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CHAPTER ONE
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The night sky was heavy with dense, pregnant clouds as DS Peter Gayle drove along the narrow lane that led up into the hills from the small village of Budlake, north of Exeter. Despite himself, the countryside he was driving through reminded him of the brief conversation that had sent him out here. What he’d said to his wife, Louise, was true: he was surprised that more people in the station had not reacted badly to former DC Frank Benton’s conviction and the four-and-a-half-year sentence he’d been given last week for stealing and selling the eggs and chicks of protected species of birds of prey. Pete and his team had proved he had been doing it for several years, dating back to well before he retired from the force.

He had yet to face the charges of police corruption which had led to Pete’s investigation. That would be a matter for Headquarters to deal with.

Pete’s only real regret was the devastation it had wrought on Benton’s wife, Sylvia, who had clearly had no idea what he’d been up to all these years. She didn’t deserve the consequences of Frank’s actions, which would include the loss of his police pension and all the other benefits that went with it, as well as his prison sentence. The big house they’d bought out near Ashburton would have to go, he imagined. And they’d barely finished doing it up.

Ahead, the tall hedges to either side of the road gave way to woodland. He saw the flicker of blue lights through the trees and slowed his unmarked Ford. Splashes of blue showed in the beams of his headlights as he entered the woodland. It was the height of the bluebell season, despite still being April. He rounded a bend and was faced with a uniformed man standing in the middle of the narrow road, one hand raised. Beyond him, the road was blocked by several stationary vehicles. An ambulance, three police patrol cars, an expensive looking four by four that Pete was not familiar with and a black VW estate car.

The pathologist was here.

He stopped and rolled down his window, lifting his warrant card to the unfamiliar constable. ‘DS Gayle.’

‘Evening, sir. The scene’s about forty yards in to the left.’ He raised a hand to point.

‘Thanks.’ Pete found a gap between the ambulance and the pathologist’s car. He parked the car and stepped out. Blue and while police tape lined the edge of the road and lights had been set up around the scene amongst the trees. He could smell faint traces of wood-smoke in the air. He frowned. This was the last place to be building a fire. 

Ducking under the tape, he walked up a long-established dirt path into the woods.

There was a clearing, the uneven ground packed hard and bare of vegetation for five or six yards around a rope and plank swing that was suspended from a thick branch. People were standing idly around the perimeter, dark blue uniforms marked out by the silver highlights of buttons, zips, insignia and equipment. The ambulance crew to his left as he stepped into the clearing were in green. 

The pathologist, the only person there who stood out from the surrounding shadows and vegetation in his white overall, cap and mask, was crouched with his back to Pete. To either side of him, Pete could see the victim’s feet, clad in high-heeled shoes, their black soles almost clean, and behind him were the extinguished traces of the fire Pete had smelled.  

He stopped, pulling on a pair of gloves and accepting thin plastic shoe covers from an officer to his right and donning them before moving closer. He crouched at the fire, sniffing. There was no hint of accelerant. Someone clearly knew how to build a fire properly and had taken the time to do so. He stood up, moving slightly to one side so that he could see over the pathologist’s shoulder.

‘Hello, Doc. What have we got?’

‘Peter. Good to see you.’ Dr Tony Chambers glanced up as he withdrew his steel temperature probe and wiped it before replacing it in his bag. In front of him, the victim lay on the ground, arms and legs splayed. She was wearing a smart mid-length coat, which was laid open beneath her, and nothing else. Her hair, Pete could see under the bright lights that had been set up around her to illuminate the pathologist’s work, was matted with blood, her face all but destroyed though the rest of her body appeared, at a glance, untouched except by a degree of blood spatter.

There was no blood on the ground around her.

‘Female. Thirties, at a guess. Killed elsewhere, then brought here. Dead approximately eight to ten hours.’

Pete checked his watch. ‘About lunchtime, then.’

‘Or just after.’

‘Any signs of a struggle?’

‘No. Fingernails are clean. No injuries apart from those to her head.’

‘So, a blitz attack. An angry outburst that got out of hand, perhaps.’ 

He saw the doctor’s lips purse. ‘Except, there are indications that she was initially incapacitated and killed a short time later.’

Pete grimaced. ‘Raped?’

‘To be confirmed. No obvious external signs.’ Chambers turned back to what he was doing as Pete examined the scene carefully. 

‘Was she carried here or dragged?’ he asked.

‘No indications of the latter. Shoes and feet are clean.’

‘Carried, then. So, a big fellow. She’s what?’ He assessed the body. ‘Five-eight? Maybe ten stones?’

‘Roughly,’ Chambers agreed. 

‘Is the fire related?’ Pete asked next. 

‘Yes. It’s how she was found, apparently. The first responder can tell you more, but I gather he put the fire out with a CO2 extinguisher.’ 

Pete glanced up and around. There were a lot of bodies attending, but there didn’t seem to be much activity going on. ‘Who is the first responder?’

‘Here, Sarge.’ A man stepped forward from Pete’s left. A couple of inches shorter than Pete, he was shaven-headed and bulky, not all of it with the kit he wore, attached to his uniform. ‘PC Carberry.’

‘You put the fire out?’

He shrugged and glanced around at their surroundings. ‘For safety, Sarge. And the CO2 wouldn’t destroy any evidence.’

Pete tipped his head. ‘Who found her?’

‘The chap with the Audi down there.’ He nodded towards the road. ‘He’s sitting in the back of my car with my partner. Said he saw the light from the fire and stopped to see what was going on.’

As if the fire was set for the purpose, Pete thought. The killer wanted her found. 

‘OK. I’d best have a word in a minute then. The rest of you, let’s see if we can find anything around here, shall we? The victim was clearly brought here and placed. How was she brought? We need signs of a vehicle. Footprints. Dropped cigarette butts, chewing gum or whatever. Anything and everything, before the scene gets contaminated any more than it already is. Torches and evidence bags. Someone between here and the road with a low-level torch although, if he used the path, any prints will be long gone, I expect. Let’s comb the area, please.’

