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He watched her slowly pick her way through the lines of badly parked cars and motor homes, always keeping a wary eye about her for watchers. He'd been keeping a watch on her all day, from a distance, of course. No doubt she was trying a few doors as she passed, looking for something saleable to pinch or, maybe, just something to eat.

There were very few people about in the parking areas. Mostly they were down near the main stage as the festival was building towards its climax. The headline acts would run for another couple of hours or so, before the mad dash for the exits began. The rain had held off again all day, fortunately, with no more forecast during the next twenty-four hours.

The girl disappeared briefly behind a newish looking camper van further down the row, glancing about her all the while. He was unsurprised to glimpse her moments later through the van's windows. Clearly this was one of the unlocked ones.

He slipped back into the shadow of his own van as she approached and watched her flinch as he spoke.

"Hi."

"Shit! What did you do that for? You made me jump."

"That's not very ladylike. Didn't your mother teach you not to swear?"

"Fuck her. She doesn't give a shit about me."

"That's a bit harsh, isn't it, talking about your own mother like that?"

"I don't need her."

"Really?"

"That bitch. I can get on with my life well enough without her."

"It sounds as if you two don't get on?"

"You could say that."

"What about your father?"

"Haven't seen him for years. He could be dead for all I care."

"So, it's just you and your mum, eh?"

"And her stupid, arsehole of a boyfriend."

"You don't like him either, then?"

"Fucking creep. Acts like he's my father. Tries to tell me what to do all the time."

"How's that?"

"Like what I should wear. Where I can go. Stuff like that. It's none of his fucking business. He's not my Dad."

"Maybe he's trying to look out for you."

"Always telling me my skirt's too short; I've gotta be home by nine; I've got too much make up. Di da. Di da. Di da."

"So, what are you going to do about it?"

She kicked at the grass and sniffed. "I'm leaving," she said.

"Have you got somewhere to go?"

She shrugged. He took that to be a 'no'.

"So, how do you plan to manage without her? Your mother, I mean."

"I'll manage. I can look after myself."

He smiled, trying to look unthreatening. "Did you get anything to eat today?"

She shrugged again. "Some," she said, eventually.

"What you could nick, eh?"

She looked him in the face. "What's it to you?"

He smiled again. "Nothing. I'm not going to dob you in, if that's what you're thinking."

She scuffed her foot in the grass like before. Not as confident as she thinks she is, he thought to himself.

"I've got food in the van," he said. "If you want some."

She said nothing.

"I was just going to make a sandwich. There's enough for both of us."

He moved round to the side door of the motor home and looked back, still smiling. "It's up to you," he said. "You could stop in the van for a couple of nights if you want to. If you need somewhere to stay."

She hesitated a moment longer, then moved to follow him. He opened the door and motioned for her to go in ahead of him. "After you," he said.

She stepped up into the motor home and quickly glanced around. He followed her in and pulled the door shut behind him. She didn't notice the faint click as he flipped the handle into the locked position.

"Ham? Cheese? Pâté?" he said. "What do you fancy?"
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PART ONE—Festival
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Chapter 1 
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"You promised, Flowers."

"No, I didn't, Drew. I said I'd think about it."

"You promised you'd come this time," she said.

"I didn't, Drew. I definitely did not. I can't. I've got too much on."

"You promised me, and now you're breaking your word just like I knew you would."

"Drew. I promised you I'd think about it, that's all. I said I'd look at my workload. I didn't promise to come with you. I'm up to my ears. You know that. Webb is busting my balls about these art robberies. I can't afford to take three days off right now."

"You don't want to, you mean. You never intended to come, did you? You told me it wasn't your idea of a fun weekend when I first told you about it."

Flowers sighed. He was never going to win this argument no matter what he said. "Yeh, well don't you think you're getting a bit old for this stuff now anyway?" he muttered. Even as the words left his mouth, he knew that he was going to have to pay for speaking them.

"Up yours, Flowers. You might be getting a bit old, but I can assure you that I'm not. Age is how you feel, sunshine, not a number that you have to live up to. If you want to behave like an old fart, go ahead. But don't expect me to give up what I enjoy just because you want to act like someone who can't wait to get into a retirement home."

"Drew. There's no need to get like this. You know that I come to things with you when I can. I am genuinely busy this time, but you're right about one thing. Spending a weekend in a tent in the middle of a field of mud, queuing to use the insanitary toilets and not having any decent washing facilities isn't, and never has been, my idea of fun."

