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      Kevin Short tugged the navy baseball cap over his ears and squinted in the bright early morning sunshine. A freshness clung to the air, a slight dew pooling across the tops of the second-hand cars lining the concrete hardstanding.

      Traffic roared past, motorists ignoring the speed limit sign concreted into the pavement a few yards from the forecourt’s entrance. They wouldn’t slow down until they rounded the corner, just before the speed camera and a good half mile before the pedestrian crossing.

      The doors to the sales office were pegged open, the sound of a vacuum cleaner scrubbing back and forth across the thin carpet and a faint scent of pine furniture polish wafting out to where Kevin stood beside an outside tap, a hose aimed at the yellow plastic bucket at his feet.

      Eyeing the vehicles arranged across the concrete apron, he assessed the ones that would take the longest and which ones would only need a quick wipe down.

      His gaze rested on a vehicle parked at the end of the left-hand side of the line.

      It was older than the rest, and wasn’t there when he finished work yesterday.

      The car had been parked nose-first beside the whitewashed brick wall bordering the forecourt instead of being reversed in but the burgundy paintwork looked all right from here, not too shabby.

      He reckoned if he T-cut the scuff he could see on the rear passenger door, it’d be ready today, and then he could get a head start on the paperwork for it once all the other vehicles were primed and ready for the day’s trading.

      Kevin glanced down as water sloshed over his shoes.

      He cursed, reaching for the tap and turning it off before coiling the hosepipe behind one of the doors. Lifting the bucket in one hand and box of cleaning materials in the other, he slouched towards the four-year-old silver hatchback at the right-hand end of the semicircle display nearest the road.

      The hatchback suffered the most wear and tear out here, as did any car in that position. Parked next to the pavement, it was subjected to all the splatter and dirt ejected from passing vehicles and bore the brunt of any bumps and scrapes from careless or vindictive pedestrians.

      The weekend mornings were the worst.

      Kevin never knew what he would find thanks to the number of drunken patrons from the pub up the road who walked past the garage on their way home at night.

      Today, a Monday, was better.

      Quieter for a start.

      An old bus rumbled to a standstill at the stop opposite the garage, belching out diesel fumes and a pair of pensioners who meandered up the road towards the traffic lights as it drove away. Kevin turned his head to one side and blinked, coughing to clear his throat as he began to work.

      Squirting a liberal amount of soap over the bonnet of the hatchback, he slopped water across the vehicle, grimacing as he rubbed at the bird shit that clung to the roof.

      It was why Mike, the owner of Mike O’Connor’s Used Car Sales, insisted that the cars be wiped down every morning before the official opening time. Most occupants of the vehicles going past were watching Kevin as he worked, perhaps eyeing up their next car.

      You never knew where the next sale was coming from, that’s what Mike said.

      Kevin straightened and stretched his back before carrying the bucket over to the next vehicle, wiping it down while his thoughts turned to the couple who had taken the car for a test drive yesterday afternoon.

      They made all the usual noises when they got back, trying their luck, trying to haggle a better deal.

      Mike was having none of it, and sent them packing with a recommendation they try the auto barn on the other side of Maidstone if they wanted a cheap vehicle – one that would probably break down with alarming regularity.

      He only dealt in quality used cars here, nothing less.

      Kevin squeezed out the sponge, pulled a cloth from his back pocket and swiped moisture from the windows and windscreen.

      The water was cool against his warm skin, and he slicked back his floppy fringe with the back of his hand before adjusting his baseball cap.

      The weather app on his phone promised a blisteringly hot day, and he wanted to be done before the sun crested the buildings opposite the forecourt.

      He worked as fast as he could, moving around to the front of the next vehicle and scrubbing dead bugs from the radiator grille.

      Another test drive yesterday, another sale later this week perhaps.

      By the time he’d squeezed out the cloth and rolled his neck, sweat prickled at his forehead. Pausing to take off his sweatshirt, he tied it around his waist and glanced over his shoulder at the passing traffic as a horn honked.

      Half past eight now, and tempers were starting to fray.

      A phone rang inside a dark blue four-by-four, the hands-free system booming out the caller’s voice as it was answered, the volume increasing while the vehicle inched past and an argument ensued.

      Kevin shook his head, wondering if people knew how much of their conversations escaped their metal cocoons.

      Whistling under his breath, he worked his way along the cars back towards the office, stopping to empty and refill the bucket with clean water before returning to his work.

      He paused to check his watch as Mike’s voice carried out through the open doors, his broad Wiltshire burr carrying over the sound of the traffic as he spoke into his mobile phone.

      Kevin raised his hand to his forehead, shielding his eyes from the sun’s glare as he peered inside the office to see Mike pacing back and forth, gesticulating with his free hand, a frustrated edge to his voice.

      The vacuum cleaner had been abandoned in the middle of the carpet.

      He turned, saw Kevin, and lowered the phone. ‘Finished yet?’

      ‘Almost.’