As the officers dispersed, Pete turned back to the pathologist and the body. He looked from one to the other and back. ‘When you say she was incapacitated and killed later, what are you basing that on, Doc?’

Chambers’ grey eyes met his briefly. ‘If you look here...’ he pointed at the body.

‘I’d been trying not to.’

Chambers was pointing at the victim’s groin. ‘You see the blood here and here? The way it’s run? It isn’t spatter from the head wounds. She was shaved not long before she was killed.’

Pete let his gaze slide away from the victim’s most intimate area, losing focus as his brain worked. Was this a humiliation thing, then? A personal killing, in every sense of the word? Or was it a ritualistic thing?

He refocused his gaze on Doc Chambers. ‘Have you seen anything like this before?’

A slight tilt of the head. ‘No. If it’s a serial, either this is their first or they’ve moved into the area from somewhere else. Worth checking your database, though, perhaps.’ 

Pete nodded. When he got back to the station he would do exactly that. The police national database would quickly flag up any similar crimes that might have occurred anywhere else in the country. ‘No way to identify her, I suppose?’

‘Fingerprints. Dental records. DNA. Otherwise, it’s down to you, Peter. The coat won’t help. It’s from a department store.’

‘Right. No distinguishing marks? Tattoos, birth marks...?’ 

‘Not that I’ve seen yet.’

He’d have to check the constantly updated lists of missing persons held by both police and charities, then.  ‘OK. Thanks, Doc.’ He looked around. The surrounding darkness was intensified by the lights that were concentrated on the area he was standing in. He could see occasional flashes of torchlight from the surroundings, but little else beyond the clearing. 

He stepped back towards the road, peering into the night. Took out his torch to check for any other paths in and out of the small clearing. From the road, the one he’d taken was the only option. He went slowly along it, checking both sides with his torch but, by the time he reached the roadside, he’d found nothing but more signs that Spring was upon them, new life burgeoning all around, throwing the death behind him into even more stark contrast.

Back at the road, he checked the patrol cars more carefully than before and saw the pale glow of skin in the back of one. He headed across. As he approached, the window buzzed down. A female officer was inside with a dark-haired man in his thirties, Pete guessed. He crouched at the side of the car to be on a level with its occupants.

‘DS Gayle. You found the body?’

The man swallowed and nodded.

‘And you are...?’

‘Will Metcalfe.’

‘OK, Will, tell me what happened.’

He swallowed again and coughed. ‘I was on my way home from a party. A friend’s place in Clyst Hydon. He’s got engaged. I stayed off the booze. Most of us did, what with driving.’ He closed his eyes briefly. Shook his head. ‘I was coming up here and saw light flickering over there, in the woods. It looked like a fire and there were no vehicles around, so I thought I’d better stop and check it out. Call the fire brigade if necessary.’ He paused, sucking in a deep breath. ‘I went up there and... There she was.’ He grimaced, eyes closing again. ‘All that blood! She was obviously dead, so I called you guys. The operator said to wait here, so...’ He spread his hands with a shrug.

‘Did you see any other vehicles on the road?’

Metcalfe shook his head. ‘Nothing.’

‘OK. Were you first to leave the party?’

‘About third or fourth, I’d think. Spread over a quarter of an hour or so.’

Pete nodded. ‘Do you know who the others were, that left before you?’

‘Yes, the first was...’ 

Pete held up a hand. ‘Hold on.’ He took out his notebook and flipped it open to a fresh page. ‘Right. Carry on.’

‘Yes. The first to leave were Terry and Carol Griffiths. Then Dan Shaw. And Kevin Philpot left just a couple of minutes before me with his girlfriend.’ He paused, frowning. ‘Sally, I think her name is.’

‘Whose party was it?’

‘Dom Foggarty. I’ve known him for years. We work together.’

‘And where’s that?’

‘The Met.’

He would mean the Meteorological Office, as opposed to the London police, Pete knew. It was based in the outskirts of Exeter. 

‘Do you happen to know Mr Foggarty’s number?’

‘It’s in my phone, in my car.’

‘OK.’ Pete beckoned him out with a tilt of the head and stood up, stepping back to give him room.

The black four by four was unlocked. Metcalfe reached in for his phone, which was lying a shallow well in the central console. Swiping the screen to bring it to life, he tapped his way into the contacts list and passed it across. ‘There.’

‘Thanks. ‘Pete made a note of the number and the address that went with it, then handed back the phone. ‘Are any of the others you mentioned in there?’

‘Yes.’ He tapped at the screen again. ‘Here we go.’ 

Pete noted down all the information he could, then put away his notebook and pen. ‘Right. Thanks for all that. I’ll let you get on your way. I’ll be in touch if anything else comes up.’

Back in his car, he used the hand-free system to make the first of several calls.

It took five rings before it was picked up. 

‘Hello?’ The voice that answered was foggy with sleep.

‘Hello. This is DS Gayle, Exeter CID. I gather you were at a party this evening. Can you tell me what time you left and which road you took?’
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CHAPTER TWO
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The car’s Sat Nav told Pete he didn’t need to turn around in the narrow, crowded lane. He could go straight on, re-joining the B-road back towards the city just outside Broadclyst and cutting across a large angle in the process. He headed through the National Trust forest with his headlights on full beam, as much to deter any deer or other wildlife as to see where he was going on the narrow, twisting lane. The trees thinned across the top of the hill but grew denser again as he started down the far side, crowding in on either side of the road. The route got narrower, twisting this way and that, almost as if following a game trail through the woods. He passed a side-track with a car park sign, slowing as the road got even steeper. Headlights showed from behind him in the mirror. Close together and circular, Pete recognised those of an old-fashioned Land Rover. Then he cursed as they suddenly flared brighter, the driver hitting high beam.