"Yeh. Well, we're getting to the truth of it now, aren't we? Lucky the rest of my friends don't think like you."

Flowers sighed again. "Look, Drew. I'll make it up to you. When we've sorted out this art stuff I'll take some time off. We'll go away somewhere. I promise."

"Another promise? Huh. Well, we know what that means."

Mercedes tossed her long blonde hair and stormed out of the room. Flowers remained seated on the sofa in her sitting room, while she crashed doors in the kitchen. He glanced at his watch. Almost six thirty already. He was planning to go back into the office for a couple of hours. He was anxious to get away. He'd only called in to grab a quick coffee and explain that he wouldn't be able to go to the festival this weekend.

"I'll go anyway," said Mercedes as she swept back into the room. "I'm not wasting the tickets."

"Look, I'll pay for my ticket," said Flowers. "If they won't refund the money, I'll pay for both tickets."

"You needn't bother. I'll be using mine. I'll find someone more open minded who'd like the other one."

Flowers knew her well enough to know that nothing he could say would be likely to change her mind. She would go to the festival without him, without anybody if necessary, rather than back down.

"Your motorbike buddies will be going, won't they? Maybe one of them would like an extra ticket? Or your brother, Bentley, maybe."

"Don't worry about it, Flowers. I'm not short of friends. There's plenty of people who'd be glad to share a tent with me."

Flowers opened his mouth to respond, but thought better of it and slowly allowed it to close again.

"I'll ring Mikey," she continued. "He's not too old for a bit of rock music."

Why did I think that was coming? thought Flowers to himself. Wondered how long it would be before she played the 'Mikey' card. He said nothing.

"I'm sure he'll jump at the chance," Mercedes added, trying hard to draw Flowers.

The mobile in his pocket began to vibrate on its silent setting. He hesitated briefly before taking it out and peering at the small screen.

"It's Webb," he said. "I've got to go."

"Fine. Give him my love. See you around some time."

"Drew. Don't be like this." He moved in to kiss her before leaving, but she turned her head away fractionally as his lips approached hers, leaving him to place a glancing peck on her cheek. He shook his head sadly and walked towards the front door.

"Shall I call later?" he asked, as he stood on the threshold.

"Shouldn't think you'll have the time, what with all this art theft going on."

With no backward glance Flowers strode down the short front garden path to his battered Ford Mondeo parked in the road outside, talking on his phone as he went. At his back, he heard the click of a front door shutting.

Behind the closed door, Mercedes leaned against the wall and shut her eyes. Damn you, Flowers, she thought. I really thought you were going to come with me this time. My mother should have warned me about falling in love with a policeman. She ran her hand through her hair and walked through to the kitchen. There was a half-drunk cup of coffee on the breakfast bar and she tipped it down the sink. Damn you, Flowers. Now what am I going to do?
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Detective Inspector Flowers drove into the small, tarmac parking area behind the Wembury Road Police Station, an architecturally uninspiring nineteen sixties block, and stopped in one of the three available vacant spaces. He climbed the three grey concrete steps to the back door and swiped his identity tag through the reader, before heading on auto pilot for the coffee machine. The general office area was deserted as he walked through towards his own office, fingers burning from the too hot cardboard cup.

He was surprised to find D.C. Christine Taylor still at her desk.

"What are you doing here, Chris? I thought you'd have gone home by now."

"Sorry to disappoint you, boss. I knew you were coming back, so I thought I'd give you a hand."

"Very noble, Chris, but it's a very slippery slope when you start doing that. Don't you have someone waiting at home for you?"

"Robyn? Yeh, I guess she'll be there, but I told her I'd probably be late. She's used to copper's hours by now, I reckon."

"Hmm. You're lucky if that's true, but don't assume anything. It's no accident that most detectives end up divorced."

"Is that what happened to you, boss?"

Flowers avoided answering and directed his attention to mopping up the coffee he'd managed to slop onto his desk.

"Don't even know why I bought this," he mumbled. "I didn't drink the last one."

"Sorry, boss?"

"Uh? Oh, nothing, Chris. Just talking to myself."

"It's the first sign, boss."

"What is?"

"Talking to yourself. It's supposed to be the first sign of madness."

"Thank you, Constable Taylor. That's enough insubordination for today."

