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CHAPTER ONE
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‘What are you doing here?’ Pete asked as he stepped out of the car.

The bulky figure stepped forward with a grimace. ‘Everyone else was occupied and they sounded pretty desperate. Not like I’m off the grid, is it?’ he added, tapping the radio fixed to the upper chest of his dark uniform.

‘So, what’s the story?’

Sergeant Andy Fairweather tipped his big head towards the small group standing under a streetlight twenty feet away. ‘They called it in. Missing person. Friend of theirs, name of Vicky Fellows. Age nineteen, from Hungerford. Lives on the first floor,’ he said with a jerk of his thumb towards the small block of flats behind him. ‘I’ve had a look. It’s locked and no sign of forced entry.’

Pete nodded and glanced across. Two girls and two young men, all in their late teens, stared back at him. One of the girls, her long dark hair pulled into a ponytail, stomach bare between a crop top and dark leggings despite the time of year, met his gaze and took a tentative half-step forward. 

He moved towards them. ‘Hi. I’m DS Gayle with Exeter CID. What’s happened?’

‘She’s disappeared,’ the girl said urgently. ‘We were supposed to be meeting up at the uni at eleven, to go into town together, but she didn’t show. It’s not like her. Not like her at all. I tried calling and texting, but there was no response. And she’s not here, either.’

‘How many of you were meeting up?’ Pete asked.

‘Just the two of us. And she texted to confirm about half-ten. I called these guys and some others when she didn’t show, to find out if they knew where she was. No-one did, so we went looking.’

‘Where?’

‘Up at the gardens to start with. She said she was going there then having a wander around Belvidere Park before coming back here.’

‘We checked the bus-stop, too,’ one of the lads added. ‘Split up so we could do both, then met up here.’

‘Which bus-stop is that?’ 

‘On Pennsylvania Road.’

‘And going back a step, the gardens: what gardens are they?’

‘The Exeter Community Garden. It’s a...’ He paused. ‘Well, a bit like a hippy allotment, I suppose. It’s shared between students and locals. Everybody grows something, whatever they want to, and then they all share the produce, so you might grow tomatoes and radishes and I might grow cucumbers and you can share my cucumbers and vice-versa.’ 

Pete nodded. ‘I see. And Vicky was part of that, was she?’

‘Yes. Had been from the off. I don’t know what she grew. Not my scene.’ He shrugged.

‘Right.’ He turned back to the girl. ‘Which bus were you aiming to catch if she’d shown up?’

‘The twenty-past.’

‘Twenty past eleven?’

‘Yes.’

‘And it’s now a quarter past five.’

‘We’ve been searching,’ the lad who’d spoken before said. ‘The gardens, the park, East Park Hill that’s next-door to it. The library, as unlikely as that is this week.’ He shrugged. ‘We even called her course tutor, but he hadn’t heard anything from her.’

Pete nodded. ‘OK. I’ll need to know who that is.’ He took out his notebook, opened it to a fresh page and wrote Vicky Fellows at the top. ‘And what’s her mobile number so we can trace it?’

The talkative girl quoted it and he wrote it down.

‘Now, this professor...’

‘Masterson.’

‘And she’s studying...?’

‘Anthropology.’

‘OK. Does anyone have a spare key to her flat?’

The girl shook her head. ‘She lives alone. She had a roommate, but she dropped out after a few weeks. I don’t know why.’

‘Has anyone contacted her parents to ask if she went home early for some reason?’

Another shake of the head. ‘We thought about it but we didn’t want to worry them if she hadn’t. Adam said it’s a long way.’

‘Yes. Berkshire,’ Pete confirmed, recalling a case that a connection to that area had come up in a few years ago. ‘Do you have contact details for them?’

‘No, but I know they’ve got a business there so I expect we could have found them.’ She gave a shrug. ‘You can find just about anything on the Internet.’

‘What business are they in?’ 

‘They’ve got a garden centre.’

‘Right. We’ll find them. But first, we’ll try and find Vicky. I’ll just take your details...’

Moments later, with the two young men and one of the girls – second-year students like Vicky – already moving away after giving him their names and contact details, he turned back to Andy Fairweather. ‘Can you find out if one of the neighbours has got a spare key for her flat for taking in the post or in case she locks herself out?’

The big man nodded as Pete took out his phone and used the speed dial.

‘CID. PC Myers speaking.’

‘Ben, it’s me. Can you get onto the Internet and find out which garden centre in the Hungerford area is owned by the Fellows family whose daughter Vicky is down here at the university?’

‘OK. She’s definitely missing, then?’

‘Seems to be. We need to be starting a search. Her friends say they’ve looked already, but it wants doing properly. And get onto her phone, see if we can track it. I’ll give you the number.’ He opened his notebook and read it out. 

‘Got it.’

‘I need all of you out here to Mayflower Avenue and get Jane to get onto Ops Support, see if they can provide us with a search team. I know Uniform are all occupied. I’ve got Andy Fairweather out here in person.’

‘I bet he’ll be grateful when we start getting some of these new recruits coming through that the government promised after Covid.’ 

‘I bet he will. While you’re on, get Jill to call the hospital, see if our girl’s been brought in. Again, her friends did it earlier, but you never know.’

‘What’s she look like, just in case?’

Pete beckoned across the young woman who’d given her name as Abby Kennedy and asked her the question.

‘She’s an inch or so taller than me, so five-three. Slim, with long blonde hair.’