Pete rounded a curve and blinked in relief. But seconds later, they were back, still as bright and a lot closer.

‘Damn it, what’s your game?’ Pete muttered. He tried tapping the brake lights, but it made no difference.

Another tight bend and the woodland dropped away on the right. A hedge replaced it, a steep field beyond. Seconds later, the Land Rover was right up behind him. 

‘What the hell?’ Pete glanced at the mirror, already aware that the road bent sharply to the right ahead of him. 

Spotlights suddenly blazed from the top of the Land Rover’s cab, blinding him as its engine roared, the horn blared and it pulled out to pass him.

‘Jesus!’ Pete hit the brake, gripping the steering wheel tightly as the old Land Rover passed within inches of his shoulder. Then a metallic crunch jarred the wheel in his hand as the Land Rover’s back end clipped his front wing, trying to force him off the road. He dropped the clutch and swung the wheel across, grabbing the handbrake to force the car into a sliding spin, leaving the Land Rover to surge on ahead.

The car bucked violently as one wheel mounted the grass verge. Vegetation scraped the underside. A tree loomed terrifyingly in the headlights, seeming to leap towards him out of nowhere. Then the other wheel hit the raised edge of the road. Pete turned further into the spin, right foot jabbing at the brake pedal and, instead of mounting the verge, the off-side wheel seemed to kick the car around further and faster, pulling the back end around with a squeal of tyres on tarmac.

An image flashed into his mind of himself stranded sideways across the narrow road, the Land Rover coming fast and furious, straight towards him, headlights filling his vision, no time to escape. Fear surged through him like a jolt of electricity. He pulled the steering wheel as far round as he could, holding onto the handbrake for all he was worth, his body rigid as he pressed down on the clutch. The car passed the perpendicular across the road and he hit the accelerator and let go of the clutch, handbrake still fully on. The near-side front wheel came down off the narrow verge, the engine roaring, then stalling.

Silence.

The car sat at a sharp angle across the road, almost filling it. The Land Rover had gone from sight around a bend further down the steep slope. The fear of those lights bearing inexorably down on him – or of another vehicle coming from the other direction, hitting the other side of the car and driving it through the hedge behind him and down that vertiginous slope – made him grab for the key and snatch it around, foot down on the clutch again. The engine turned over but refused to fire.

‘Come on.’

He released the key and tried again. Again, the engine refused to start.

‘Jesus! Will you do as you’re told?’

He turned the key once more. This time, it fired. He put the car into first gear and, despite the urgency of fear, eased it forward. The front wheel hit the verge and slipped on the wet vegetation. He tried to force it onward, but it refused. After a moment’s trying, he gave up and let it roll back, forcing the steering wheel around the other way to head back the way he’d come. The back of the car scraped the other verge and he braked again, fighting the vehicle into the direction he wanted, all the time aware of the possibility of the Land Rover coming back at him. 

Finally, with more back and forth shunting, he got the car pointed in the direction he wanted and started back the way he’d come. Immediately, he noticed there was something off with the steering. He had to hold it steady all the time, the wheel fighting with him, determined to veer off to one side. Breathing hard, heart still hammering in his chest, he pushed on towards the top of the hill, where the woods opened out. 

Rain started to spatter the windscreen, growing quickly heavier until he had to switch the wipers on.

‘That’s all I bloody need,’ he muttered as the wipers thumped from side to side.

For his own safety, he was going to have to get out of the car.

Reaching the open, moor-like top of the hill, the short, fern-dotted grass level with the tarmac on either side, he pulled over, took out his mobile phone and dialled.

*
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‘Damn.’

Pete slumped back in the driver’s seat.

Although he hadn’t had a chance to see the registration plate on the Land Rover, his dash-cam had caught it. He had just run it through the DVLA, but it had come back to a sixteen-year-old Nissan Primera, registered to an owner in Weston-Super-Mare. One eye on his door mirror, he picked up his mobile phone and got a connection to the station in the Somerset estuary town.

‘Police. How can I help?’

‘This is DS Gayle, Devon and Cornwall police. I’ve just run a check on a registration plate that’s come back to a blue Nissan registered to an address in Weston. The problem being, it was attached to a Land Rover down here in Exeter. Could you send a car past the address and check it out?’

‘What’s the address?’

Pete read it out from his notebook.

‘OK. I’ll call you back.’

‘Thanks.’ Pete ended the call, staring at the windscreen and the rain that was beading it, running down the glass in little rivulets as it pelted ever more heavily on the roof of the car. 

Whether the Nissan’s plates had been stolen or not, the attack on him had clearly been premeditated. The Land Rover driver had lain in wait, no doubt in a carpark off to the side of the road, watching for his victim to pass. The question was, had the attack been targeted specifically at Pete or completely random? 

He was in an unmarked car, so it wasn’t an attack on the police in general.

He picked up his smartphone again and accessed the database, searching for similar attacks on drivers reported in the area.

Nothing.

Was he the first victim or had the others simply not reported it, on the assumption that nothing could, or would, be done about it? It was dark. There were hundreds, if not thousands of those old Landys in the county, never mind the country, and he had only got the registration due to the fact he had the dash-cam fitted. They were standard issue for police, but still relatively uncommon among the civilian population.

He was staring blankly at the little screen when he blinked suddenly and looked up with a jolt. Concentrating on what he was doing, he had completely forgotten to keep a look out for the Land Rover’s return. He gave a sigh of relief when he saw no headlights in the door mirror.

He glanced back at the phone in his hand. The only other thing he could do for now was put a call out on the vehicle. He set the phone aside, took out his radio and keyed the mike. ‘All units, all units. Be on the lookout for a dark green Land Rover with false registration plates.’ He read out the plate details. ‘Driver wanted for reckless driving and endangerment. Last seen heading south from Ashclyst Forest five minutes ago.’
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He picked up the mug at his elbow and drank the last of the strong, sugar-rich coffee, letting his eyes close briefly as he swallowed. He’d been in the squad room for a little over half an hour, having been lent a replacement car from the workshop at Middlemoor HQ on the edge of the city and come back to the station to do what he could before heading home. He was alone in the big room, just one of the four sets of ceiling lights on so that the illumination was soft and relaxing. 

