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CHAPTER ONE
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He hit save on his computer and picked up his phone on the second ring.

‘Pete.’

‘Guv?’

‘Case for you. A rape in Exwick.’ Acting station chief Colin Underhill gave him the name and age of the victim and the address.

‘Why is it ours?’ Rapes were generally dealt with by the uniformed branch rather than CID.

‘Looks like it’s part of a series. Similarities of MO. Uniform can fill you in when you get there.’

‘OK, we’re on it.’ He put the phone down. ‘Right, screens off, coats on. Let’s go.’

‘Where to?’ Dave Miles asked as the whole team stood, almost as one.

Pete grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair. ‘Exwick,’ he said. ‘Looks like a serial rapist.’ He continued, heading for the door. ‘Dick and Ben, you go together, get started on the door knocking. On the way, you can get hold of Ops Support and get them to send a team out to help. Jane and Jill, you’re with me.’
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Lucy Cook shifted awkwardly in her chair and Pete, sitting in the furthest corner of the room, let his gaze slip away from her. He was letting Jane take the lead on the interview. He needed to watch her reactions, hear her voice, take in the scene, and the last thing she needed, he imagined, was to face a dominant male figure at a time like this.

‘I don’t... He was...’ Her eyes dropped away, hands wringing in her lap, her knees clamped primly, almost desperately, closed. She was wearing a floral but modern dress, the hem well below the knee. Over it, she had a cardigan wrapped tightly around her. She looked up, straight at Jane. ‘I woke up, sensed something and, when I opened my eyes, there he was, not even hiding. Standing over me. I thought I was going to die!’ Her face began to crumple, but she pulled herself back from the brink of tears. ‘Then he leaned over, I smelled something and he said, “I’m going to enjoy this.” And then he put this cloth over my mouth. It tasted awful. And that’s all I can remember.’

‘You say he spoke,’ Jane said. ‘What can you tell me about his voice, his accent? Was he young, old, local, foreign?’

‘It was a whisper. More like a rasp, I suppose.’ She paused, remembering. ‘No accent.’

Jane nodded encouragingly. ‘I know this is hard, Lucy. I wouldn’t ask you if it wasn’t important, but everything you say will help us catch this man, and the sooner we do that, the better. How much of a description can you give me?’ 

Pete sensed she was going to continue, but held back, aware that she’d asked too many questions at once about his voice, though she’d got the answer she needed that time. He nodded gently.

‘I didn’t see his face. It was dark: in... No, it wasn’t in shadow. He had a mask on. One of those black knitted things, like they have in the films. And a big, bulky coat, like a farmer would wear.’

‘Like a farmer would wear? You mean like a waxed one?’

‘Yes, that’s it. One of those.’

‘Was there any kind of smell to it?’

‘I don’t...’ She shivered, her face beginning to screw up. ‘I’m not sure if I can do this. It’s so... I just want to forget it, put it out of my mind, not bring it all back.’

‘I know. I’d be the same. I think anyone would, but... It would be all too easy for me to say you’re doing this for all the women in this city who might be future victims if he stays out there. But more importantly, you’re doing it for yourself. For your own peace of mind. To help us make sure he can’t come back again. And to give yourself the satisfaction of knowing you won. You beat him. Then you’ll be able to... Not forget about it, but at least put it away at the back of your mind in a safe little box that doesn’t need to be opened again.’

Pete’s eyebrows rose, impressed by Jane’s insight and honesty. 

Lucy paused, then drew a breath. ‘I couldn’t tell if there was a smell. He put that pad or cloth or whatever it was over my mouth and all I could smell and taste was whatever he’d... I was going to say soaked it with, but it felt almost dry. Cold but almost dry. And it was so quick.’

Jane glanced at Pete. Like him, she knew what the girl... Young woman, he corrected himself. She was twenty-four... was describing. Some kind of anaesthetic. Although, where you’d get that kind of thing these days, he had no idea. Something to find out later, he thought as Jane continued.

‘OK. What about his size? Was he a big man?’

She shook her head. ‘Average, I think.’

‘And his build?’

‘Wiry. At least, that’s the impression I got when he grabbed me to put the stuff over my mouth. Strong but wiry. And not old.’

‘How could you tell that?’

She shrugged. ‘It was just an impression. I don’t know... Maybe I was wrong, but that was the feeling I got.’

‘OK,’ Jane said. ‘That’s fine. You’re doing really well. Just a couple more questions and we’ll get you off to hospital. Get you cleaned up, checked over and so on.’

‘You’ll want...’ Her eyes dropped away from Jane’s, closing briefly, Pete saw. Her voice, when she spoke again, had dropped to a whisper. ‘DNA and stuff.’

‘Yes, if possible,’ Jane admitted.

‘There’s... I saved the sheets.’ Lucy looked up again, her voice regaining its strength. ‘And my nightie. I was going to... I wanted to just rip it all off and shove it all in the machine. I got as far as stripping the bed, but then I realised. It’s all in there – in the bedroom.’

‘Thank you,’ Jane said. ‘It would help to strengthen the case if... You don’t have to, of course, but it you could allow a nurse to take a swab when they’re checking you over.’

She dropped her eyes again, her bottom lip beginning to quiver. ‘I...’ Then she drew a breath. ‘OK.’

Pete saw Jane’s shoulder dip in relief as he felt his own do the same although he’d been unaware of the tension in them until it was released.