She grinned across the office to him, confident that he didn't mean a word of what he said.

"Webb was in earlier," she said.

"That's Detective Chief Inspector Webb to you, miss. What did he want? No, let me guess. Monthly crime figures?"

"There in one, boss. He was getting worked up about these art thefts."

"What did you tell him?"

"I said we were working on it."

Flowers glanced at the growing stack of folders on his desk. "I hope you didn't tell him we were close to a result."

"No, boss. I just said we were working on it."

He picked up his coffee and sipped absent mindedly at it.

"Penny for them, boss."

"Hmm?"

"A penny for your thoughts, boss. You're obviously thinking about something."

He took another sip at his coffee, and shook his head. "Nothing important," he said.

Chris looked at him across the office and hesitated before speaking.

"Boss?"

"Mmm?"

"Boss. There's something I wanted to ask you."

"What time was Webb in here?" asked Flowers, cutting across her.

"About half six I would think. Why? Did you want to talk to him?"

"Heaven forbid, thank you. Anyway, I already did. He must have called me just after talking to you."

"And?"

"And nothing. Just his usual wittering about the crime figures."

"He's not still here, is he boss?"

"His car's not here, so I presume he's gone." He sipped again at his coffee. "Did you collate those art thefts yet?"

"Yes, boss. I emailed the spreadsheet to you."

"Couldn't you just have given me a sheet of paper?"

"It's more useful on a spreadsheet, boss. It means we can add to it, or do different analyses."

"So, did you reach any conclusions?"

"Not really, boss. It looks like it's all the same person, or persons. The modus operandi's the same, or pretty much the same, for all of them. Apart from that, they're all big houses, in the country and the stuff that's been taken is apparently good stuff, but not top notch."

"Easier to get rid of."

"How's that?"

"The top stuff's too well known. It would be recognised straight away by the auction house or wherever they tried to sell it. Second tier stuff doesn't attract so much attention, but it's still worth nicking."

"So, you think these thieves know about art, then?"

"Either that, or someone's tipping them off." He sipped his coffee again. "And we've still got nothing in the way of evidence. No prints, no pictures, no witnesses. Nothing. Just gaps on the wall."

"They'll make a mistake soon, boss. You know they always do."

"Let's just hope I can hold Webb off that long."

"What's up, boss? You seem a bit distracted."

"Oh, nothing. Nothing important. It's just that I'd told Mercedes I'd go with her to the festival this weekend."

"Wemrock?"

"Yeh."

"I wouldn't have thought it was your sort of thing, boss."

"It isn't, but I told her I'd go with her. Actually, that's not quite true. I said I'd go if work permitted, but I'm too damned busy to take a weekend off at the moment."

Chris nodded, thoughtfully. "I'm guessing she didn't take it too well."

"You could say that, Chris. You could say that."

"Couldn't you just go for one day?"

"Possibly. I'm not sure she'd want me to go now, even if I suggested it."

He began opening up folders from the pile in front of him. "Are all these in your spreadsheet?"

"Yes, boss. It's up to date."

"There's got to be a pattern in here somewhere," he said. "Something we're missing. It'll be something obvious once we've seen it."

"Isn't it always obvious in retrospect?"

Flowers peered across the office at the petite, dark haired young woman opposite. "I suppose it is, Detective Taylor. I suppose it is."

"What was it you wanted to ask me?" he asked a moment later.

"Oh. Nothing important, boss. It can wait. Maybe we should get stuck into the new crime report before Webb – sorry, DCI Webb – starts whinging again."

Wearily, her boss agreed and pulled the next file down from the stack.

***
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Mercedes slumped down onto the sofa and called her brother on her mobile.

"Ben?" she asked, when the call was picked up.

"Hi, Sis. What's up?"

"Nothing. I was just calling to ... uh, you know, ... uh, to say 'hi'."

"Come off it, Sis. When do you ever call me to say 'hi'?"

"That's cool, coming from you. When do you ever call me at all?"

"I'm guessing that this has got something to do with Flowers."

"No, not necessarily. Well, yes, maybe."

"So, what's he done this time? Or not done? Didn't notice your new eye shadow? Didn't bring you any flowers? Forgot your birthday? ... It's not your birthday, is it?"

"You know it isn't."

"That's good. I'd hate to be in the same sort of trouble as Flowers. What's he done, anyway?"

"He said he'd go to Wemrock with me and now he says he's too busy."