He’d searched the missing persons databases but didn’t really have enough data yet to reach any firm conclusions as to the victim’s identity and the Avon and Somerset force had got back to him before he’d even got back to HQ with his damaged car, to say that the Nissan in Weston-super-Mare was still wearing its number plates. So those on the Land Rover that had run him off the road had been falsies. He remembered vaguely that one of the other detectives here in the station had dealt with a case of false number plate production down on the Marsh Barton industrial estate last year, but they’d closed the place down so was there another or had the driver made his own? Until they found the vehicle, there was no way of knowing and he’d heard nothing back on it yet.

He clicked into the police national database to search for crimes with a similar MO to that displayed by tonight’s victim. He was still keying in the details when the phone on his desk rang, loud in the night-time silence of the big office.

He snatched it up. ‘DS Gayle.’

‘Peter. It’s Tony.’ Pete recognised the pathologist’s voice. ‘I’ve started the autopsy on our victim. You were right. On closer examination, there was a sexual assault. A very unpleasant one.’

‘In what way?’ 

There had been no external signs of whatever had been done to her.

‘A foreign object was used, rather than rape as such. A handle, perhaps. I can’t be more specific, I’m afraid. But the significant thing is what was used as a lubricant.’

Pete frowned but said nothing.

‘A particularly coarse variety of Swarfega-type cleanser.’

Pete sucked air, grimacing. The sandy scouring grains in that kind of cleaner were hardly what he’d have called a lubricant. ‘Ouch. And she was alive at the time, I take it?’

‘Indeed.’

‘Christ. He really wanted to hurt her, didn’t he?’

‘It would appear to have been a particularly vicious attack.’

‘Have you found anything else of any use?’ Pete asked, not wanting to dwell on the victim’s suffering. 

‘No more than I had at the scene, I’m afraid. There’s a tiny smear of white gloss paint on her coat, fairly fresh, but she could have picked that up anywhere, of course. I’ve taken finger-nail scrapings, fingerprints, dental X-rays and DNA. There were some brown carpet fibres in her hair which I’ve also sampled. They’ve all gone to forensics, along with the DNA swabs from the outside and the buttons and belt of her coat. As you suggested, I made sure they swabbed the likely points of contact if she’d been carried in it. So, we await the results.’

‘Yeah. I haven’t found any likely candidates on the missing persons lists, so I was just about to start searching for similar MO’s from elsewhere. I’m surprised you’ve carried on and done the PM at this time of night.’

He glanced at the time in the bottom corner of his computer screen. It was just gone one a.m.

‘If I hadn’t, I’d have only been thinking about it so I thought I might as well. At least now I can go home and sleep without it being on my mind.’

‘Point taken.’ Pete knew exactly what he meant. Which was why he was sitting here now, instead of at home with Louise. ‘All right, I’ll talk to you later, Doc. Goodnight.’

‘Night, Peter. I’ll let you know the rest of the findings in the morning.’

Pete put the phone down with the vicious and deliberate cruelty of the attack still playing on his mind. It didn’t tell him whether the perpetrator knew his victim but it did emphasise the need to catch the guy and lock him up so he couldn’t do anything similar to anyone else.

He took a deep breath and focused on the computer in front of him, unsure if the extra details the pathologist had provided would help his search or not. 

It didn’t take him long to discover that there were no similar cases outstanding in the UK. Murder was a lot less common than many people imagined, he knew, with less than six hundred a year, according to the latest published figures. And most of those were either drug-related or domestic. There were aspects of this one that pointed in either direction. It could be highly personal or it could be the work of a potential serial killer. He could draw no conclusions yet. All he knew for sure was he had a victim who needed justice and a killer he needed to get off the streets before they could strike again. 

He pulled up a whiteboard and started writing up the details of the case, ready for morning.
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Sometime later, he let himself into the house as quietly as he could. The place was in darkness. He went through to the kitchen, closing the door behind him before switching on the light. 

The write-on wipe-off pad that he and Louise used for quick notes to each other when their shifts didn’t gel lay on the table. He stepped across to see what she had written.

Gone to bed. 11.43.

Unusually, they were both supposed to be working day shifts this week. She would need to be up by seven to be in the hospital for eight. Pete wiped the board clean and was putting it away when his mobile phone buzzed in his pocket.

He took it out and glanced at the number before touching the green icon. ‘Hello?’

‘Service and Maintenance at Middlemoor. DS Gayle?’

‘That’s right. What can I do for you?’

‘Just wanted to let you know, we’re going to need to keep your car for a few days. The steering rack’s completely had it and the wheel rim’s bent, plus there’s damage to both front wings, the under-sill and the bumper.’

‘So, how long do you reckon?’

The mechanic sucked his teeth. ‘I should think, with the spraying and such... Give us a week. You’ve got a replacement, haven’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘OK, then. We’ll let you know when it’s ready.’

‘Right. Thanks.’ Pete ended the call and headed for bed. No matter what the time was now, he needed to make an early start in the morning.

At the top of the stairs, he could not resist looking in on Annie. As always, her door was not quite closed. He pushed on it gently and it swung just far enough that he could see into her room. She was sleeping on her side, facing the door, one small hand tucked under her head. Her little face looked so innocent in repose it brought a lump to his throat. 

Two more years and she would be a teen, on the way to being a woman. But for now, the child in front of him was still pure and so incredibly wonderful in every way imaginable, he couldn’t even think that anything bad might ever happen to her, despite the close call she’d had just a couple of weeks before.