‘And you woke up at...’ Jane consulted the notes she’d taken from the uniformed PC outside on the way in. ‘Eight forty-five this morning? How did you...? Did the memories come straight back?’

Lucy grimaced. ‘Not immediately. There was that strange taste in my mouth. Then I realised I was sore... down there. And...’ She glanced at Pete. ‘Well, sticky. As soon as I felt that, I remembered. It was... I knew straight away what had happened. I got up, ripped the sheets off, and my nightie, and headed for the shower. It wasn’t until I’d got the water running that I realised I shouldn’t. I really wanted to just scrub myself raw, get every trace of him off me. But I knew I shouldn’t.’ Her brow creased into a frown and she included Pete in her statement for the first time. ‘You’ll never know how hard it is to sit here, knowing that something – even just the tiniest trace of him – is on my skin and I can’t get rid of it. I feel...’ She grimaced. ‘So dirty. Soiled.’

Pete nodded. ‘I won’t say anything as trite as I understand,’ he said. ‘But I’ve got a daughter and I know how I’d feel if this happened to her, so you can be sure we’re going to do all we can to catch this male.’

He felt the anger bubbling like hot lava deep in his gut, but he couldn’t show it here, in her presence. He had to suppress it while he was here with her. Then he could use it, control it and channel it into useful activity.

She dipped her head. ‘Thank you.’
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‘Anaesthetic,’ Pete said as soon as they got outside. ‘Where and how would he get it? Surely, these days, stuff like that would be regulated within an inch of its life?’

‘You’d think,’ Jane agreed. ‘Would Louise know?’

‘She might. I’ll ask her. Meantime, we’ll need to check the area for cameras. Without an accurate time, we’ll have our work cut out to search through the footage, but at least we know it was between eleven, when she went to bed, and seven-ish, when it gets light. I’m guessing it would be between about one and three, when the least people will have been around to see him com... On the streets,’ Pete corrected himself before he made an inappropriate comment.

‘Have we got an ETA on forensics?’ Jane asked.

‘All they said was ASAP. They’re busy today.’

‘Aren’t we all?’ She looked up at the sound of an engine at the end of the road. ‘Here’s the ambulance, at least. I’ll get Lucy off to the hospital.’

‘Right.’ Pete stepped away from the end of the garden path and took out his phone. A speed dial number got him straight through to the ward where his wife worked.

‘CDU. How can I help?’

He recognised the voice. ‘Janet. How’s it going?’

‘OK. You want Louise?’

‘If she’s not busy. Or maybe you could answer a question for me?’

‘Fire away.’

‘Anaesthetic. Chemical smell, applied with a hanky or something. Almost dry but cold to the touch. Any ideas?’

‘Old school, but it sounds like ether or chloroform. Why? What have you got?’

Pete had known Janet long enough to be able to trust her. She was as aware of data protection and confidentiality as he was, working in the NHS. ‘We’ve got an offender using it,’ he told her.

‘God.’

‘Any ideas where he might get hold of it?’

She gave a short laugh. ‘Yeah: believe it or not, anywhere. Despite all the tight security and regulatory hoops we have to jump through in the NHS, a lot of the stuff we use can be picked up for a few quid on the Internet.’

Pete’s shoulders slumped. ‘Christ. OK, thanks, Jan. I’ll talk to you soon.’ He ended the call and turned at the sound of wheels on the garden path behind him. They were wheeling Lucy Cook out on a gurney, a blanket wrapped tightly over her. Jane closed the front door and followed them down the path. Pete beckoned her over with a tip of the head.

‘What have you got?’ she asked as she joined him.

‘Nothing good. Jan reckons you can practically pick that kind of crap up on e-bay.’

‘Eh?’ Her eyes widened in shock. ‘Never.’

‘Bring it up and tap in ether.’

She took out her phone and did so, then looked up at him, horrified. ‘That’s unbelievable. Is it legal?’

He shrugged. ‘Dunno. It must be, I suppose.’ He nodded to the ambulance behind her. ‘Are you going with her?’

Jane glanced over her shoulder. They were just closing the rear doors of the brightly liveried vehicle. ‘Yes. I’ll see you later.’

Pete nodded and turned away, scanning the street to see where the team were who were canvassing the neighbours, looking for witnesses. 

It was probably a vain hope, considering the time period they were looking at, but you never knew. It always amazed him how many people were out and about in the city, whatever the time of night. He saw Dave step out of a door several yards along on the far side of the road and crossed the street towards him.

‘How’s it going?’

Dave shrugged. ‘A lot of people not in. At work, I expect. No-one so far who saw or heard anything out of the ordinary last night.’

‘And those who are out at work now probably won’t have been up and around between midnight and six or so but we’ll have to come back later and catch the rest to make sure.’

He heard a vehicle behind him and turned to see the white van of the forensics team pulling up outside the victim’s address. He re-crossed the street to meet them. The short, stocky figure of team-leader Harold Pointer stepped out from the driver’s seat.

‘Morning, Harold.’

‘Detective Sergeant.’

‘What we’ve got is a rape case. Sheets and night clothes are bundled ready for you in the bedroom. The victim did that. Priorities for you guys will be the rest of that room, obviously, and doors and windows for an entry point. This looks like the work of a serial. We’ve got to look into that further, but it does mean...’

‘The sooner you can get any identifying data, the better,’ the bespectacled man finished for him as he turned to open the side door of the van.

‘Exactly.’