"That's what you get for shacking up with a copper, Sis. I could have told you."

"I don't need relationship counselling from you, thank you, Ben."

"So, what do you need? You must want something or you wouldn't have rung me."

"Can't I just ring my brother up for a chat these days?"

"OK. What do you want to chat about, then? I don't really do the lonely-hearts stuff, if you remember."

"Screw you, Ben. I just wondered if you'd like a ticket for the festival, that's all."

"Already got one, thanks M. Got it weeks ago. Gordon's given me the weekend off."

"Right. We could go together, maybe?"

"What, and cramp my style?"

"Who are you going with, then?"

"I'm not 'going' with anyone, Sis, but I might be coming home with someone."

"You'll be lucky."

"I hope so, Sis. It's about time I did."

"Have you got a tent?"

"Don't need one. I'm taking the passion wagon."

"The van, d'you mean? Gordon's letting you take the van?"

"You don't have to sound so surprised. It was my idea to get the van in the first place if you remember and you've got to admit the van deliveries are doing rather well. He still owes me for that idea."

"Not exactly an enticing prospect for a romantic conquest, is it?"

"I'm putting a double mattress in the back."

"And that's your idea of romance?"

"Nah. I'll light a scented candle and stick it on the dashboard as well. That and my natural charm ought to be enough."

Sadly, Mercedes thought it probably would be, knowing her brother Bentley.

"You could always ask Mikey," suggested Ben. "You know he's always drooling over you. He'd jump at the chance. That would give Flowers something to think about."

Wouldn't it just, thought Mercedes. The problem is that it might give Mikey too many ideas, too. She'd known Mike all the way through school and beyond. She was glad to have him as a friend, but not more, whatever Mike might want.

"Don't worry about it, Ben," she said. "There's plenty of others who'd be glad of the ticket."

***
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The faint sound of crunching gravel was enough to wake Bethany. A chronic insomniac, she was scarcely asleep in the first place. She lay there in the dark watching the red illuminated digits of the projection alarm clock on the ceiling above her bed. Unthinkingly, she was counting seconds until the minute digit changed again. The sound outside was so faint that she could scarcely separate it from the soft snores of her husband.

She wondered whether to wake him, but the outside sounds had stopped and she began to question if she'd imagined them after all.

The numbers on the ceiling changed again and there was a soft tinkling noise, like breaking glass, from somewhere far off.

"Martin," she whispered. "Martin."

The body beside her shifted slightly and there was a short pause before the snores resumed.

"Martin," she said, more urgently this time. "Wake up, Martin."

She put a hand on her husband's shoulder and shook him gently. The steady rhythm of his snoring began to fracture.

"Wassup?" he slurred, not really awake.

"Martin. I think there's someone downstairs."

"You're dreaming," he said. "Go to sleep."

"Listen," she whispered.

Despite himself, Martin came further awake and listened. There was no noise beyond their own abnormally loud breathing and the soft susurration of the trees outside. He began to drift off again when there was an unmistakable sound of something being moved downstairs.

"Did you hear that?" he asked.

"There's someone down there," whispered Bethany.

"Or a cat," suggested Martin. "Did you close the fanlight in the kitchen before you came up?"

"Yes. No. I can't remember. I think I did."

"That cat's been in through there before. I swear I'll strangle it this time if I catch it."

"What if it isn't the cat?"

He laughed, nervously. "I'll take the gun and shoot the bugger."

"You haven't got a gun."

"OK. I'll have to take something else."

"What else?"

"I don't know. Whatever I can find."

"Don't put the light on."

"Why not?"

"They'll know you're awake."

They listened carefully for a while.

"I can't hear anything."

"Do you think they've gone?"

"There probably wasn't anybody there in the first place. I told you it was the cat."

"Phone the police."

"I'm going down to take a look."

"You haven't got any clothes on. Here, put this on."

Martin took the proffered bundle in the dark and struggled to find the armholes. "I think this is your one," he whispered.

There was a scraping noise from somewhere downstairs and they both froze.

"I'm going down," said Martin. He fumbled under the bed and found a shoe to use as an impromptu weapon. Bethany clutched the bedclothes around her.

"Be careful," she croaked.

He felt his way along the bedroom wall and reached out an arm across the landing feeling for the banister. There was just enough light coming through the curtains for him to be able to make out the vague shapes of the downstairs windows as he edged his way slowly down the stairs. At every step, he paused and listened. There was no sound. After a few moments he took another step.