As he watched her, two little vertical lines appeared, creasing the skin between her eyebrows – something she’d inherited from her mother. Was she dreaming? Or was her sleep being troubled by something more tangible? His breath caught in his throat as he waited for more outward signs from her, but none came. After a while, he eased her door shut and moved quietly away.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Pete was not the first of his team into the squad room in the morning. Two of his detective constables, Jane Bennett and Dick Feeney, were already at their desks when he walked in. The light from the windows behind her glowed in Jane’s short red hair when she looked up. 

‘Morning. Anybody would think you were keen,’ she said, nodding to the whiteboard he’d set up at the end of their desks. 

‘Yeah, how come we’ve got this one?’ Dick asked from the desk next to Pete’s then quickly raised his hands, palms out. ‘Not that I’m complaining. Just curious, seeing as Simple Simon was on call last night.’

Pete looked at the older man with his grey suit that matched his hair and even his smoker’s skin. ‘Apparently, he’d already picked up a case.’

Dick grunted. ‘What, that break-in on Smith Street?’ His voice was louder than it needed to be with Pete now standing just two feet away. ‘I’d have thought any real copper would have set that aside and taken a murder as a priority case.’

Pete had seen when he stepped into the big open-plan room that Simon Phillips was not yet at his desk but three of his team were in place and working. ‘I didn’t see the need to make an issue out of it,’ he said as he sat down. ‘Better to just get it solved.’

‘Yeah, that way, we get the Brownie points and DS Phillips looks like the plonker he is,’ Jane agreed from across the desks.  ‘So, do you think the Landy belonged to the perp or what?’

Pete tilted his head. She’d clearly been paying attention to what he’d put up on the case board. ‘It’s possible. Or it might just be a coincidence. A nutter with a grudge against coppers. Or maybe just a nutter, seeing as I was in an unmarked car.’

The brief silence that greeted his comment told Pete that both Jane and Dick were aware of the possibility that he’d left unsaid.

‘So, how are we going to find him?’ Jane asked. ‘I’ve already started putting feelers out to the body-shops around the city, but an old heap like that - chances are the driver will do the work himself and not bring it out on the road again until it’s done.’

‘Which, in itself, might get noticed,’ Dick pointed out. ‘We could put it out there as if it’s linked to the murder. “Any short wheel-base Land Rover pickup that’s suffered damage consistent with a vehicle impact within the last twenty-four hours is being sought for elimination,” kind of thing.’

Pete was nodding. ‘Any sign of His Lordship yet?’

‘No, but he doesn’t exactly announce his presence,’ Jane said. ‘He could have been in his office since before we got here. How bad was the damage?’ she asked, changing the subject.

‘Bad enough. They’ll be keeping it for a week or so.’

The door opened to his right, Ben Myers holding it for Jill Evans.

‘Morning, boss.’ 

The two PCs hung their coats on the rack inside the door and approached their desks. Pete’s team was almost complete.

The spiky-haired Myers sat down at the far side of Dick Feeney and looked across at the whiteboard. ‘Blimey, no rest for the wicked. Another one already?’

‘All the better for your continuing education, son,’ Dick told him.

‘Thanks, Gramps.’

The door to the squad room opened again. Pete heard several sets of footsteps entering then Dave Miles’ voice behind him. ‘Hello, hello, hello. I see a white-board out again. Morning, peeps. What have we got?’

He took his seat between Jane and Jill. The tall, dark and handsome contingent of the team, he was dressed this morning in a dark blue shirt with black trousers, tie and waistcoat.

‘Christ, who’s died?’ asked Dick.

‘We can’t all wear the same thing every day,’ Dave told him. ‘Life would get boring if we did.’

‘That’s not for a funeral,’ Ben said. ‘He’s going undercover. The Mafia’s moving in to take over the drugs trade in the city.’

Jill clapped her hands together. ‘I knew he reminded me of somebody!’ 

‘Well, it ain’t Robert De Niro,’ Jane said from Dave’s other side.

‘Ooh, you know how to hurt a man, Red,’ Dave retorted. ‘I pity that husband of yours. So, what’s going on, boss?’

‘Now that we’re all here, I’ll go through it,’ Pete said. ‘Our victim was found at ten thirty-seven last night by a passing motorist whose alibi is yet to be followed up on due to the time of the discovery. She was battered to death with what appears to have been a hammer, presumably after she was sexually assaulted. Then she was redressed in just her coat, taken out to Ashclyst Forest and posed with the coat spread open and a fire close to her feet so that she’d be found easily.’

‘Very considerate of the perp,’ Jill observed. ‘Make sure she’s found before any kids happen across her up there.’

Pete tipped his head, acknowledging the point.

‘Any DNA?’ Dave asked.

‘Yes. We’ll probably get results tomorrow.’

‘And we don’t yet know who the victim is,’ Jill observed.

‘No, but she was well-nourished, well-groomed, mid-thirties or thereabouts. I can’t see it taking long for her to be missed.’

‘I take it, as there isn’t one on the board, we can’t put a photo out to the media?’

‘Like I said, the killer used a hammer,’ Pete said. ‘And he wasn’t careful about it.’

Dave grimaced. ‘So, a media request using height, weight and hair colour?’

‘If nothing comes in today, yes. Meantime, I’d best see if the DCI’s in, bring him up to date and set him on the press liaison folks about the Land Rover.’

Dave shook his head. ‘I thought you’d have learned by now. You shouldn’t pick fights with people who are bigger than you.’

*
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Pete had barely regained his seat after speaking to the station chief when a deep, dry voice called from behind him. ‘Peter.’

He turned around to see DI Colin Underhill standing in his office doorway at the far end of the squad room, his large frame clad in his usual woollen tweeds, looking like a farmer on market day. All he needed was a flat cap covering his steel-grey hair to complete the impression. 

As their eyes met, Underhill stepped back, pushing the door wider to indicate he wanted Pete to join him.

Pete stood up. ‘Back again shortly,’ he said to his team.

Closing the DI’s door behind him, he nodded. ‘Guv.’