Harold reached into the van for a white overall. He shook his head. ‘I simply don’t understand this idea that all policemen seem to have that we don’t do everything as efficiently as possible.’ He sat down on the step of the van and began to pull on the overall. ‘It’s as if you all think we just sit on what we collect for a week before we start processing it.’

‘You’re telling me you haven’t got a backlog of any kind?’ Pete countered.

‘There are certain aspects of analysis that take longer than others, by their very nature, Detective Sergeant.’ Harold stood up to wriggle into the top half of the white garment. ‘I’m simply saying that there is no way we can provide results any more quickly than we do already.’

‘Fair enough,’ Pete shrugged. ‘It’s not going to stop me asking though,’ he added with a grin.

Harold pursed his lips. ‘I’d be surprised if it did.’

‘I know you love a challenge.’

‘Indeed, Mr Gayle. And you frequently provide one.’

Pete laughed. ‘Was that an actual joke, Harold?’

Pointer looked up at him with no expression on his round face. ‘Simply an observation.’

‘We’ll get there. Call me if you find anything interesting.’

‘Of course.’

Pete turned away as Harold reached into the back of the van again for his tool case and a pack of foot-square aluminium treads that they used to step on, rather than contaminating or compressing the floor surfaces of a crime scene.

He took out his phone and dialled.

‘Graham?’ he said as soon as the connection was made.

‘Not Graham,’ came the reply. ‘He’s off this week.’

‘Sorry, Peggy. Jumped in with both feet there, didn’t I? Can you do something for me?’

‘I don’t know. What is it?’

‘I’ve got a scene in Exwick. Can you do me a list of the cameras around the area and I’ll come and see what we can find on them from the early hours of today?’

‘What are you looking for?’

‘I don’t know yet. All I do know is, there could be a tie-in with a scene from three weeks ago in Polsloe.’

‘You’ll want cameras from there, too, then.’

‘Yes.’ Pete nodded. ‘Thanks, Peg.’

He ended the call and set about collecting his team together. Two minutes later all but Jane were grouped beside his silver Ford saloon.

‘Let’s leave ops support to do what they do and get back to the nick. Peggy’s collecting CCTV for us – at least a list of the cameras that might be useful. While she does that, we need to compile a list of sex offenders in the area and narrow it down to those who might be guilty of something like this, then check their last known addresses and what vehicles they’ve got listed. Then we can do ANPR checks on those vehicles, see what Peggy’s got for us and visit any likely candidates for a chat.’

‘Full morning, then,’ Dave quipped.

‘Yeah, I’d like to see you work that fast,’ Jill said.

‘Detective Sergeant Gayle.’ 

Pete turned towards the familiar voice. ‘Harold?’

‘I suggest you put your booties on. I’ve got something to show you.’
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CHAPTER TWO
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‘So, what have you found?’ Pete asked as he approached the front door after sending the others on their way.

‘Two things,’ Harold responded, offering Pete a pair of blue plastic over-shoes.

‘Tell me more.’

‘Better to show you.’ Harold led the way inside and past the stairs towards the kitchen at the rear of the property. ‘The point of ingress. As one might expect, the back door. But it hasn’t been broken.’ He opened the semi-glazed door and stepped to one side. ‘Instead, it’s been rather expertly picked, assuming the victim didn’t let him in and still has the keys in her possession,’ he said, pointing to the outside of the lock. ‘See here.’

Pete bent to look closely. He could see nothing out of the ordinary. He looked up at the white-clad man. ‘What?’

‘My point exactly. Nothing. No sign. Yet the rest of the property is secure. All double glazed, all windows locked and only this or the front door.’

‘Well, she didn’t let him in,’ Pete said. ‘She was asleep, from what she told us.’ He nodded to the handle with its dusting of black powder. ‘Anything there?’

‘Only the victim’s. We’ve matched them to several other items for confirmation.’

Pete pursed his lips. ‘You said there were two things?’

‘Indeed. The second is upstairs. Follow me.’

He led the way back through the lower floor and up the stairs, where he stepped into the bedroom. 

Pete saw a large evidence bag on the bed, no doubt containing the sheets and night clothes Lucy had mentioned. Another technician was working at the far side of the room.

Harold stepped past the bed to the wardrobe. He opened it and reached in. His gloved hand emerged with a handbag. ‘Again, an absence rather than a presence.’

Pete raised an eyebrow as Harold opened the bag and took out a black leather purse. He opened it. Pete could see some cash and a small collection of cards. Holding the purse wide, Harold showed him the card section. The second space down was empty.

‘The keys to a car are here. Vauxhall, like the one parked on the street a couple of doors down. I’ve yet to try it, to make sure. What we haven’t got is a driving licence. Yet there’s a space for it here.’

‘OK. He’d have had to make the effort to search for it.’ 

As Harold tipped his head in agreement, Pete took out his phone and keyed in a speed dial number. It was picked up on the second ring. ‘Boss?’

‘Jane, can you check with Lucy if she’s got a driving licence and, if so, where she keeps it and what she drives?’

‘Hold on.’ He heard voices in the background, then Jane was back. ‘She’s got a white Corsa. Her licence is in the second slot down in her purse. Why?’

‘Just checking. I’ll tell you later.’ 

‘OK.’ Her voice said otherwise, but she accepted it for now.

Pete ended the call and looked at Harold. ‘You’re right on the car and the licence. So, if the car and its keys are still here, are we suspecting a trophy?’

‘That’s for you to decide, Detective Sergeant. I merely provide the facts.’