At the bottom of the stairs he waited again, but heard nothing. He took a step in the direction of the front door, towards the light switches, when something hard hit him across the back of the head and he slumped to the floor, a small pool of blood spreading outwards from the wound where his head hit the floor.

Chapter 2

––––––––
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Mercedes zipped her all-in-one, black motorcycling leathers and pulled on her full-face helmet, before kicking her beloved Bonnie into life. She weaved her way expertly through the early morning traffic to 'Flash, motorcycle couriers' for her first job of the day.

Her boss, Gordon, was in place behind the counter as normal, his first coffee of the day already mostly drunk, as she made her way into the office, helmet in hand.

"Blacks Solicitors," he said, without looking up, and pushing a pick-up order sheet in her direction. "Collection and delivery to the Crown Court. Two packets."

"Good morning to you, too. Gordon. How are you today? Did you sleep well? How was the traffic this morning? Isn't the weather changeable at the moment?"

"Eh?"

"It would be nice to be greeted in the morning, don't you think, Gordon, instead of being treated like a piece of machinery?"

"What's rocked your boat this morning, Drew? Is it something I said?"

"It's more the something you didn't say. Even a rudimentary 'Good morning' would be something."

Mercedes' brother, Bentley, emerged from the back room. "Good morning, Sis," he said.

"What's upset her today?" asked Gordon. "She nearly bit my head off."

"I'll give you one guess," continued Bentley.

"Hmm. Either someone's nicked her bike, or, it's got to be Flowers, hasn't it? And since she's standing here with her helmet under her arm, I'm guessing it's Flowers."

"Right in one."

"What's he done this time, Drew?"

"He's not taking her to Wemrock."

"That doesn't surprise me. He's not really the festival type, is he."

"He told me he'd come," said Mercedes. "But now he reckons he's too busy."

"Can't you go with someone else?"

"How about you, Gordon. Do you fancy it?"

"Now, that's what I call an offer, Drew. I do quite fancy a bit of it, as it happens."

"In your dreams, Gordon. I'm talking about coming to Wemrock. That's all. I've got a spare ticket if you want it."

"Shame. No can do, though, Drew. Since I've already told your brother he can have the day off on Friday, I shall have to be here to man the boat."

Mercedes shrugged. "Your loss, Gord. I'll just have to offer it to someone else."

"What about Mikey? He'd jump at the chance. Might teach Flowers to pay you a bit more attention, too."

"I can arrange my own love life, thank you, Gordon. What is it with you guys?"

"Just trying to be helpful, that's all. By the way, the clock's ticking on that delivery for Blacks. About time you shifted that tight little arse of yours."

***
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DCI Webb met Flowers in the corridor as he walked towards his office clutching his customary first machine coffee of the day.

"Good morning, Desmond. Traffic bad today?"

Flowers ignored the jibe. "Good morning," he said, as he continued his way to the office. "Was there something particular you wanted me for, Sir?"

"Have you heard about last night's break in, yet?" asked Webb, trailing him into the office.

Flowers shook his head in response to Webb's question, then nodded a greeting to his deputy, Chris, already seated at her desk and tapping away at her keyboard.

"Martin Wilson," continued Webb. "Disturbed some intruders last night and got coshed in the process."

"Martin Wilson?" queried Flowers. He didn't immediately place the name.

"Men's Captain at the golf club," replied Webb. Flowers nodded. He thought the name had a familiar ring to it.

"Is he badly hurt?"

"He's got a fractured skull, but he's not in immediate danger," interjected Chris.

"It's these damned art thieves, Desmond. When are you going to get a result there?"

"Did they take much?"

"Nothing. Just cleared off once they'd coshed Martin. His wife called the emergency services, apparently."

"How do we know it was the art thieves?"

"Who else?" spluttered Webb. "It fits their m.o."

"They've never attacked anyone before," said Flowers.

"They've never been disturbed before."

Flowers had to agree, and put his coffee on the desk. "We'll get onto it," he said. "I take it no one else has been assigned?"

"No. This one's yours for the moment."

"I've already downloaded the basic info. for you, boss," said Chris. "I've got the incident reports from 'uniformed' printed out on your desk."

"I need to be kept up to date on this one, Desmond. You know that Superintendent Alcock is Honorary President of the golf club."