‘I see you’ve got the case board out again. Sit down.’ Underhill motioned to the seat opposite him.

Pete pulled it out and relaxed into it. ‘A body was found up in Ashclyst Forest. Apparently, Simon had already caught another job when the call came in.’

‘And Brian Chadwick was on duty.’

Pete said nothing.

Colin let the silence hang for a beat. ‘OK. Do you need anything?’

‘Not at this stage,’ Pete said. ‘We’re waiting on SOCO. We’re also waiting for a missing persons report to come in to help identify the victim. She was pretty badly beat up, so we won’t be able to put a photo out. We’ve got interviews to arrange in the meantime, to firm up the timeline and confirm the alibi of the chap that reported finding her. See if we can find any more witnesses. I’ve asked the DCI to arrange for signage to go up there on the road asking for witnesses to contact us.’

‘And what’s this about your car being in the workshop at Middlemoor?’

Pete frowned. He wondered sometimes how the DI heard about stuff like that. It was like he had some kind of sixth sense. That or spies in every corner of the force and of the city. But he knew better than to ask. ‘A bloke in an old Landy tried to run me off the road on the way back from the scene. False plates on it. Don’t know if there’s a connection. We’re not assuming anything but we’re working as if there is for now. The DCI’s putting out a request for information on any damaged Land Rovers through the press office.’

Colin nodded slowly and met Pete’s gaze. ‘And what about Tommy?’

‘We don’t know any more than we did yesterday. Louise is taking it personally. She’s putting an ad in the papers today, asking for anyone with a problem with how the place is run to get in touch. She’s already spoken to his colleagues at the hospital. They won’t come out and say anything against Letterman, but they haven’t got anything to say for him either, which says a lot in itself.’ 

Colin tipped his head. ‘You can’t take silence to court, though. And getting him booted out without being able to replace him would effectively shut the place, which wouldn’t go down well with a lot of people.’

‘That’s what I’ve said to Louise, but you know what she can be like when she gets the bit between her teeth. And, after the last twelve months, I’m not going to block her.’

It was almost a year now since their son, Tommy, had disappeared without warning one evening from outside the swimming pool in the city. DS Simon Phillips had been given the task of finding him or what had happened to him – a task in which he’d failed completely while Louise sank into a deep clinical depression that she’d only recently managed to climb out of. 

Tommy had not resurfaced until late October, when he was implicated in the abduction of a young girl from outside her school and the deaths of at least two others. He had remained on the run until less than two weeks ago, when he had finally been tracked down and arrested in Plymouth and brought back to Archways secure children’s home, here in Exeter, where Brian Letterman was one of the two qualified psychiatric staff.

Unable to handle Tommy, Letterman had decided that the only thing to do was to get him transferred elsewhere. Which meant out of not only the city, but the county.  A move that Louise was determined to fight by any means necessary.

‘I saw Tommy again yesterday,’ Colin said. ‘Had to explain why he hadn’t had any visitors for a few days. He took some convincing, but I got there in the end, I think. I’m not sure what the consequences of that’ll be for Brian Letterman.’ He grinned briefly.

Colin had taken over the case that Tommy was involved in – the case against the man he had been with at the time of Rosie Whitlock’s abduction, former teacher Malcolm Burton – and was in the process of trying to persuade Tommy to testify against him.

There were only three weeks remaining until the start of Burton’s trial. 

‘Did you get anywhere with Tommy?’ Pete asked.

Colin pursed his lips. ‘Maybe. I think the situation with Letterman helped. But, if Burton’s defence team call Letterman to the stand, that’ll bugger things up.’

‘Not if you call Louise to refute him. She’ll testify to a grudge between Letterman and Tommy. So could I, for that matter. And probably some of the staff at Archways.’

Colin nodded slowly, thick fingers entwining on his stomach as he leaned back in his chair. ‘I just need one more thing to bring to the table, to make sure of Tommy, and I think we’ll be there.’

‘The girl in Archways. The one he’s friendly with. Comes from Crediton. Suicide risk.’ He shook his head, struggling to recall her name. ‘Use her as a character reference for him. It would give her a reason to stay with us, Tommy a reason to keep trying to help her and us another nail in Letterman’s coffin.’

Colin was frowning, confused. ‘What girl’s this?’

‘One of the inmates at Archways. Pupils, residents, whatever you want to call them. She’s there because she’s a suicide risk. Wouldn’t have anything to do with anyone, apparently, until Tommy got through to her. They’ve got really pally. She’s one of the excuses Letterman’s using to try to get Tommy transferred out of there. Saying Tommy’s unstable and if he was to turn on her, it would be the final straw for her.’ He snapped his fingers and pointed at Colin triumphantly. ‘Tabitha Grey. That’s her name.’

Colin nodded. ‘OK. I’ll look into it. And if you need extra manpower or anything, let me know.’

‘Right, Guv.’ He stood up. ‘I’d best get back. Don’t want to leave the kids unattended too long. No telling what they’ll get up to.’

‘You’re all right. I can see them from here.’

Pete turned to look through the half-glass door. He grunted. It was true: Colin could see the whole squad room from his desk. ‘The all-knowing eye, eh?’

‘Except for Tabitha Grey. Send Simon along on your way back.’

Pete looked round sharply, one hand on the door handle. Colin held his gaze but gave nothing away. 

‘OK,’ Pete said finally.
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‘I spoke to Bill on the front desk while you were gone,’ Dave told him as he sat down. ‘Gave him the victim’s details and told him we’re expecting someone matching them to be reported missing.’

‘Good.’

‘So, what’s that about?’ Dave nodded towards the DI’s office, over Pete’s shoulder.

Pete shrugged. ‘Just keeping up to date.’

Dave gave him a look. ‘Not you, boss. Simple Simon.’

‘I was just asked to send him along,’ Pete said. ‘I know no more than that.’

