‘They’re under review,’ Marion said, her chin jutting out. ‘And the technician who made the mistake is no longer with us.’

      ‘That sounds ominous,’ said Gavin, glancing at Kay. ‘Can you confirm his whereabouts?’

      ‘Detective, that’s an outrageous insinuation.’ Taylor’s attention snapped up from his note-taking. ‘Unless you’ve got some evidence…’

      ‘He’s fine,’ said Marion. ‘He was paid in lieu of his services and found another job at a lab in Sittingbourne last week.’

      ‘Keeping tabs on him, are you?’ said Kay.

      ‘I keep in touch with him, yes.’

      ‘Aren’t you worried he might talk?’

      A glacial stare met her question. ‘All of my staff sign a non-disclosure agreement prior to starting employment with me,’ she said. ‘And he was reminded of his obligations in relation to that when he left.’

      ‘Did you make your sons sign the same non-disclosure agreement?’ said Gavin. ‘Given that you seem to be reliant on the pair of them so much.’

      Taylor sat forward. ‘I have to say…’

      ‘No, you don’t.’ Kay glared at him then turned to Marion. ‘Both of your sons are facing custodial sentences for their involvement in the theft and trade of illegal substances, and Xander in particular is facing serious charges in relation to the deaths of Felicity Gregor, Gary Lovell, and a sixteen-year-old girl.’

      The woman paled. ‘It wasn’t meant to be like this. It was meant to be simple. I didn’t know Xander was going to be so stupid and sell the drugs once he got them back.’

      Taylor held up his hand to her, and turned his attention to Gavin. ‘I’d like a word with my client in private, and…’

      ‘Stop it, William.’ Marion shook her head, silencing him. ‘They know everything, don’t they? This is just a formality now.’

      Kay folded her arms and listened.

      ‘Why ask Xander to break in and steal them back for you?’ Gavin asked. ‘Why not just phone up Adam Turner and explain the mistake and ask him to return them?’

      Marion choked out a bitter laugh. ‘Oh, if only it were that simple. I couldn’t just ask for them back, detective, because the Controlled Drugs Register would have to be formally updated and noted. We’d have got the drugs back, yes, but it’s likely the practice would alert the authorities, who would’ve had to have carried out a full investigation.’

      ‘So the patent process would have been delayed…’

      ‘Delayed? Detective, it would’ve gone up in smoke. Two years of research and development would’ve been wasted, along with my reputation. Without the funding generated by the patent, we can’t continue our final work to get it out to market.’

      ‘So Xander used his friend Daisy to recce the practice and get a feel for where the controlled drugs cabinet was in the building, and then went back, broke in and stole it. And he attacked Adam Turner in the process.’

      Kay winced as Gavin withdrew photographs taken of Adam’s injuries at the hospital that night, and forced down her anger.

      ‘He didn’t know he was there,’ Marion insisted, averting her eyes from the images. ‘It was an accident.’

      ‘A strike to the head isn’t an accident, Ms Blanchett, it’s a deliberate act of violence,’ said Gavin. ‘Nice try.’

      ‘And from the injuries Xander sustained in the attack at his flat, I’d imagine both of your sons have a violent streak,’ said Kay. ‘It was Damian who you sent around there, wasn’t it?’

      Marion’s top lip curled. ‘They’re as bad as each other, the pair of them,’ she snarled. ‘Both useless. Damian told me he searched that flat for the leftover vials, but all he could find was the equipment Xander had used to condense the ketamine hydrochloride into powder. And then you turn up and find it straight away.’ The woman sighed, leaning back in her chair. ‘I would’ve gone around there myself to confront him, except I couldn’t risk being seen, could I?’

      ‘Especially as everyone is under the impression you haven’t kept in contact with them since you walked out on them and their father nearly twenty years ago,’ said Kay.

      ‘And now I wish I’d kept them out of my life,’ said Marion ‘because look what they’ve done to it.’

      Kay caught Gavin’s gaze, and nodded.

      She’d heard enough.
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      Kay paced the tiled floor beside a row of visitors’ chairs halfway along a seemingly endless corridor and scrolled through her text messages.

      Both Marion Blanchett and Damian Beech had been charged, and Daisy Stiles’ future lay in the hands of the Crown Prosecution Service.

      Laura’s name appeared at the top of the screen alongside a new message that confirmed that Gary Lovell’s body had been released to his family, with his and Felicity Gregor’s funerals arranged for the following week.

      Kay released a shaking sigh as she read Dave Morrison’s message about the dead sixteen-year-old, Chantelle Evans.

      Fostered from a young age, Chantelle’s biological mother had insisted on attending the funeral as soon as she heard the press would be in attendance.

      Two of the overdose victims had been released from the hospital that afternoon, although long-term complications would mean months, if not years, of rehabilitation and potentially more surgery.

      ‘Found him, guv.’

      She looked up at Barnes’s voice to see the detective sergeant hurrying along the corridor towards her, and put her phone away.

      ‘Please tell me that he didn’t try to do a runner,’ she said.