‘And a good job you do of it, Harold.’ Pete clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Now, if you could just tell me who the DNA on those sheets belongs to...’

Harold raised an eyebrow. ‘All in good time.’

‘Hmm. So much for the easy life.’

‘Where would the challenge be in that, Detective Sergeant?’

Pete checked for a smile, but there was none. Just a raised eyebrow. ‘You know, you can call me Pete,’ he said. ‘I think we’ve known each other long enough.’

Harold tipped his head but didn’t respond. ‘I’ll let you return to your challenge. I’ll let you know if I can add anything further.’ 

‘I’ll look forward to it.’
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‘OK, where’ve we got to?’ Pete asked, draping his jacket over the back of his chair in the squad room.

‘The board’s up,’ Dick said from beside him. ‘As you can see, Lucy Cook’s on one side, the other victim, Tessa Robinson, on the other. We’ve got a list of known sex offenders living in a forty-mile radius. Ben’s narrowing it down to those who like women of that age group.’

‘Which means cutting out the paedo’s,’ Jill put in.

‘Well, we’ve got a couple of further details on Lucy Cook’s case,’ Pete told them as he sat down. ‘One: he may be a skilled locksmith. We’ll need to check with Lucy if she’s got all copies of her backdoor key to confirm, but that’ll have to wait until she goes home. I’ve asked Jane to go with her. And secondly, he took a trophy. Her driving licence.’

‘Why that?’ asked Ben.

Dave raised an eyebrow. ‘Because it’s got her picture on it?’

Pete tipped his head. ‘Quite possibly,’ he agreed.

‘Makes a change from raiding her knicker drawer,’ Dick observed.

‘Yes,’ Pete nodded, seeing Jill grimace. ‘So, it’s a specific marker. Can we check those two things against the other case? Tessa Robinson?’ He got up again and crossed to the white board, glancing down the bare details of the other case, which were listed in Jill’s distinctive hand. Mode of entry had been through a window that had been left partially open due to the stiflingly hot weather they’d experienced back in the early autumn. She had reported her student card missing when she’d gone to use it a couple of days afterwards, though.

‘We’ve had a look on the PNC for similar cases nationwide,’ Dave said. ‘Couldn’t find anything that tied in exactly.’

‘Well, we can knock out the mode of entry,’ Pete said, turning to face them. ‘The photo ID seems significant, though.’

‘I’ll give it another try.’

Pete nodded. ‘And we can rule out robbery as a secondary motive. The driving licence was gone, but her cash and cards were left alone.’

‘Purely sexual, then,’ Ben said.

‘Rape’s rarely about the sex, Spike,’ Dick corrected him. ‘It’s about the power. The dominance.’

‘Eh?’

Dick shook his head. ‘It’s about strength and weakness. Their victim is weaker than they are, for those few minutes at least. They’re in charge, in control, dominant for a change, able to forget the inadequacy they feel in the rest of their life.’

‘So, runts and weaklings, you’re saying. Men who are bullied or suppressed in general.’

‘Which doesn’t make them any less dangerous,’ Pete pointed out. ‘Probably more so, if anything.’

‘Yeah,’ Dave laughed. ‘Just look at Titch, here. Ow!’ he yelped as Jill punched him on the arm. ‘I rest my case.’

‘More fool you for making it in the first place,’ Dick observed.

Dave shrugged. ‘A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do.’

‘Really? Now, you come out with that?’ Jill said, frowning.

He pursed his lips. ‘I didn’t mean that, and you know it.’

‘Sensitivity’s a wonderful thing,’ Dick said.

‘Yeah, and one Smart-boy here hasn’t got,’ Jill retorted.

Dave glanced at his computer screen. ‘Still no matches on the PNC. He must be new or he’s changed his MO significantly.’

‘An offender like this doesn’t just pop up out of thin air,’ Pete said. ‘There’s got to be a history of some kind. His MO’s too sophisticated for a newbie, even if he’s been fantasizing about it and planning it for a long time.’

‘So, where do we start?’ asked Jill. 

‘Maybe his fantasy life could get us closer to him than his real one,’ Dave suggested. ‘Are there web sites for that kind of thing, Spike?’

Ben looked up, blushing. ‘How would I know?’

‘I don’t know,’ Dave said innocently. ‘How would you?’

‘You’d look ‘em up and find out,’ Pete said. ‘And you suggested it, so on you go.’

‘Don’t enjoy yourself too much,’ Dick cautioned. ‘You’ll embarrass Jill.’

‘If he does, he’ll get another slap,’ she said.

‘Don’t encourage him,’ Dick retorted.

‘Oh, Christ.’ She scrunched her face up in disgust.
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‘Bloody hell!’ Dave looked up from his screen after just a few seconds with an expression of horror on his face. ‘There’s loads of the stuff.’

‘But, how can it help us find him?’ Jill asked.

‘The cyber unit can pick up on who accesses illegal stuff. Kiddie porn and so on,’ Dave said. He looked across at Pete. ‘Can they pick up on the likes of this?’

Pete shrugged. ‘Depends if it’s illegal, I suppose. We can check.’ He picked up the phone and dialled.

‘Devon and Cornwall Police Headquarters, how can I help?’

‘DS Gayle, Heavitree Road,’ he said. ‘I need to speak to the cyber unit.’

‘One moment, sergeant.’ The line went dead, then started to ring again.

‘Cyber- crimes. Can I help?’