‘Well, I do,’ Dave said, looking past Pete towards Colin’s office. ‘I can’t lip-read at this distance and I can’t hear what’s being said, but I don’t need either to tell you the guvnor’s giving him a good reaming. You can tell from the way he’s standing.’

‘I don’t expect it’ll make any difference,’ Pete said, flipping open his notebook. He picked up his phone and dialled.

It was answered after several rings by a female voice. ‘Hello?’

‘Hello. Mrs Foggarty?’

‘That’s right.’ She sounded almost reluctant to speak. Hung-over, maybe, Pete guessed.

‘Hello. This is Detective Sergeant Gayle with Exeter police. I’m investigating an incident in Ashclyst Forest. I understand you were having a party last night.’ 

‘Yes.’

‘Would you mind confirming for me who was there and when they left?’

‘Um... Yes, all right. There was Sally Taylor and Kevin Philpot. Carol and Terry Griffiths. Julie Worrall. Marie Batchelor. Dan Shaw. Will Metcalfe.’ 

Pete wrote quickly as she reeled off another half-dozen names. ‘I see. And what time did things start to wind down?’

‘The first people left around ten-fifteen, I suppose. There was a steady trickle from then, but the hard core didn’t go until getting on for two. Why? Was there a complaint or something?’

Definitely a hang-over, Pete thought. ‘No, nothing like that. As I said, I’m investigating an incident in the forest last night. I’m looking for possible witnesses, that’s all.’

‘Oh, I see. Well... Will would have gone that way. Carol and Terry might have. Marie could, though I doubt it. She likes to stick to main roads as much as possible. It was a job to get her to come here at all. She’s not the most confident of drivers. Um... That’s probably about it, that I can think of. All the rest live in different directions.’

‘Right. Thanks for that...’

‘How did you know about our party?’ she blurted, cutting him off.

Ah, she’s waking up at last, Pete thought. ‘The person who reported the incident told me about it. Would you be able to confirm what times Mr Metcalfe, Mr and Mrs Griffiths and Miss Batchelor left the party?’

‘Um... Carol and Terry were first to leave. They’ve got a little girl. They had to get back for the baby-sitter. So, around ten-fifteen. Will left a little while after them. Fifteen, twenty minutes, maybe. And Marie not until around midnight.’

Which confirmed what Metcalfe had told him last night. 

‘Could you tell me how I could reach them?’

‘Yes, of course. Just a moment.’ He heard her put the phone down. Moments later, she was back. ‘Here we are.’ She read out work and home numbers for the Griffiths, Marie Batchelor and Will Metcalfe. 

Pete didn’t need Metcalfe’s, of course, but he didn’t tell her that. He clicked his pen shut purely by habit and laid it across his notebook. ‘OK. Thanks for all that, Mrs Foggarty.’ He ended the call and looked up. Jane was grimacing while Dave was having difficulty suppressing a grin. ‘What?’

‘Don’t know where the guvnor’s gone off to, but it looks like before he went, he bored DS Phillips a brand-new arse hole,’ Dave said.

‘Slowly and painfully, with the toe of his size twelve,’ Jane added. ‘He won’t be sitting comfortably for a while, that’s for sure.’

Pete hadn’t wanted it to happen – it wouldn’t help the smooth running of the squad room – but he could understand why Colin had felt the need.  He couldn’t have people picking and choosing their cases or their caseloads. But this way could lead to bitterness and in-fighting. Pete had no problem standing up for himself with the likes of Simon Phillips, but this was a small office. They needed to work as a team.

Still, Colin knew what he was doing.

Pete picked up his phone again and dialled. He hadn’t yet finished when it rang in his hand. He jabbed at the line button that had lit up. ‘Gayle.’

‘Pete. It’s Bill, downstairs. I’ve got a call come in that might be of interest to you. Shall I put it through?’

‘Yes. Thanks, Bill.’

There was a click on the line.

‘DS Gayle, CID. How can I help?’

‘Uh... Hello. This is... CID?’ The woman sounded hesitant and confused.

‘Yes. Our duty sergeant passed your call across to me. Can you tell me what the problem is?’

‘Yes, of course. Our office manager, Claire Muir, is missing. She didn’t turn up for work this morning so, when we couldn’t get her on the phone, a colleague and I went to check on her. She’s not at home, either. And nor is her car. It’s not like her. Not at all. She’s never... I’ve known her for five years and she’s never done anything like this. Something’s wrong, detective. I’m sure of it.’
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‘You got a possible victim?’ Dick asked as Pete put down the phone.

‘Maybe. Jill, you’re with me.’ He stood up and slipped on his jacket. ‘Jane, Dave and Dick, you can follow up on the names I got from our party hostess. See what they’ve got to say for themselves. Follow up on any leads they can give you. Ben, you can hold the fort. See what you can find on the computer about any of our potential witnesses and check on the possible victim – full background, known associates, home address, phone numbers and records, bank details, digital footprint, the works. And everyone remember; we’re also looking for any links to anyone who owns an old Land Rover. Let’s go.’

He led the way out of the squad room with the small, dark-haired and elfin-featured PC hurrying to keep up, heels clicking on the stairs behind him. They met Colin Underhill at the bottom, on his way back up. As usual, his expression gave nothing away.

‘Guv.’

‘You got something?’

‘A potential victim. We’re going to check it out.’

‘Keep me informed.’

‘Will do.’ Pete strode on along the bland corridor towards the custody suite and the back entrance that led out to the car park behind the square concrete and glass 1960’s built station.

The car fleet workshop at the Devon and Cornwall police HQ at Middlemoor had lent him a black Ford Focus. Pushing through the back door and out into the thin sunshine, he was thrown for an instant by the absence of his silver Mondeo. Then he spotted the smaller black car and stepped quickly forward.

He used the remote to unlock the car and indicate to Jill which one it was. They climbed in. 

Jill pulled her seatbelt across and clipped it in. ‘So, what do we know about her?’ 