‘What was she wearing when you saw her?’

‘A denim skirt and a long-sleeved white buttoned crop top. And she had her bag. A pink rucksack with blue piping.’

‘Did you catch that, Ben?’ Pete asked into the phone.

‘Yeah, got it.’

‘Have you got a photo of her on your phone?’ he asked the girl.

‘Yes, sure.’ She took out her phone and began flipping through files. ‘There.’ she held it up for him to see.

A pretty girl with an impish grin, sparkling blue eyes and dimples in her cheeks was leaning in beside Abby in the picture, their heads almost touching as they both looked into the camera. ‘Can you send that to me?’ He gave her a business card. ‘There’s my number.’

‘OK.’ She took the card, keyed his number into her phone and emailed the picture. ‘There.’

‘Thanks.’ 

Seconds later, his phone pinged. He checked it and forwarded the picture to the rest of his team. 

‘There you go, Ben. Everyone should have it now.’

‘Right, we’re on it, boss.’

Hanging up, Pete turned at the sound of footsteps. Andy Fairweather was approaching across the sloping tarmac in front of the low-rise block. 

Pete’s raised eyebrow was answered with a shake of the head. ‘Nothing. And no-one’s seen her today, either. Not that that’s unusual, people coming and going at different times.’

‘True. Did you find out who the landlord is?’

‘No, but I got their agent,’ Fairweather replied with a shrug. ‘I phoned them. Caught someone about to be the last to leave the office. They’re bringing a key.’

Pete wondered how persuasive the big man had had to be, to get that arranged at this time of the evening.

Fairweather shrugged as if reading his mind.

Pete grinned and turned back to Abby. ‘I get the impression you and Vicky are pretty close.’

She swallowed and dipped her head in a nod. ‘Yes, she... Kind of took me under her wing a bit after I came down. I was... struggling. Lonely, I guess. Homesick, partly. She’d already been here a year, so she knew the ropes, you know? And she’s just really nice like that.’

Pete was reminded of his own daughter. Annie would have done exactly the same: had done, he knew, with at least one girl who’d been being bullied at school. He felt a swell of pride that drew him closer to this girl who he’d never met. ‘Has she got a boyfriend or...?’

A firm shake of the head sent Abby’s ponytail swinging. ‘No. There was a guy back in Hungerford, before she came down here, but they broke up when she left there, she said.’

‘No-one’s been trying it on with her and got the brush-off?’

She shrugged. ‘There’s always guys in the pubs and clubs, but...’ Her eyes widened. ‘You’re thinking she’s been targeted? Attacked?’

‘It’s a possibility we have to explore,’ he explained gently. ‘If only to discount it.’

‘No.’ She shook her head again, frowning. ‘There’s no-one like that. No-one would hurt Vicky.’

‘What about yourself? Have you got a boyfriend?’

‘No. Not now. I... We split up a few months ago. But there was never anything like that with him.’

‘So, what happened?’

‘He... We didn’t get to see that much of each other in the end, what with my studies and his. It just... fizzled out, you know?’

‘So, he knew Vicky?’

‘Of course.’

‘I’ll need his details.’

Her eyes widened again in horror. ‘He wouldn’t have done anything to hurt her.’

‘I’m not suggesting he would. But he might know something you don’t or have seen or heard something you didn’t. We have to be thorough.’

She relaxed, mollified. ‘OK. His name’s Danny. Daniel. Holcombe. He’s doing sociology with criminology.’ She gave Pete his address in the student halls and a mobile phone number. 

‘Thanks,’ he said. ‘Now, are you familiar with the inside of Vicky’s flat?’

‘Yes.’

‘Would you be able to hang around for a few minutes and possibly go in with us to see if anything’s out of place?’

‘Of course. But...’ She looked suddenly worried.

‘We’ll check it out first,’ he assured her. ‘Make sure everything’s OK.’

A car came around the bend in the road and stopped behind Pete’s silver Ford saloon. The headlights were switched off with the engine and a man in a suit and tie stepped out and started towards them, looking unsure of who he should be approaching. 

‘Are you from the letting agents?’ Pete asked.

‘Yes.’ 

As he drew nearer, Pete could see that he was in his mid-twenties, immaculately groomed, shoes gleaming under the streetlights.

He stepped forward and put out his hand. ‘DS Gayle. You’ve got a key for us?’

‘That’s right.’ His grip was firm and confident when they shook hands. Then he reached into his jacket pocket. ‘What’s going on?’

‘The occupant’s been reported missing so we need to check the property. See what’s going on.’ 

‘Missing? God. You think something’s happened to her?’ He shook his head, taking his hand out of his pocket to hand the key, on a large fob, to Pete. ‘Here.’

‘Thanks. That’s what we’re here to find out. We’ll keep this for now. Return it when we’re done, OK?’ 

‘Oh. Uh... Yes, I suppose.’ 

Pete gave him a nod and turned back to Abby. ‘Give us a minute. Sergeant Fairweather and I’ll go in, check it out and give you a shout.’ 

Mounting the concrete outside stairs with their metal handrail, he climbed swiftly, unlocked the door and nodded for Andy to precede him into the flat. The uniformed man stepped inside and used a thumbnail to switch on the light.