‘Yes, if you can answer a question for me.’ Pete introduced himself again, including his badge number this time. ‘Can you tell who’s accessed a web site that’s not necessarily illegal in nature?’

‘A specific web site, yes. Which one did you have in mind?’

Pete grimaced. ‘That’s the problem. There are several. We’ll have to get back to you if it proves necessary. Thanks.’ He put the phone down and looked across at Dave. ‘How many of those sites are there, exactly?’

‘I don’t know. I didn’t get as far as counting them but there was at least a page full on Google.’

‘OK. It could be useful from the other end of the process - from the suspected user’s computer when we’ve identified him - but, for now, it’ll have to stay on the back burner.’

The door opened to his right and Jane walked in, shrugging out of her coat. ‘How’s it going?’

‘How’s the victim?’ Dick countered.

‘Hard to tell, at this stage. She seems like a strong personality, but you never know. A breakdown could come anytime. For now, she’s back home with a friend to stay the night with her. She was quite firm, she wanted it that way.’ She looked at Pete. ‘There are two copies of her backdoor key, and she’s got both.’

He nodded. ‘So, he picked it.’

‘Well, that limits the likely suspects,’ Dave said.

‘Only if we’ve got anyone on the known list with that kind of ability,’ Pete pointed out.

Once again, Dave bent to his keyboard and started typing. It didn’t take him long to look up from his screen and shake his head. ‘Nope.’

‘How big’s the pool we’re searching in?’ Pete asked.

‘Forty-two.’

‘Are there really that many sick bastards out there?’ Jill demanded.

‘No,’ Jane said. ‘There’s probably three times that in the same area.’

Jill shook her head, dismayed.

‘But, what’s the total population they’re in amongst?’ Dick countered. ‘One and a half million or so in Devon and Cornwall, so maybe two and half in our search area? Proportionately, that’s not so many.’

‘It’s still too bloody many,’ Jill said.

‘Agreed, but it’s what we’ve got to deal with.’

‘About a hundred and thirty suspects, then,’ Ben concluded. ‘Except we don’t know about two thirds of them.’

Dave nodded. ‘That’s about the size of it.’
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CHAPTER THREE
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‘What about the press?’ Ben leaned forward in his chair to look across the front of the grey-suited man between them. ‘A press release, asking for witnesses and for other victims to come forward.’

Pete grimaced. He’d never been keen on the press, though he knew they could be useful at times.

‘At least we won’t have to go through Fast-track anymore,’ Dave said.

‘No.’ Jane chuckled. ‘I can’t see the guvnor wanting to stick his nose in there.’

Temporary station chief Colin Underhill had been simply the DI in charge of Heavitree Road CID and they all knew he couldn’t wait to get back to that role, though it would be another two or three months until he got the opportunity. The big man with his tweed suits and taciturn manner was not the most social of police officers. Unlike the man he was standing in for, he preferred to stay in the background and get on with the work.

‘Down to you then, boss,’ Dave said with a grin.

‘Or I could delegate,’ Pete retorted, watching Dave’s expression change. ‘It is part of being a good boss, after all.’   

The sudden nervousness on Dave’s face was a rare picture but there wasn’t time for games. ‘But I’ll follow the press office’s recommendation.’  

He picked up the phone and dialled. It was still early enough to get the story out that afternoon.

‘Press office. How can I help?’

‘DS Gayle, Heavitree Road. We need a press release ASAP.’ He gave just the necessary bones of the case and the situation.

‘OK, we’ll draft something and get it out there. Who’s going to face the cameras when the time comes?’

Pete had been waiting for the question, but he still wasn’t ready for it. He grimaced. ‘I’ll offer the opportunity to DI Underhill but I can’t see him accepting it so, as SIO, I expect it’ll have to be me.’

‘Right.’

‘Talk to you later.’ Pete put the phone down dreading the extra pressure that press involvement was going to bring. But, if they could be useful, it was pressure he’d have to endure. ‘I’d best give the guvnor a heads-up.’ He stood up and headed for Colin’s small half-glazed office at the far end of the squad room.
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‘Got some bad news, boss,’ Ben said as Pete returned to his seat a short time later.

‘Go on.’

‘You’re right – ether’s freely available on the Internet. Even e-bay. But worse still, you can make your own chloroform in the shed at the bottom of your garden.’

‘What? How? Never mind – what from?’

‘Just bleach and acetone.’

‘Nail polish remover?’

‘That’s right. There’s recipes and methods on-line.’

‘So, if that’s what he’s using, there’s no way of tracing it.’

‘Not unless he’s had an accident and over-cooked it. It can cause a fire if you get the mix wrong.’

‘But if the fire brigade had been called out, they’d have seen what was going on and reported it,’ Jane argued.

‘So much for tracing him through the anaesthetic, then,’ Dave said.

‘Well, he didn’t get there and get away by teleportation,’ Pete declared. ‘He either walked or drove, in which case something or someone saw him. We need to find that witness.’

‘What did the guvnor say?’ Jane asked.

‘He’s not interested in standing in front of a bunch of reporters, so it’s down to me. As if we’ve got the time to spare.’

‘If it helps track him down, boss...’ Jill said.

‘Yes,’ Pete replied with a sigh. He still hadn’t forgiven the press for how they treated him and his wife when their son disappeared almost three years ago. They’d been like ravenous hounds, ignoring anything other than the headlines they could gain from it.

‘Look on the bright side,’ Dick advised him. ‘They used you, now you get to return the favour.’