‘She’s an office manager at Portside Insurance. Apparently well thought of. When she didn’t turn up for work and they couldn’t get hold of her on the phone, two of her staff took the trouble to go and check on her.’

Jill grimaced, nodding. ‘And gave up time and commissions in the process.’

Pete stopped the car at the station entrance, checking for traffic. ‘Exactly.’ He pulled out, turning right towards the city centre. 

Portside Insurance was located in a modern brick building off the ring road, down by the river. With the rush-hour over it took just minutes to get there. Pete parked in front of the small tower block and they went inside. A wide reception desk took up the whole of the left side of the large foyer, but there was only one person behind it. She looked up as they entered, noting Jill’s uniform. 

‘How can I help?’ 

She was probably in her mid- to late-twenties, Pete guessed, her face soft and round, eyes large and serious.

He lifted his warrant card. ‘I’m DS Gayle. This is PC Evans. We’re here to see a Christine Thackeray.’

‘Ah. Right. One moment.’ She picked up a phone and dialled. ‘Hello. It’s reception. I’ve got a couple of police officers here to see you.’ She paused. ‘OK.’ She put the phone down and looked up at Pete and Jill. ‘She’s on her way.’

‘Thanks.’ 

Something about her manner told Pete that she was either worried or hiding something. ‘Do you know Claire Muir?’

She frowned then met his gaze. ‘There’s a Miss Muir who works with Miss Thackeray. Is that her?’

Pete nodded. ‘But you don’t know her, as such?’

‘She’s pleasant enough. Says hello and such. But apart from that, no. Why? Has something happened to her?’

‘Nothing I’m aware of. Why do you ask?’

‘Well, the fact that you’re asking about her. And you’re here to see Miss Thackeray.’

‘OK.’

A door opened at the back and a woman in a navy skirt suit stepped through. She had blonde hair tied back in a short ponytail. She hurried towards them. ‘DS Gayle? I’m Christine Thackeray.’

Pete stepped forward and shook her hand. ‘Pete Gayle. This is PC Evans. Have you got somewhere we can talk?’

‘Yes, of course. This way.’ She led them back through the door she had entered through into a corridor lined on one side with glass-walled offices, most of them unoccupied. She stepped into the first and offered them the two seats on one side of the desk while she took the one on the other side. 

Pete settled himself, leaving his notebook in his pocket for now. ‘So, what can you tell us about Claire Muir?’ 

‘Well, as I said on the phone, she’s completely reliable. I mean, I imagine that’s part of the reason she got the supervisor’s job, as well as her people skills. She’s a good friend, a good motivator.’

‘It sounds like that’s a recent thing. The job.’

‘A little under a year. Nathan left – Nathan Hollingsworth – and Claire went for the promotion and got it.’ She shrugged as if it had been a foregone conclusion.

‘Were there any other candidates?’

‘Of course, but nobody minded when Claire got the job. We were all pleased for her. As I said, she’s a great manager.’

‘OK.’ Pete nodded to Jill to make a note. ‘So are you a friend of Claire’s, a colleague, a relative or what? As you were the one who went to check on her.’

‘I didn’t go alone. Toby came with me. I suppose a friend. A bunch of us go out fairly regularly. Evenings, weekends. You know.’

‘Sure. So, did you go inside her place this morning?’

‘No, no. I don’t have a key or anything. But we knocked. Rang the bell. Looked through the windows. The place was all locked up as normal, but there was no response and we couldn’t see anything out of place inside. And her car wasn’t there, as it would have been if she’d been in. She only went off yesterday to get a dental check-up and we haven’t heard from her since. She didn’t come back to work in the afternoon. I tried calling her, but there was no response then, either. So, when she didn’t turn up this morning, I called her sister, Sally, to see if she knew what was going on with her. She didn’t, so I called you guys.’

‘What’s her address?’

‘Number 24 Anderson Road. It’s off the Topsham Road, out past the school.’

‘OK. Can you show us her desk or office while we’re here?’

‘Of course.’ She stood up. ‘This way.’

She led the way out of the little office and across to the lifts. Pressed the button to call one.

‘How many people are in Claire’s team?’ Pete asked as they waited.

‘Seventeen, plus her. We do customer queries rather than selling. We’re one of four teams covering different aspects of the job.’

‘Press one for this, two for that, three for something else and then listen to five minutes of interrupted lift music,’ Pete said with a smile.

She tipped her head. ‘That’s us.’

‘So, as a friend, I’m guessing you’d know if she’s got a boyfriend.’

There was a ping as one of the two lifts arrived. Brushed steel doors slid open.

‘Um... Yes.’

‘Why the hesitation?’ Pete asked as they stepped into the elevator.

She pressed the button for the third floor and turned to face the doors. ‘They’ve... Well, they’ve had their ups and downs. They’re together again now, but it’s been a bit of an up and down relationship. Don’t get me wrong,’ she said as the doors slid closed. ‘They love each other. Just... It’s sometimes like he loves her a bit too much, you know?’ 

‘A bit intense,’ Pete suggested.

‘Yes.’

‘Possessive? Controlling?’

‘Oh, Claire wouldn’t let him control her.’ She turned to meet Pete’s gaze. ‘She’s too independent for that.’

‘Does she stay over at his place sometimes?’

‘Well, I suppose so, but that’s not where she is. I phoned him to check.’

‘OK. Have you phoned anyone else? Friends from outside work? Family?’

‘Of course. I did all that before we went looking for her.’ The lift stopped and she led the way out, turning left along a corridor that, this time, had solid walls on both sides.

‘So, for two of you to go off out and look for her, you must have asked permission?’ Pete suggested.

‘Of course. We told Richard Dunne. He’s the overall customer service manager. His office is that way.’ She pointed back over her shoulder. ‘Right at the front of the building on the left.’ She stopped and opened a door. ‘This is us.’

They entered a large open-plan office, the desks
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