      ‘No chance.’ He pointed to a stairwell off to their left. ‘They moved him from the IMU ward to a general one prior to him being discharged. Phillip Parker has stayed with him. He’s found a private room we can use for the interview, and apparently there’s a new solicitor in attendance.’

      ‘How does he seem?’

      ‘The solicitor? Fed up – apparently Xander hasn’t stopped talking since he found out his mum’s been charged, and isn’t listening to any advice from his brief.’

      Kay followed him up the stairs and along a narrow corridor, weaving between orderlies with trolleys while an aroma of hot food wafted from the wards she passed.

      Her stomach rumbled in protest.

      Finally, near the end of the corridor, she spotted Phillip Parker standing to attention outside a door before Barnes turned to her.

      ‘Here we go, then. He’s in here.’

      Kay gestured to the handle. ‘All yours, Sarge.’

      ‘You can lead, if you want to, guv.’ He grinned. ‘My ego’s already been dented by Piper finding out about that patent.’

      ‘Ah, you do it,’ she said, giving him a gentle shove. ‘The Chief Super will never forgive me if Peter Gregor finds my name anywhere near the paperwork for this, even if they did call a truce on my involvement.’

      ‘There’s always an ulterior motive,’ he muttered, then winked and thanked Phillip as he opened the door for them.

      Kay closed it behind her, and saw that Xander seemed to have shrivelled in size since she’d seen him that morning, as if the seriousness of his situation had finally struck home.

      Marion Blanchett’s youngest son was sitting in a chair underneath a tattered poster for a safety initiative for staff, the bandages that had been covering his face replaced with clean dressings and his hospital gown exchanged for a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt.

      A man in a worn black suit turned from reading a cork board covered with various notices, and handed Barnes his business card.

      ‘Matthew Barrett, duty solicitor,’ he said. ‘Shall we make a start? I believe my client wishes to make a full statement.’

      ‘Will that include a different story to the ones you’ve provided us with to date?’ said Barnes, pulling out a chair opposite Xander. He recited the caution and then eyed the bedraggled and beaten man. ‘Three people dead, Xander. Because of you. Start talking.’

      ‘She hates me.’

      ‘I presume we’re talking about your mother?’

      ‘Nothing was ever good enough for her.’ Xander wiped his nose with the back of his sweatshirt sleeve. ‘She never wanted anything to do with me unless she needed me to do something for her.’

      ‘So, when she asked you to break into Turner’s Veterinary Practice and steal the vials of ketamine hydrochloride that had been delivered that morning, you agreed without hesitation, did you?’

      Xander scowled but said nothing.

      ‘What I don’t understand is why someone like you, with no prior history of violence or theft, breaks into a vet’s surgery, and not only steals the drugs but then attacks the owner of that surgery such that he ends up in hospital.’ Barnes shook his head. ‘Why was that?’

      ‘She said she’d help me out if I did. Like she does with Damian and his computer company. She said she’d pay for some proper studio time for me so I could get some songs recorded and released.’

      ‘So why didn’t you hand over the drugs to her?’

      ‘I figured I could make her give me more money. She wasn’t offering much – I’d only have about a week’s worth of studio time.’

      ‘So, you blackmailed her, is that right?’ said Barnes. ‘When did Felicity find out?’

      Xander sighed and stretched out his legs in front of him, his bottom lip downturned. ‘She overheard me talking to Mum on the phone. Damian had organised an impromptu catch-up at a bar on Bank Street on Tuesday night after work and a few of us went along…’

      ‘By “us”, you mean Damian’s breakfast club?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘How come you went along?’

      Xander shrugged. ‘Damien suggested I ought to go. I didn’t have anything better to do, and the food was free so I figured I might as well.’

      ‘What happened when Felicity overheard you?’

      ‘I forgot she had a habit. Not many people knew. She was good at hiding it.’ The young man leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees and stared at the floor. ‘Up until then, Damian thought I was making arrangements with Mum to hand over the drugs. Felicity overheard what was really going on, and demanded I let her have some of it before I gave it back. She said she’d go to the police if I didn’t, and that her dad knew some people who’d be interested in what I’d been up to. I didn’t have a choice.’

      ‘You did.’ Kay glared at him. ‘If you didn’t hand it over, Felicity Gregor wouldn’t be dead.’

      ‘She would, just not last week,’ Xander sneered. ‘It was only a matter of time with her – she was out of control. Not that anyone else would tell you that. They all thought she was wonderful, didn’t they?’

      ‘What did you do when you heard she’d fallen from the multi-storey car park roof?’ Barnes prompted.

      ‘I panicked, didn’t I? I figured someone would trace whatever she had on her back to me.’ Xander exhaled. ‘I had a gig booked for the Friday night, and I reckoned I’d never see that money from Mum so I might as well make some money selling it off. I figured I’d just dump as much as I could of the powder to users there, and then get rid of the other vials. It’s a pain in the arse to make anyway. Took me ages to clean up afterwards the first time.’

      ‘How did Gary Lovell get involved?’ said Barnes, unable to keep the shock from his voice at the other man’s matter-of-fact tone.