How could I forget, thought Flowers. Was there any crime in this town that didn't involve a friend of the Superintendent or his wife, he wondered?

"We're on it," said Flowers. "Chris, can you set up a meeting with the wife?"

"Already done it, boss. We're seeing her at eleven at the house."

"Good work, Christine," said DCI Webb. "Good to see that one of you is on the ball."

Flowers remained impassive. "Was there anything else, Sir?" he asked.

"No. I'll leave you to get on with this. Don't forget to keep me up to date." He turned to leave the office. "Oh. Don't forget the crime report, will you. It's due on Friday. Pity this had to happen now. It'll make the figures look even worse this month."

"I'm sure Martin Wilson would agree with you, Sir," said Flowers.

DCI Webb paused in the doorway, unsure if there was an edge to Flowers' comment. "Quite," he said, eventually, before heading back towards his own office.

Flowers slumped into his office chair and picked up his coffee while he began to read the notes Chris has left for him.

***
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The earliest parts of Wembury Palace dated back to the sixteenth century. It had begun life as a farm, before being extensively remodelled a hundred years or so later as a residence for the Bishop. It had suffered several fires in its history and had eventually been acquired by a captain of Victorian industry, one Thomas Wicke, who had made a fortune out of manufacturing the new-fangled water closet. He had poured millions into remodelling the palace to its more or less unchanged present form, complete with fake towers, arrow slits and castellated parapets, not to mention a splendidly gothic cast iron and glass orangery.

Thomas Wicke's fortune had then largely been lost by his heirs, who showed none of the business acumen that their forebear had possessed. The house and grounds had finally been handed to the National Trust under a deal with the Inland Revenue in lieu of unpaid taxes, and were now open for public enjoyment every day of the year, with the exception of Xmas day.

In the open area, towards the river at the bottom end of the estate, there was a natural amphitheatre. Gently sloping grass banks gave way to a flat area, scenically backed by the river Wem, and it was here that much feverish activity was taking place to set up the three stages for the annual Wemrock music festival. Although only in its fifth year, Wemrock was already growing a significant fan base, even if it was never going to be a rival for Glastonbury.

This was the first year that the festival had been big enough to support three performance stages and it was on the largest of the three that the headline acts and local heavy rock band Hell4Letha, would be performing against the backdrop of a fine row of mature, evergreen Holm Oaks and the river itself.

At present, the site was in a state of organised chaos, with electricians, carpenters, sound engineers and general labourers struggling to complete the construction before Friday. Already the skeletal outlines of the stages were clearly visible and scaffolders were erecting the towers that would support the light and sound systems.

The show was also putting a significant demand on the local police, with upwards of fifteen thousand people expected on each day of the festival and the logistical nightmare of arranging the arrival and departure of several thousand vehicles daily.

Although not directly responsible for the parking and traffic management arrangements within the grounds of the palace, a uniformed constable, Andy Finch, had been assigned to liaise with the organisers, on behalf of the local constabulary, to ensure that the requirements of the police, which were part of the licensing agreement for the event, were being complied with. For the time being, Andy was satisfied that all was going to plan.

He took the opportunity to sit back with his cup of tea and survey the activity below from his vantage point near the main house. It reminded him of watching ants scurrying about an anthill. It made a pleasant change from his normal duties.

***
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"Decent looking house, boss," said Chris, as Flowers swept through the ornate, opened iron gates and parked on the gravelled area in front of a double fronted, neo Georgian house. There was a marked police car and a Scene of Crime van already parked.

"He obviously gets paid a sight more than we do," muttered Flowers as he killed the engine.

"What do you reckon?" asked Chris. "Two million, two and a half?"

Flowers shook his head. "More than I can afford, Chris. That's all I know."

Bethany Wilson had obviously been looking out for them. By the time they reached the front door of the house, it was already open and she was beckoning them inside. There was a police constable beyond her, stood towards the far end of the hall, guarding the crime scene.

"Detective Inspector Flowers and Detective Constable Taylor," said Flowers, holding up his warrant card for inspection. Bethany ignored the proffered identity cards and waved them both inside. She looked pale and tired.

"How is your husband?" asked Flowers.

Tears began to well up in Bethany's eyes, but she blinked them away. "He's got a fractured skull, Inspector. I thought he was dead. When I found him, I mean."

"I understand that the hospital expects him to make a full recovery," said Chris.