The front door gave into a squarish entrance hall with white-painted doors leading off it and a coatrack fixed to the plain wall to the left, a small table standing beside it with a land-line phone and a modem on it. To the right were two closed doors, almost together and in front, two more, one of them open. The open one, which Andy Fairweather headed for, led into a bedroom. Three steps along on his left, another open door led to the sitting room. Pete stepped through it into a neat room, the kitchen door open at his shoulder. He turned into it. It was long and narrow, cupboards along both sides, the sink under the window at the far end. He pulled on a pair of gloves, switched on the light and opened the cupboard under the sink. He found the bin and checked its contents then checked the fridge and looked around. Everything was neat and tidy, put away, not even any breakfast things left out to drain from the morning and no sign that she’d brought anything back from the Community Gardens.

Returning to the sitting room, he looked around. A small dining table and two chairs stood in one corner, a TV cabinet in another, the sofa directly across from them. Nothing looked out of place or disturbed.

The bulky figure of his colleague stepped into the doorway and Pete looked up. ‘Anything?’

Fairweather shook his head. ‘Neat as a pin. As the girl said, no sign of a second occupant. Looks like she’s using the spare room as an office. The desk and bookshelves, at least. No handbag, purse or phone. Or computer.’

‘Not in here, either,’ Pete agreed. ‘It looks like she went out this morning and hasn’t been back. Is there an address book in that drawer?’ he asked, nodding to the table beside him with the phone on it.

The big man reached for the drawer underneath and opened it. ‘Yes.’ He reached in and withdrew a small black book.

‘We’ll need that.’

‘Evening all,’ Dave Miles’ voice came from the front door. Pete looked up from the address book. The smartly dressed, dark-haired DC was peering in around the doorframe. ‘What’s occurring? Spike said a missing student.’

‘That’s right. Are the others with you?’ Dave must have got a lift with someone as he wasn’t wearing his motorbike leathers, Pete guessed. 

‘Yes, except for Spike. He was doing that search you asked him for. We came in Grey Man’s car.’

‘Did Jane get onto Ops Support?’

‘They’ll be here in a couple of hours or so.’

Pete’s eyes narrowed in annoyance. ‘We’ll have lost half the evening by then. We’ll make a start without them. Work back from here towards the university, covering every route there is. Physical search first, then door-knocking if nothing useful shows up. She went somewhere. We need to find out where and who with, if anyone.’

They went down the outside stairs. Pete’s other two DC’s, Jane Bennett and Dick Feeney, were standing with Abby Kennedy and the female PC of his team, Jill Evans, on the tarmac in front of the flats. Jane’s coppery hair, styled in a short swept-back bob, was blowing in the breeze. She reached up to brush it back off her face as he neared the bottom of the stairs and Feeney, his grey suit matching his wiry hair, nodded towards him. Jane and Jill turned to face him.

‘Your charm didn’t work on Ops Support, then,’ he said to Jane.

She grimaced. ‘Busy day, they reckon. They’ll get here as soon as they can, but it’s likely to be an hour or two.’

Tentatively, the letting agent stepped closer from his left and Pete turned to face him.

‘She’s not... Here?’ he asked cautiously.

Pete shook his head. ‘No. And there’s no sign of forced entry or damage to the property, so you’re all OK in that respect.’

‘OK. Good. I mean, not good, but you know...’

Pete tipped his head. ‘I know what you mean. You get off, we’ll return the key as soon as we can. We’ll probably need to come and speak to you in the office tomorrow, anyway. Or whoever handles this place.’

‘Right. OK. Thanks. It is me you’ll need.’

‘We’ll be in touch,’ Pete told him.

The agent backed off, seeming glad to be allowed to leave.

‘So, what now?’ Dick asked, his haggard features drawn into a frown.

‘We go for a walk,’ Pete told him, taking out his phone. ‘Judging by what we saw inside, she didn’t make it back here after her lecture this morning. There’s several ways of getting from there to here, so we’ll split up and see what we can cover. She told Abby here she’d be going via the Community Gardens and Belvidere Park, so that’s where they’ve already checked. So we can leave that route for the specialists and cover what we can of the other possibilities.’ He paused as he heard a car engine and turned to see Ben Myers’ blue Skoda coming towards them then turned to the girl. ‘Abby, do you know how well she gets on with her neighbours?’

She shook her head quickly. ‘I know she’s OK with the couple downstairs. They’ve been to a couple of parties she’s had. But other than that, no.’

‘OK. Andy, could you take Abby into the flat, let her have a look around, see if she spots anything, and leave a note inside for Vicky to contact me ASAP, just in case she turns up?’ Fairweather nodded and Pete turned to Jane. ‘Ops Support will contact us when they get here, presumably?’

‘They’re going to ring me when they’re on the way,’ she said.

‘Good.’

As Andy led Abby away towards the stairs up to the flat, Pete turned to the spiky-haired PC who was walking towards them. ‘Ben, did you get the number for our girl’s parents?’

He nodded. ‘It seems like they live on-site. A place called Upper Eddington, off the main road from Hungerford up to the M4.’

Pete took out his notebook and handed it to the younger man. ‘Put it in there for me. While the rest of you work out our search routes, I’ll phone them and make sure she hasn’t been called home unexpectedly or anything like that.’

‘I don’t envy you that call,’ Jane said.

Pete tipped his head. ‘I’m not looking forward to it, but there’s no point wasting time and manpower searching for her while she’s sat at home with her parents.’

‘Here you go.’ Ben finished writing and returned the spiral-bound notebook.