‘Doesn’t make me like it anymore,’ Pete said. ‘I’m going down to the black hole, see what Peggy’s got for us.’

The CCTV room was on the ground floor, a windowless room filled with screens that gave eyes on numerous points in the city and its suburbs. Pete hoped the operator had found him something he could use. He stepped inside, greeting the stout middle-aged woman as he closed the door behind him.

‘How’s it going?’ she asked, spinning her chair away from the screens and keyboard.

‘Could be better. Have you got any good news for me?’

‘The good news is there’s only two main roads that serve that area, but until you get something definitive in the way of a timeline or what he was driving, there’s not a lot I can offer you now. You might find a private camera or two, closer to the victim’s address, that I don’t know about, but there’s no shops on that street, are there?’

He shook his head. ‘A couple of streets along, but that’s all until you get to the main roads.’

‘Best get hunting, then,’ she said.

‘Yeah. Thanks for that.’

‘No problem,’ she said with a grin.
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‘Nothing?’ Jane asked as he sat down at his desk.

‘How could you tell?’ he asked, looking up at her.

‘It’s written all over your face.’

He grimaced. ‘Yes, so, same MO or not, we’ve got forty-two potential suspects to find alibis for. For starters.’

‘Unless ops support find us a potential witness,’ Dave said. 

‘Or we do later,’ Dick added. ‘I take it we’re going back over there after people get home from work?’

‘We haven’t got approval for any overtime,’ Pete cautioned.

‘Yeah, but we can’t leave a sick sod like that out there any longer that we have to,’ Dave said.

‘Blimey!’ Jill said, wide eyed. ‘Lean back.’

Dave complied and she leaned across to put her ear to his chest.

‘Hey, not in public,’ he joked.

Jill ignored him for a moment, then looked up at Jane. ‘There is a heart in there. I heard it,’ she said.

‘Nah, that’s just clock-work.’ Jane leaned across and Dave sat up quickly.

‘Get off, the pair of you! I know I’m irresistible, but still...’

They straightened up and Jill nodded. ‘Yep. All mouth, no trousers.’

Pete was about to say something when his phone rang. He picked it up. ‘DS Gayle.’

‘Ops support. We’ve finished the initial canvas around your victim’s address. No witnesses, I’m afraid. And no CCTV on that street, either. There’s one camera on the street behind her property but no useful footage on it.’

‘What exactly does no useful footage mean?’

‘No footage of any human activity from midnight to 7.40am.’

‘All right. Thanks for trying. Any chance of assistance later, when people have come home from work?’

‘My team will have gone off shift, but I’ll have a word with the inspector. I’ll send you the detailed report.’

‘Thanks.’ A detailed report would tell him exactly who they’d spoken to and who they hadn’t.

‘Good luck with it.’

‘More good news?’ Dick asked as Pete put the phone down.

‘For the offender, yes. But we haven’t got the luxury of sitting back, waiting for something to drop into our laps.’ He shot Dave a look that said Don’t. 

Dave spread his hands but said nothing. 

‘We’ve got three possibilities, as far as a perpetrator’s concerned,’ Pete continued. ‘They might be known to one or both of the victims. A colleague, an ex, a stalker, some kind of rival. They could have struck the person they want to and be attacking others as a distraction. They could have encountered our victims at a common point – a shop, a gym, an art class or anything else like that. Or they could be truly random attacks.’

‘Well, the report on the other case says she couldn’t think of anyone who’d do something like that to her, or want it to be done,’ Jane said. ‘I haven’t put the question to our new victim yet. I thought it was a bit soon. I can go and see her again tomorrow, though. Maybe someone else can visit the other female and ask about her habits. See if there might be any common ground. But, if our offender’s breaking in, he at least knows his victims are his type, where they live and their living arrangements. He wouldn’t be doing this to married women, would he?’

Pete nodded. ‘So, if they’re random victims, he’s stalked them. He’s not just some back-alley chancer.’

‘Which means he’s had the opportunity to spot them, follow them and watch them for a while,’ Dick said.

Jill shivered. ‘That’s just creepy.’

‘Yes,’ Pete agreed. ‘So, this list from the sex offenders’ register: let’s get it printed out and divided up. We’re going to need alibis for all of them, pending anything useful from a second canvas or the forensic folk.’

They shifted and shuffled in their seats, preparing for the slog of alibi checking. Once the list was divided between them, they’d be off out, knocking up neighbours to check on past offenders’ movements the night before, before asking the men themselves where they’d been and if anyone or anything could corroborate what they were saying. It was going to be a long, cold day but it was a job they all knew had to be done.
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Ben was handing out copies of the list when Pete’s phone rang. He picked it up. ‘DS Gayle.’

‘Harold Pointer. You asked me to check for physical similarities between today’s case and the Polsloe one. We’ve found one. There are distinctive blue fibres on the sheets from both locations.’

‘Excellent. I hoped you’d get something. Not just because we don’t need two rapists roaming the city at once but also, it doubles our chances of tracking him down if we can compare one scene with the other. Any idea what they’re from?’

‘All I can tell you is their composition at this stage. We’ve yet to begin trying to identify them.’

‘OK. Thanks, Harold.’

He put the phone down and picked it straight back up again.

‘Peggy,’ he said when the connection was made. ‘I said we’d got a potential second case from three weeks ago. It’s just been confirmed – the same offender. The timescale’s just as vague, but if we can compare the two...’

‘That’s a lot of work.’

‘I know, but it needs doing. I’ll just have to get hold of the staff to do it.’