"That's what they said," sniffed Bethany. "But they don't always know, do they."

Flowers took her arm and gently steered her into what he took to be the sitting room. "We need to ask you some questions," he said. "If you're up to it, that is. Maybe we could sit down?"

Before he was able to say more, a figure clad in a one piece, white, nylon over suit stuck his head round the door.

"Flowers," he said. "I thought it was your car. About time you got a new one, isn't it?"

"Please excuse me, Mrs Wilson," said Flowers. "I won't be a moment."

He slipped out of the room to talk with John Sewell, the Scene of Crime Officer. "What have you got?" he asked.

"Not a lot, I'm afraid. The paramedics scuffed the area up pretty badly last night when they attended the victim. There's blood smeared all over the floor, but I'm assuming it's mostly his. I don't think there was any struggle. We're taking samples, but it'll be a while before we get results."

"What about a weapon?"

"I don't think there's much doubt about that. It was a candlestick. There's a pair of them on the console in the hall. Or, there was a pair, I should say. One's still there, the other was on the floor covered in blood and hair."

"Fingerprints?"

"Plenty. We're still dusting the place, but I'll hazard a guess, though, that the perps were wearing gloves."

"Perps? Plural?"

"Perp or perps. I don't know if there were more than one at this stage."

"What makes you think they were wearing gloves?"

"The prints on the candlestick were smudged. I'm willing to bet that the prints turn out to belong to the Wilsons, or their cleaner, if they have one. I think that they were smudged by someone with a gloved hand. It's a bit of a guess at this stage. I shan't know for certain until I get it under the 'scope."

"I don't suppose you'll get anything outside."

"On the gravel, you mean? No chance, I'm afraid. We have got a couple of partial prints on the kitchen door where they broke in, which might be theirs, if we're lucky. No shoe prints or anything like that, though."

Flowers nodded, resignedly. He'd expected no more.

"You'll let me know as soon as, eh, John?"

"Of course, dear friend. Of course."

"Thanks, John. I need to get back to Mrs Wilson."

When Flowers arrived back in the sitting room, Chris and Bethany were deep in conversation. They stopped talking as he approached.

"Sorry about that," said Flowers.

"Have they found anything?" asked Bethany.

"It's a little too soon to say," said Flowers. "At the moment they're mainly collecting samples."

"Yes," said Bethany. "I suppose they would be."

Flowers settled into a leather arm chair opposite Bethany Wilson.

"Could you tell me exactly what happened last night, please, Mrs Wilson," he asked. "When did you first realise that someone was in the house?"
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Mercedes was no nearer disposing of her spare festival ticket, or, of finding someone to go to the show with. She'd made a few phone calls while out on her deliveries for 'Flash, motorcycle couriers', but the people she'd called either had tickets already, or, were simply unable to go due to other commitments. She left a message for fellow biker, Dogtooth, when her call went straight through to his message service. "Will you be at the Truckers tonight?"

There was a call back only a couple of minutes later. "Sorry, Drew. Couldn't find the bloody phone. It's so damned small I never know which pocket I've put it in."

"Hi, DT. How's it hanging?"

"It's cool, thank you, Drew. How 'bout you?"

"Good, thanks, DT. I'm good."

"What can I do for you, babe?"

She ignored the 'babe'. "Nothing, thanks. Just wondered if you guys were going up to the Truckers tonight. Haven't seen you for a while."

"Yeh. It's been a few weeks, hasn't it. Yeh, we usually go up on a Tuesday. There'll be a few of us up there. What time are you coming?"

"About eight, probably. Don't wait up for me, though. I'll see you when I see you."

"Looking forward to it, Drew. Ride safe."

"You, too, DT. See you later."

She wheeled her bike around and headed back towards 'Flash' for her next pickup.
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"What do you think, boss?" asked Chris as they walked back to his car. "Is it the same people as the other art thefts?"

"Could be," said Flowers. "It's possible. They don't normally target occupied properties, though."

"Maybe they didn't know it was occupied."

Flowers leaned on the car and looked around the parking area in front of the house. The marked police car and Scene of Crime van were still parked together on one side and his Mondeo was untidily parked across the front door. There was still enough space remaining for several other vehicles.

"OK boss. What have I missed? I know I've missed something. I can see it in your face."

Flowers wiped his hand around his chin before answering. "Don't you think there's something else missing here?" he
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