‘Thanks.’ Pete took out his phone and headed for his car. As a parent himself, this was not a call he wanted to make, but someone had to and it was his responsibility.
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CHAPTER TWO
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‘Hello?’ The woman’s voice was bright and chirpy, making him feel even worse about what he was about to do to her.

‘Mrs Fellows?’ he checked.

‘That’s right.’

‘I’m Detective Sergeant Pete Gayle with Exeter police. We’re trying to trace your daughter, Vicky. Has she come home today?’

‘No, she won’t be... What do the police want with her?’

‘She’s not in any trouble, Mrs Fellows. It’s just that her friends have reported her missing, she’s not at her flat, so we need to cover the easy options before starting a serious search for her.’

‘A search? God, are you...? No, this can’t be real. Who are you? What are you trying to pull here?’

‘Mrs Fellows, I understand your caution and I don’t want to panic you, but I am with Exeter police. I’ll tell you what, have you got my number on the screen of your phone there?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then write it down. In a minute, I’ll hang up and you can check me out. Go on-line and bring up the Devon and Cornwall police web site. There’ll be a contact number on there. Call them, give them your name and tell them you need to contact me – Detective Sergeant Peter Gayle – about your daughter, who’s been reported missing. Then, to be absolutely certain, use a different phone – a mobile – to call the number they give you, which will be the one you’ve just written down. That way, you’ve contacted me through a provable route that can’t be hacked. OK?’

‘OK.’ She still sounded doubtful.

‘I’ll hang up now and get onto Control, tell them to expect your call.’

‘This is... All right.’

Pete ended the call and took out his radio. ‘DS Gayle to Control.’

‘Control.’

‘A Mrs Fellows will be calling in a minute or two from Hungerford about her daughter Vicky, the missing student. Can you make sure she’s given my mobile number so she can contact me direct?’

‘Will do.’

‘Thanks.’

He set the radio on the passenger seat and waited, watching his team point and gesticulate, discussing the different routes between here and the university and how to cover them. It seemed to take a long time but was probably less than a minute before his phone rang again and he tapped the screen of the car’s comms system to answer it.

‘DS Gayle.’

‘Hello. This is Eileen Fellows.’

‘Mrs Fellows. Thanks for calling me back. As I said before, I just had to get in touch to make sure Vicky hadn’t left early for home for any reason before we start a proper search for her.’

‘What’s happened? Why are you looking for her in the first place?’

‘She didn’t turn up to a meeting she’d arranged with a friend. They couldn’t contact her or find her around the university or at home, so they called us. I gather it’s out of character for her.’

‘Yes, completely. If she said she’d be somewhere, she’d be there unless... You don’t think something’s happened to her, do you?’

The fear in her voice took him back to another case, another missing girl’s mother, five years ago, this one much younger than Vicky Fellows, in a case that had involved Pete’s own son, who had also been missing at the time. He felt her anguish clutching at his own chest, despite the different circumstances. A parent was always a parent, regardless of the age of their child. He took a breath. ‘Not...’ His voice cracked, forcing him to swallow hard and clear his throat. ‘Not that we’re aware of. We’ve checked with the hospital and she’s not there. And we’ve been into her flat and nothing seems to be out of place in there.’

‘What can we do? Should we come down there and help with the search?’

‘There’s no need for that. We’ve got a team of specialists who’ll handle that side of things. We’ll get an announcement out in the press as soon as we can – which was the other reason for contacting you. The press isn’t the place for you to find out about something like this. Normally, we’d notify you in person, but in this case, with the distance involved...’

‘Of course. Of course. But now we know, we can’t just sit here and do nothing.’

‘Has Vicky got any friends or family down this way, other than in the university?’

‘No, she just... I’d never forgive myself if something’s happened to her.’

‘Why? It wouldn’t be your fault.’

‘I made her go. She wasn’t going to. Said she’d put it off for a year. What with Covid, and the fact that we’d only opened the garden centre up a few months before the first lockdown, we were struggling financially. She wanted to stay here, help out, put the course off for a year, but I...’

Was thinking of her,’ he finished for her. ‘Of her future. Of course you were. She’s your daughter. Is she an only child?’ he asked, the thought just occurring to him.

‘Yes. She... She came a bit on the late side. Her dad and I didn’t meet until we were in our thirties and... Well, it wasn’t easy to conceive.’

‘I understand. You were saying Vicky’s got no connections down here apart from the university.’

‘Um, no, she just came down there because the course had such a good reputation. Of course, it makes it easier that she can get to and fro by train, too.’

‘You’d pick her up from the station there?’

‘Yes.’

‘OK. I’m going to get on with trying to find her. I’ll be in touch as soon as we do that – or better still, I’ll get Vicky to call you herself. In the meantime, I won’t say, “don’t worry,” but be aware that we’re doing all we can and that ninety percent of cases like this end up with the missing person turning back up within a day or so, wondering what all the fuss was about.’

‘Ninety percent might do, but Vicky wouldn’t just go off like that. She’s thoughtful, considerate, bright and reliable.’ 

‘I don’t doubt it, Mrs Fellows, but university can put a lot of pressure on people. They can sometimes react in unpredictable ways. But one thing I will tell you is, I’ve got a daughter myself. I don’t even want to think about how I’d react if she went missing, so I’ll make sure everything that can be done to find Vicky gets done as efficiently as possible, all right?’

She let go a long sigh. ‘Thank you.’