‘I’ll get onto compiling all the footage you’ll need then, shall I?’

‘Please.’

He put the phone down again and let his gaze roam around the rest of the team. ‘If we don’t find a witness tonight, we’re going to have square eyes by the end of tomorrow.’
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Pete was at the same time amazed and disgusted.

It was only a few hours since he’d spoken to the press office at Middlemoor yet, as he stepped out through the glass doors, there was a mass of bodies filling the grassy slope in front of the station. Microphones and cameras filled the space above and between the murmuring throng and big lights glared at him for the benefit of the TV cameras so that he almost squinted despite the darkness beyond.

Quiet descended like a blanket over them. Even the traffic on the road behind them seemed suddenly muted. 

He raised his hands and a mass of mikes were thrust towards him from the front row.

‘I’m DS Peter Gayle of Exeter CID,’ he announced though he knew many of them would already know that. ‘I’ve got a statement for you.’

They’d already know that too, he thought as cameras started to chatter, flashes sparking like miniature lightning amongst the crowd. He ploughed on regardless.

‘There have been a number of home-invasion rapes committed in this city over the past several weeks and another one has unfortunately been added to that list. A young woman, living alone in Exwick, was attacked in her bed in the early hours of this morning. So this is a direct appeal to wives, girlfriends, work colleagues, friends. Do you know a white male in his twenties or thirties, of average height and build who owns, or has until recently, a waxed jacket and a baseball cap and has the opportunity to be out and about in the early hours of the morning? If you do, has he displayed a change in behaviour recently? Has he become more aggressive, disdainful or disinterested, especially towards women? Or has he recently taken more interest the news? Has he made any inappropriate remarks about women in general or this case in particular? If so, we need to know about him. We can eliminate him definitively so there is no risk of the wrong man being charged with these crimes. So please, if you have any information that could be relevant, call the police on 111 – anonymously if you wish.’

A barrage of questions were shouted at him as he finished. He let them continue for a few seconds, disgust overtaking awe before he raised his hands again. ‘That’s all I can tell you at this time,’ he said. ‘Operational responsibilities – responsibilities to the victims in this case – mean I can’t divulge any more details. Thank you for your time.’ He stepped back and turned go back inside. A few final shouts followed him through the door but then the clamour died as the mass of reporters realised their victim had escaped.
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Rush hour had subsided, leaving the streets relatively quiet in the new night, but that was no bad thing. People would recall events in similar conditions more easily. Not that anyone had recalled anything useful so far. They’d covered the whole of the street where Lucy Cook lived with no results and now they were on the next street up the hill – the one that backed onto the rear gardens of her row.

Pete opened the gate and headed down the garden path of his fourth house on the street. The paint on the door appeared chipped and faded in the dim street lighting and there was no bell so he knocked and waited.

Several seconds passed before the latch was released and the door opened. A middle-aged man in a white shirt with the sleeves rolled part-way up his forearms leaned one hand on the door jamb. ‘Yes?’

Pete held up his warrant card. ‘DS Gayle, Exeter CID. There was an incident on the next street down early this morning – the row that backs onto yours. We’re looking for anyone who saw or heard anything unusual anytime between midnight and around seven-thirty.’

The man frowned. ‘I don’t know. There was a fox around. You don’t hear them very often. But that was all.’

‘A fox?’

‘Yes, I heard it when I got up for a pee. Must have been about three-thirty. Disturbed next-door’s chickens and somebody’s cat a few seconds later.’

‘But you didn’t see or hear the animal itself – just the effects of it being there, is that right?’

‘I suppose, but what else was it going to be?’

Pete nodded. ‘Fair enough. No car engines or headlights, though? Early morning joggers, anything like that?’

The man shook his head with a grimace.

‘OK. Well, thanks for your help.’

‘All right.’

The door clicked shut before Pete had taken three steps away from it.

As he reached the pavement he heard a door open behind him and turned to see Dick Feeney emerge from the next-door property. He waited for the older man to reach the street.

‘Boss.’

Pete smiled. Dick didn’t look nearly as grey as his nickname suggested under street lighting, especially with a dark winter coat covering his customary grey suit. ‘Anything?’ he asked.

‘The wife’s a light sleeper,’ he said. ‘Heard something in the early hours but she didn’t bother getting up to see what it was. Too cold, she said.’

Pete nodded. 

‘Saw a foot-print on top of their compost bin when she went down to feed the chickens, though.’

‘What?’ Pete’s eyes widened. ‘You could have led with that.’

‘I could,’ Dick nodded. ‘But where’s the fun in that?’

‘Could we get a print?’

Dick shook his head. ‘It was just a mark in the frost on a wooden surface. It’s long gone now.’

Pete sighed. ‘It gives us a direction of approach, though.’

‘Yeah. Especially as there’s access down the far side of the house. Just a wooden gate and fence closing it off. Most of them have got the old garages filling the space, but the folks here had no use for one and wanted to get to and fro without going through the house so they had it taken down.’

A glance over Dick’s shoulder showed Pete the truth of what he was saying. ‘And our victim’s house is only two doors along, backing onto here.’

‘Yep.’