      ‘He nicked some out of my pocket when I wasn’t looking when we were at breakfast on Friday morning.’ Xander looked at Kay. ‘So you can’t blame me for his death. He did that himself.’

      ‘Did you warn him you thought the drugs were dangerous?’ said Kay.

      ‘Didn’t get a chance. He was off and running, and I didn’t want Damian to find out what I’d done, so I let him.’

      ‘And then we interviewed Damian, and he put two and two together,’ said Barnes.

      ‘He told Mum.’ Xander pushed himself to his feet and turned to face the wall. ‘And she sent him over to the flat to get the rest of the vials.’

      ‘What happened?’

      Xander spun around.

      ‘I told him where to go,’ he said, his eyes fierce. ‘I told him I’d had enough of them telling me what to do. I said if she wanted her drugs back, she could pay me for them. After all, she’s always giving him money. Have you seen how much that company of his is worth?’

      ‘Pretty much nothing, after this,’ said Barnes.
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      It was dark by the time Kay parked her car on the gravel driveway outside of her house and switched off the engine.

      She sat for a moment, listening as the engine cooled and waiting for some of the adrenalin to ease out of her system from the afternoon’s activities.

      Finally, she climbed out, noticing that the wind had died down. In its place, a subtle warmth clung to the night sky as she peered up at the emerging stars.

      A hint of spring was in the air at last.

      Collating the detritus that had accumulated in the footwell and side pockets of the car during the investigation, she threw the rubbish in the wheelie bin beside the garage door and pulled her house keys from her pocket.

      Opening her front door and walking into the hallway, the first thing she noticed was the lack of dog toys spread across the carpet and stairs. Kicking off her shoes, Adam’s whistling from the kitchen carrying along the hallway, Kay smiled at the sense of normality easing back into her life.

      For the moment, at least.

      Washing her hands at the sink in the downstairs bathroom, she heard Adam call out.

      ‘That you, Kay?’

      ‘Yes.’ She closed the door and wandered into the kitchen. ‘Did Scott pick up Oscar?’

      ‘You missed him by half an hour – he said his owner had got back earlier than expected.’ He looked up from the backpack on the worktop, then smiled. ‘Now that’s the face of a woman who needs a drink.’

      ‘Oh, thanks very much.’ She grinned and kissed him before pointing at the last of the tablets lying beside his mobile phone. ‘Do you fancy walking along to the pub? We haven’t been out for a while, and we could have a soft drink given you’re not allowed alcohol while you’re taking those.’

      ‘I could do with a change of scenery, that’s for sure. Those are the last tablets, anyway.’

      Kay raised an eyebrow at the array of folders and books on the worktop. ‘Back to work tomorrow, then?’

      ‘Just a paperwork day, don’t worry.’ He gave her a rueful look. ‘From what Scott was saying earlier, they’ve got it all under control so unless any emergencies come in, it’ll be an easy first shift back.’

      ‘You sound a bit disappointed.’

      ‘I think I’m just realising how good a team I’ve got there. I mean, I couldn’t have got through the past two weeks without them. Scott’s really stepped up in his role, and as for Stephanie…’

      ‘We need to work out how to clone her.’

      He laughed. ‘Exactly.’

      ‘Well, that bodes well for our holiday plans at least, especially if you’re going to hang onto Claire as well.’ Kay wandered over to the sink and filled a glass with water, handing it to him. ‘I’ll go and get changed while you’re taking those, and then we’ll head out.’

      She hurried upstairs, pulling at shirt buttons as she crossed the landing towards their bedroom and shoved her work clothes into the laundry basket next to the en suite.

      After pulling on a favourite pair of worn jeans and a thick sweater, Kay tied her hair back and paused as her gaze fell upon the photograph of her and Adam she kept on her bedside table.

      It had been taken several years ago when she was still a detective constable and he was establishing the veterinary practice.

      She smiled, realising how young they looked, and that ten years had passed since the photo was taken.

      Probably about time I put a new one in that frame, she thought.

      She picked it up and smoothed a thin line of dust from the glass, then grimaced. ‘And I need a housework day tomorrow.’

      ‘Are you ready?’

      She put the photograph back and made her way downstairs to where Adam was waiting in the hallway, his padded jacket already on while he pushed his feet into a worn pair of walking boots.

      ‘Anyone would think you haven’t been to the pub for two weeks,’ she said.

      ‘They’ll wonder what happened to me. I’m surprised they haven’t sent out a search party yet.’

      Kay shook her head, then sat on the stairs to pull on her boots. ‘At least Laura’s on call this weekend. We can relax, and perhaps––’

      A subtle hiss reached her ears and she froze, the boot halfway on her foot.

      She looked up at Adam, her eyes narrowing with suspicion.

      He was wearing a sheepish expression.

      ‘You’ve been blaming the dog all this time,’ she blurted. ‘It’s been you!’

      He held up his hands in feigned innocence.

      ‘Honestly, I can’t help it. It’s the medication I’ve been on.’
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