‘I’ll be in touch again as soon as there’s anything to tell you. And if you’ve got any questions, then call me. You’ve got my number now.’

‘Yes.’

Pete hung up and stepped out of the car, clipping his radio back onto his belt as he re-joined his team. ‘Have you got it all sorted?’

‘Yes,’ Dave said. ‘Being as you weren’t here to argue, they’ve given you the long way around.’

‘You and I’d better swap, then, because I’ve got another call to make before I go anywhere.’

‘Oh, cheers. Shoot the messenger, eh?’

‘Well, if you’re daft enough to know that saying, yet still come at me defenceless...’ Pete shrugged.

‘Me and my big mouth,’ Dave lamented.

‘So, where am I going? The rest of you can head off.’

‘Well, there’s only two sensible ways from here to Pennsylvania Road. There are a couple of others, but no-one would use them unless they were going somewhere else in between.’

‘Do we know for sure she wouldn’t have?’ Pete interrupted.

Dave paused. Tipped his head. ‘Fair enough. No, we don’t. Or that anyone she might have been with wouldn’t have. We’ll have a re-think while you make that call.’ He turned away as Pete took out his phone and used the speed-dial.

‘Yes?’ The one-word response came on the first ring.

‘Guv, it’s Pete. If I send you a picture of Vicky Fellows, can you get a press release out, saying she’s missing and we’re looking for her?’

‘Too late for the six o’clock.’

‘Yeah, I know, but sooner the better, right? It might get on the ten o’clock news and into the morning papers.’

DI Colin Underhill grunted assent.

‘I’ll email you.’

‘Right.’ He hung up.

Pete tapped out a quick message including Vicky’s height, age, current and home addresses and the fact that she was last heard from by text at 10.30 that morning, attached the photo and hit send. Then he stepped across and joined the others.

‘So, what are we doing?’
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If it wasn’t for the sign that was tucked back in the shrubbery and filthy with accumulated dirt and algae, the entrance to Belvidere Road would have looked like a private driveway, the surface roughly finished, trees overhanging from either side, the sparse light of the nearest streetlight cutting through the naked branches from his right as he stepped between what looked like a pair of heavy-duty gate posts. It certainly didn’t feel like an urban location, within the boundaries of a city and only a few hundred yards from the university. He was reminded of another lane, less than ten miles away, in a tiny hamlet further up the River Exe, where another case had started. A woman murdered in a house that was not hers.

He hoped against hope that the same fate hadn’t befallen Vicky Fellows.

She had planned to walk along here towards her home just a few short hours ago. Had she? And if so, had she got this far?

Certainly, from the data Ben had managed to extract in record time from her mobile phone provider, her phone hadn’t. It had gone off-line somewhere ahead of him in the area of Belvidere Park, where she’d said she was going to spend some time on her way home.

He knew the Ops Support search team were heading that way, somewhere ahead of him - Jane had called him when they left the location of Vicky’s flat as he continued his search of the cul-de-sac he’d just left - so there was no need for him to search the verges and the underbrush as he walked now. It had already been done. Instead, his mind focussed on Vicky. She’d been intending to come this way via the Community Garden, where she apparently grew some of her own produce. He wasn’t into gardening, so he didn’t know what she might have intended to pick, what might be growing there or what jobs might be entailed in maintaining it at this time of year. Might other people have been there today? Might she have been seen? 

More particularly, how could he find that out with any degree of urgency?

He took out his phone and picked up his pace as he tapped in an Internet search. Gave a grunt of surprise as the results popped up. The Community Garden had its own web site, a management committee and a contact page. He clicked onto it. 

‘Ah.’

There before him was a mobile phone number.

He took out his notebook, wrote it down then closed the Internet and dialled the number.

The phone on the other end rang as he walked briskly along the leafy lane, lit only by moonlight. It rang again. Again. A fourth time. A fifth. Then finally: ‘Hello.’

‘Mark Savage?’

‘That’s right.’

‘My name’s DS Gayle. I’m with Exeter CID. How many members are there of the Community Garden?’

‘Fifty-seven.’

Pete’s eyes widened with surprise. ‘Is there a list of them with contact details?’

‘There is...’

‘Where are you? Could I come and see you in person?’

‘What’s this about? Why are the police interested in our membership?’

‘Someone’s gone missing who we believe is on that list. We need to confirm whether she was seen there today.’

‘Oh, right.’ He paused. ‘I’m on Argyll Road.’

Pete stopped abruptly. ‘I’m on Belvidere. I could be with you in a couple of minutes if that’s OK.’

Savage grunted. He gave Pete the house number and another memory popped into Pete’s mind, of a house just three doors away from Savage’s address and a man who travelled the country for work, the father of an old friend of Ben’s, who turned out to have killed several women over a number of years all over the country. And yet it’s his near neighbour who’s called Savage, Pete thought wryly.

‘I’ll see you in a few minutes.’ He hung up and turned back the way he’d come. As he walked, he used the speed-dial to contact Jane to let her know where he was going and why.

‘We’ve split up,’ she reported. ‘Two have gone into East Park Hill, the rest of us are carrying on towards the Community Garden and the Meadows.’

‘I’ll catch up as soon as I can,’ he said and ended the call only to make another. 

‘Boss,’ came the response after only one ring.

‘Where are you?’ Pete asked as he turned left out of the end of Belividere into Argyll Road.

‘Coming towards the western end of Higher Hoopern,’ Dick said.