‘Make a note of the address. I’ll get Harold and his gang out here again in the morning to see if they can find anything. We need to check this street for cameras. There won’t be any public ones, but there could be a private one somewhere.’ He thought of the two on the front of his own house, not that they’d been of any use last summer when someone decided to torch the place – thankfully with no-one in it. They’d only moved back in three weeks before Christmas: less than two months ago. ‘Let’s collect up the others and do that.’
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Having started at the eastern end of the street checking for visible cameras, Pete stopped at a semi-detached house and sent the others on ahead while he went up to the door. He rang the bell and waited for what seemed like a long time before a remote voice asked, ‘Yes?’

‘Police,’ he said, holding up his warrant card. ‘There was an incident last night and I see you’ve got a camera out here. I wondered if I could see any footage it might have recorded.’

The door opened a few inches on a thick chain and a wrinkled eye beneath silver hair appeared in the crack. ‘Pass me your ID.’

Pete thought it was a female but wasn’t certain. He complied and a wizened pale hand reached out, almost snatching the leather wallet from his hand. The door closed, latch clicking into place. A light came on. Seconds passed, then the door cracked open again. The warrant card was handed back.

‘I recognise your name. You’ve been in the papers and that. You could have made that thing up on the computer. How do I know it’s real?’

‘Well,,.’ It wasn’t something he’d been asked before, but it was a fair point, he supposed. ‘I tell you what: without me giving you the number, call the local station and check with them. They can confirm what I look like and... Hang on a sec.’ He took out his phone and used the speed dial. ‘Jane,’ he said when the connection was made. ‘Get yourself back here to number fifteen, will you?’

‘Problem, boss?’

‘Not as such. I just need you here for a minute.’

‘OK.’ She ended the call and, in seconds, was coming up the garden path. ‘What’s up?’

‘Show this lady your badge, will you?’

Jane handed it over and received it back much more quickly than Pete had.

‘There,’ he said. ‘You call the station, ask them to confirm both of us. They can confirm DC Bennett’s appearance and give you a security question to ask. How’s that?’

The old woman nodded and the door closed again. Jane raised an eyebrow. ‘So much for your trustworthy face.’

‘Huh! I suppose there’s got to be a good reason why she’s got the camera in the first place. Once bitten twice shy, do you reckon?’

They heard a voice faintly through the closed door, then it was opened again. The woman peered through the gap at them. ‘What’s DC Feeley’s nick-name?’

‘Feeley?’ Jane checked with a glance at Pete. He could see the twinkle in her eye. ‘Do you mean Feeney?’

The woman frowned quickly. ‘Could be.’

‘He’s called Grey-man.’

A nod. ‘OK.’ The door closed again, they heard the chain withdrawn and it opened to reveal a woman of less than five feet tall with a mop of white hair. She was dressed in a sweater and jogging bottoms with fluffy pink slippers on her feet. ‘You want to see my camera?’

‘That’s right,’ Pete said. ‘Anything from the early hours of this morning.’

‘You’ll have to work it. My son does all that.’ She led them through to the dining room at the back of the house. ‘There.’ She pointed to a small desk, set up in one corner with a laptop, printer and an external drive.

‘May I?’ Pete checked.

She nodded and he pulled one of the dining chairs around and switched on the computer. A picture of a seated leopard filled the screen with a central box requesting a password. He glanced over his shoulder. 

‘My late husband’s middle name. Arthur.’

Pete nodded and turned back to the screen, typing it in. It failed, so he tried again, in all small-case letters. This time it was accepted and he scanned the screen, found the external drive and clicked into it. A live feed of both the front and rear garden paths came up. He minimized the rear one and waved the cursor around until he found the menu he needed to scan back in time. Taking it back to midnight, he pressed play. Thankfully, it was a motion-sensor system. The clock jumped forward. The clear, bright monochrome footage showed a fox trotting past in the middle of the street. After a few seconds it jumped forward again. At two-twelve a milk float passed in the opposite direction. The street stilled again. Another jump. Three twenty-five. A figure appeared, walking from right to left on the far side of the street. It appeared to be a male of average height and build, dressed in dark trousers or jeans, a dark hip-length jacket and a baseball cap with some sort of logo on the front that wasn’t identifiable from this angle.

‘That could be him,’ Jane said from behind him.

The screen flickered, the clock jumping forward again. Three fifty-eight. The same figure sauntered back in the opposite direction. Pete sat back and turned to look first at Jane, then at the old lady. ‘It would be really helpful if we could get a copy of this,’ he said.

‘Oh, I don’t know how to do that.’

Pete checked his watch. It was now 7:50. ‘I haven’t got the equipment here to do it, obviously, but can I get a uniformed officer to come by in a little while and download it?’

‘I suppose,’ she agreed with a shrug.

‘Thank you.’ He took out his phone and dialled. ‘Ben, can you get a hard drive or large-capacity thumb drive or something and come around here to download some camera footage?’

‘How much footage?’

‘I don’t know. It’s on a...’ Pete leaned over the computer to check. ‘A 500gig hard drive. We only need a small portion of it, but better safe than sorry.’

‘OK. I’ll go back to the station and get something.’

‘I’ll meet you here.’ 
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‘There’s nothing, boss.’ Ben looked up from his desk as Pete dropped the file he’d collected from downstairs on his desk and draped his jacked over the back of his chair.

He frowned. ‘What time did you get in this morning?’

‘Five minutes ago.’

‘Well, then...’ The door opened behind him and Jane walked in, shrugging out of her thick dark green camelhair. ‘How long did you stay last night?’

Ben shrugged. ‘’Til about ten or half-past.’

Pete shook his head, impressed all over again at the spiky-haired young PC’s dedication. He glanced at Jill and Dave, who were watching the exchange
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