Pete recognised the name of one of the main routes into the university. ‘Jane and the search team are coming towards you from Belvidere. I’ve got to go and talk to someone about possible witnesses so if you and Dave carry on towards the lecture hall where Vicky was last seen, as far as we know at this stage, then double back and head up past the Community Garden, we should all end up in the same place.’

‘Will do.’

Another call ended, Pete continued along the narrow semi-rural road that ran along the face of the hill, mostly bungalows on his left that he could see over down into the light-speckled valley while, to his right were mostly houses, many of them hidden from the road by high, ragged hedges until he came to a short row of 1960’s brick-built houses with short drives leading up to built-in garages, the second of which had been the home of the man he’d been thinking about just moments ago. 

It looked unlived-in, even scruffier than he remembered. He knew the owner had got a life sentence with a minimum term of thirty-five years and he’d been well into his forties. He wondered briefly what would happen to the place. Under normal circumstances, the man’s daughter would inherit it at some point. But she’d been the one to bring their attention to him so would he punish her for that? Cut her out of his will?

He walked on, not knowing the answer. Found the house he was looking for. It was the first detached one after the row and set in large, well-maintained gardens behind a tightly clipped hedge. A small blue hatchback was parked on the drive. He stepped past it and rang the bell.

The man who opened the door was an inch or so shorter than Pete’s own six feet and skinny as a rake. His dark hair was thinning and cut to little more than stubble. He had a hawk-like nose, thin lips and dark, hard-looking eyes beneath sharp brows.

Pete held up his warrant card. ‘DS Gayle. We spoke on the phone.’

The man nodded. ‘Mark Savage. Come in.’ He stepped back, allowing Pete to enter the dark hallway with its old-fashioned patterned carpet and olive-green walls. 

‘Through here.’ He led the way into the front room on the right. It was furnished as an office with a floor-to-ceiling bookcase covering one wall, a mass of pictures on another, an antique desk holding a computer and printer. Savage picked up a couple of sheets of paper from the desk and turned to hand them to Pete. ‘There you go. That’s all our members.’

Pete glanced at the top sheet. It held part of a list of names with addresses and phone numbers. He looked up. ‘Thanks. Do you happen to know anyone who’s likely to have been at the gardens around late morning today?’

Savage’s lips thinned even more. ‘Wouldn’t be many, this time of year. I wasn’t. Bill, probably. Parsons. He lives alone now. Spends as much time down there as anywhere.’

‘OK.’ Pete glanced at the sheet again. The list on it ended with Langton, Mary. He flipped to the other page and found Parsons. ‘It might save time if you introduced us,’ he suggested. ‘If I call him...’ He took out his mobile phone and held it up, one eyebrow raised.

‘All right,’ Savage nodded.

Pete dialled and handed the phone to the other man.

‘Bill,’ he said after a moment. ‘It’s Mark. I’ve got a copper here wants a word. OK. Here he is.’ He handed the phone back.

‘Mr Parsons?’ Pete checked.

‘That’s right.’ The man’s voice was dry and raspy.

‘I’m DS Gayle with Exeter CID. Can I ask, were you down at the Community Gardens today?’

‘Yes, why?’

‘What sort of time would that have been?’

‘I got there about ten, left about half-one or so. Why the interest?’

‘Perfect. Do you know another member, a student called Vicky Fellows?’

‘Not by name, no.’

‘Ah. We’re looking for her and she said she was heading there around ten this morning.’ He glanced down at the list in his other hand. Saw Parsons’ address on the cul-de-sac he’d searched just a few minutes ago. ‘I was just down past your place. Do you mind if I pop back? I’ve got a photo of her. See if you recognise her...’

‘Yeah, ‘course. One of the girls did pop by around then as it happens. Didn’t stay long, though. I don’t know her name. Job to remember them. They come and go, you know.’

‘The way it goes with a university,’ Pete agreed. ‘I’ll see you in a few minutes then.’

‘Right-o.’

He hung up.

‘Vicky Fellows is missing?’ Savage asked, his brows tightening.

Pete nodded. ‘When did you last see her?’

He grimaced. ‘Must have been... Sunday. Yes, Sunday morning. Ten-ish, maybe? Half-past? She was sowing some winter lettuce and red cabbage in one of the polytunnels. Keeps a succession going, you know?’

Pete nodded as if he knew exactly what the man was talking about. ‘How was she? How did she seem?’

‘OK. Chatted for a minute or two.’

‘What’s she like in general?’

‘She’s all right. Gets on well with folks. Seems to know what she’s at down there. A lot of people struggle with winter lettuce. Tend to over-water them and they rot off. She learned it from her parents, she said.’

‘An attractive girl, would you say?’

Savage’s lips pushed upward. ‘I suppose. Not like she flaunts it or nothing. Not the place, is it? Fruit and veg garden. But yes, I suppose.’

Pete nodded. The man seemed genuine, as far as he could tell, but... ‘Standard question for anyone we speak to in cases like this – where were you today?’

Savage’s frown sharpened again. ‘Tiverton. Went to see my daughter and her family. Got back about half an hour ago.’

Pete nodded. ‘What time did you leave here?’

‘About ten, why?’

‘As I said – standard question in the circumstances. You may have seen something.’

Savage shook his head. ‘Not that I noticed.’

‘OK. I’d best get on and see Mr Parsons. Thanks for your help.’ He raised the list in his left hand and turned back towards the entrance hall.

Savage nodded. ‘Hope you find her. Like I said – nice girl.’
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The light from Pete’s torch was swinging rhythmically left and right across the rough grass just inside the hedge-line at the southern edge of East Park Hill when the shout sounded from the trees to the north. His head jerked up. Then his radio hissed. 

‘Got something,’ a male voice he didn’t recognise announced.

Quickly, he snatched the radio from his belt and keyed the mike. ‘What?’

‘A rucksack.’

‘Hold back,’ he responded, already on the move, long strides taking him rapidly across the meadow towards the source of the shout: a thick belt of trees that occupied the upper quarter of the site. ‘Photograph everything around you, including the bag.’

‘Right, sarge.’

Flashes of light began through the dense, leafless branches, confirming he was heading in the right direction. He crossed a path worn through the long grass by countless feet and headed up the slope between a stand of bushes and a huge briar patch, crossing another path before reaching the edge of the trees. 

With his radio clipped back on his belt, he called out. ‘Where’s the route into there?’

‘DS Gayle?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Twenty yards west of you.’

‘OK.’ He used his torch again now to pick his way carefully through the long, ragged grass, searching for any signs of previous human presence so as not to disturb anything. Urgent tension wracked his body, driving him forward, desperate to see what the officer had found, to confirm if it was what he... Hoped? No, in a way feared. Yet his mind – his training – held him back, knowing that in his haste he could destroy the very thing they needed to preserve in order to catch the person – if there was a person – who had abducted Vicky Fellows just a few hours ago.

A few hours that were getting longer with every second. Extending the subject’s lead on the police, their opportunity to do what they wanted with Vicky and escape.

Bill Parsons had quickly confirmed that it was Vicky who he’d seen at the Community Gardens earlier.

Act in haste, repent at leisure was easy to say, but much harder to do in these circumstances. But Pete managed it somehow until he finally saw the dark gap in the treeline that was the path he needed. He slowed even more now, searching even more carefully in front and to either side of him as he moved towards the entrance to the wooded area beyond which he knew were the back gardens of the properties on this side of Argyll Road. 

The flashes had stopped from within the trees by the time he reached the opening of the dirt path that led into the darkness. 

‘You came in this way, did you?’ he called.

‘Yes, sarge.’

Pete stepped up his pace. The path he was following had already been searched by an expert. There was no need for him to repeat the exercise. In moments, he rounded a curve and was met by a dark figure, black on black amid the twisted trunks and branches. A torch was aimed towards him, flicking briefly over his face then down.

Pete blinked, blinded by the sudden brightness.

‘Sarge.’

‘Yes. Let me get my vision back, then you can show me what you’ve got.’

‘Sorry.’

‘Where is it?’

In answer, the uniformed man aimed his torch off to the north through the underbrush. A carpet of Dog’s Mercury covered the ground, four- to six-inch long pointed leaves looking almost like lily-of-the-valley without the flowers until the torchlight showed them to be narrower and a dull, dark green. Among them, beyond a multi-stemmed bush, lay a pink rucksack with dark piping around the edges.

Pete recognised it instantly from Abby Kennedy’s description and felt a weight settle in his stomach. ‘It certainly looks like hers.’

He could see no disturbance in the carpet of leaves around it. It must have been thrown there rather than dropped, but not from here. He stepped past the man who’d found it. Between the low canopy and dense growth of trees and bushes, he had to take three more steps along the path before he got a clear line of sight on the bag. Then one more step and it was gone again, blocked by a tree growing close to the path, then a holly bush a few paces in. He turned and aimed his torch at the spot where he’d got the clear line of sight. 

‘That’s where it must have been thrown from.’ 

They examined the ground where the thrower must have stood and the leaves and branches all around but there were no signs of a presence there. Pete used his phone to take several pictures.

‘We’ll have to fetch it out,’ he said. ‘If you want to go in and I’ll film it. Go around the far side of that bush so you stay well clear of the direct line.’

‘Right,’ the man agreed with a nod.

‘Do you know where this path comes out?’ Pete asked as the man took a few paces back along the path before starting through the underbrush.

‘No, this is as far as I’ve gone as yet. If it comes out to a road, though, it’ll have been taped off. We went all around the perimeter doing that at the outset, before we started searching, as such.’ 

‘OK.’

Pete watched him move carefully through the underbrush, doing as little damage as possible as he went. Taking a last long, deliberate step through the ankle-deep groundcover, he reached down to retrieve the bag. 

‘Got it.’ 

Cautiously, he turned in place and came back, stepping in his own footsteps, which had left clear gaps in the leaf cover while Pete took a pair of blue nitrile gloves from his pocket and pulled them on. 

Back on the path, he handed over the bag. It was not fastened, Pete noted as he examined it carefully by the light of his torch before looking inside.

There were a few personal items, a couple of pens, a spiral-bound notebook and a textbook on criminal psychology, but that was all. No phone. No laptop or tablet computer. He lifted out the notebook and flipped it open. Sure enough, there on the inside of the cover was Vicky’s name.

‘It’s hers. We’re going to need to get in here with a metal-detector to try and find her phone amongst this lot,’ he said, looking out at the sea of green covering the ground. ‘But again, we can’t do it in the dark. Trouble is, that gives whoever took her another eight hours on us.’

‘We’re making that assumption now, are we?’

‘Well, she didn’t toss this in there herself, did she?’ Pete nodded to the bag in his hand and the location the man had just retrieved it from.

‘It seems unlikely.’

‘Have you got an evidence bag it’ll fit in?’

‘Should have.’

The man rummaged briefly in the pocket of his cargo pants and pulled one out. ‘That should take it.’

Pete took it from him, shook it out and slipped the rucksack into it before turning back the way he’d come along the path, lifting his radio off his belt as he went. 

Back out into the open, he keyed the mike. ‘DS Gayle to Control.’

‘Control.’

‘We really need that NPAS unit along Belvidere Road as soon as possible.’

A different female voice responded. ‘On what basis, DS Gayle?’ The tone was crisper, sharper, the local accent replaced by cultured middle-class neutrality. Pete recognised Chief Inspector Christine Naylor. 

‘We’ve found the subject’s bag thrown into the trees at the north side of East Park Hill, Ma’am, but her laptop and phone are still missing. And the bag was thrown from a path that she wouldn’t have been using to go home, which was her stated intention. It’s too dark to continue the search on the ground without potentially destroying evidence in the process so we need the infra-red, if only for the few minutes it would take to confirm her presence or otherwise.’

‘The choppers are still occupied in Falmouth and Barnstaple as far as I know. I’ll check.’

‘What about the drone?’ the man who’d found the bag asked from beside him.

Pete turned to him. ‘Does it have infra-red capability?’ 

He’d worked with the drone operator on another case a year or so ago, but that had been in daylight, albeit evening as he recalled. 

‘Not sure, but it’s easy enough to find out.’

Pete nodded. ‘Thank you, ma’am,’ he said into the radio.

‘Something to tell me?’ she asked.

She’d picked up on the brief pause, he realised. ‘A possible alternative,’ he admitted. ‘We’re not certain if the drone might have infra-red capability. Or if the operator would be prepared to use it in the dark.’

‘Find out and let me know. I’ll check with NPAS.’

‘Ma’am.’

The radio hissed again but, instead of Chief Inspector Naylor, it was a male voice this time. ‘Trevor Cooper for DS Gayle.’

‘Go ahead, Trev.’ 

Cooper was the team leader of the Ops Support team that were spread out in the darkness around him.

‘I know the drone operator. I’ll get onto him.’

‘Thanks. Let’s congregate outside the entrance on Belvidere Road, shall we?’

‘Yes, yes.’

As Pete clipped his radio back onto his belt, he saw the lights of torches waving about here and there across the wide expanse of the park as the team all began heading for the rendezvous point. With the rucksack rustling in its evidence bag, he moved to join them, keeping his torch and his gaze aimed a few feet in front of him as he walked.
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‘He wasn’t sure about the idea until I pointed out that the thing’s got a big old lamp on it as well as the camera, but he’ll be here shortly.’

Cooper was a big, bulky man in his forties with greying dark hair and an open, friendly face. 

‘It has got infra-red, then?’ Pete checked.

‘Yes. It’s not as sensitive as the ones NPAS use, but it’ll do for this job. How long’s she been missing?’

‘Mid-morning.’ 

Cooper checked his watch. ‘There’d still be enough heat coming from her for the camera to pick up, then.’

Pete nodded. It was not a scenario that any of them wanted to acknowledge until they had to, but they were all aware of it – even more so with her rucksack dangling from his left hand. The cold fact was, she could have been attacked and killed, her body left in amongst those trees between where they stood and the houses on Argyll Road. 

‘But if she’s not here...’ Jill said.

‘We still don’t have her phone or laptop,’ Pete replied. ‘We need her call log, texts, social media. The fact that her friend Abby doesn’t know of any personal issues doesn’t mean she didn’t have any. Even a bestie doesn’t know everything.’

‘We should have her call log tomorrow,’ Ben said. ‘Texts take a bit longer. We’ve got her email and social media details, though, so we can follow them up and do our own searches to confirm we’ve got everything.’ 

Pete nodded. ‘I’d best get back to the Chief and give her an update.’ He took out his phone and turned to move away from the group while he made the call.
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‘So, what now?’ Ben asked as the drone, buzzing like an angry bee, sank gently towards its fold-out landing pad in the middle of the narrow lane – little more than a track – that was Belvidere Road, where they were congregated outside the wooden kissing-gate that gave entrance to the park.

‘Now we know that, although she was here at some point, she isn’t anymore,’ Pete replied. ‘So, as much as I’d like to keep going, it’s time to knock it off for tonight. Get some rest. Get back at it in the morning, in daylight. We can’t do anything else useful out here in the dark and it’s too late to go canvassing for witnesses. I need you and Jill to go into the office in the morning, run the usual checks for likely suspects in the area then concentrate on her social media, chase up her call log and make a start on going through it. Jane and I’ll go to the uni, speak to her tutor and go from there. Dave and Dick, you could start canvassing along Argyll and Belvidere, see if anyone saw or heard anything unusual around the middle of the day. A vehicle, maybe. A shout or scream. A girl looking like Vicky, alone or with someone else. Then there’s her address book and the Community Garden membership to go through and talk to people. I’ve crossed three of them off. Mark Savage’s alibi is confirmed by his son-in-law and Bill Parsons and Tony Betts alibi each other. They both saw Vicky this morning, but neither saw anything useful.’ He turned to the Ops Support team leader. ‘I take it you’ll be sticking with us?’

He nodded. ‘Of course.’

‘Good. You carry on here
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