      ‘Clock’s ticking. Aren’t you meant to be at college by eleven o’clock?’

      ‘Class got cancelled. I’m not due there until two now. Do you want me to do the paperwork for the new one when I’m done?’

      Mike’s brow furrowed and he opened his mouth to reply, but then someone squawked on the other end of the phone and he waved Kevin away.

      Kevin took the hint.

      Twenty minutes until opening time, and five more cars to wipe down.

      Wandering along the forecourt to the new car at the end of the line, he squinted as sunlight caught the rear window, blinding him for a moment.

      He placed the bucket on the concrete next to the back wheel, wrung out the sponge and peered at the damage to the door.

      It looked deeper upon closer inspection, and recent too. There was no rust embedded in the cut, and, as he crouched to take a closer look, he noticed the wheel arch bore scuff marks as well.

      ‘Shit.’

      Kevin ran his hand over the paintwork, reckoned on a couple of hours’ extra work to fix that, then straightened. Reaching out for the door handle, he gave a satisfied snort as it gave under his touch.

      For a fleeting moment, he wondered if Mike realised the car had been left unlocked overnight.

      Then his eyes fell upon the figure slumped across the back seat, the man’s face turned away from him, and his legs curled at an awkward angle.

      A dark puddle of liquid had soaked into the polyester upholstery beneath the man, and Kevin’s top lip twisted into a snarl as he sniffed the air.

      If he’s pissed all over the seat…

      ‘Bloody great,’ he muttered, and raised his voice. ‘Mate, wakey-wakey. Pubs closed ten hours ago. Time to get up.’

      He frowned, then sniffed the air.

      No alcohol fumes.

      No signs that the man had been sick.

      That was something, at least.

      But how the hell had he managed to park his car on the forecourt overnight?

      And why?

      Kevin reached out to shake him awake, then paused.

      There was a damp coldness to the man’s denim jeans, scuff marks to his leather shoes, and when he looked closer he could see that the man’s hair was wet as well.

      But it hasn’t rained in days…

      Kevin’s heart lurched, a sickness clenching at his bowels.

      ‘Mate, are you all right?’

      No answer.

      Leaving the door open, Kevin walked around the back of the car to the other side. Hand hovering over the door handle, he glanced across the roof to the sales office but Mike was still busy, phone to his ear and his back turned to the forecourt.

      He took a deep breath and pulled open the door, then staggered backwards, arms wheeling as he tripped over the low kerb stones between the forecourt and the pavement.

      The man stared at him from the back seat through terror-stricken dead eyes, mouth open in a rictus scream exposing blue lips and tongue, his fingers clawing at an invisible enemy.

      Kevin screamed.
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      By half past nine, the road had been blocked in both directions and a diversion route put in place that led disgruntled drivers away from the Tonbridge Road and onto a circuitous route between Barming and Maidstone.

      Warm sunshine bathed the pavement outside the used car dealership, the coolness of early morning long forgotten.

      The kerbside was cluttered with liveried Kent Police cars, vans and a growing cluster of uniformed officers who fanned out along a line of blue and white tape that already sagged in the middle as the sun’s rays beat down on the concrete forecourt.

      A quartet of white tents placed strategically across the far side of the property provided shelter to the working crime scene investigators from both the weather and any passing unauthorised drones.

      Detective Inspector Kay Hunter popped her seatbelt as the blue pool car came to a standstill behind a plain panel van and frowned at the sight of a lanky individual smoking a cigarette while he leaned nonchalantly against the rear doors.

      ‘The body’s still in situ, then,’ she said. ‘That’s Simon Winter from the morgue.’

      ‘From what I’ve heard, he won’t be going anywhere for a while.’ Detective Sergeant Ian Barnes turned off the engine and opened his door.

      Kay climbed out and shrugged off her suit jacket, placing it on the back seat before her colleague locked the car and fell into step beside her. ‘What’ve you heard, then?’

      ‘He’s frozen solid,’ Simon called out as they drew near, stubbing out his cigarette before placing the butt in an empty soft drink can.

      Barnes narrowed his eyes. ‘In this weather?’

      ‘That’s what Lucas said.’ Simon jerked his chin towards the cluttered sale yard. ‘He’s still back there if you want to take a look.’

      Kay rolled an elastic band off her wrist, tied her shoulder-length blonde hair into a ponytail at the nape of her neck and strode over to the first cordon that stretched across the pavement between a speed limit sign and a fencepost.

      Beyond the tape, the used car business appeared to be in good shape with a cluster of newer model vehicles for sale and none looking older than about seven years. The signage above the open double doors was bright and clean, and the concrete apron appeared to have been pressure-washed on a regular basis.

      Someone took a lot of pride in their work, and cared about first impressions.

      She pursed her lips as she approached the tape.

      It didn’t look the sort of place that would attract trouble, so why had a body been found here?

      ‘Morning, guv.’ Police Sergeant Tim Wallace shot her a cheerful smile and thrust a clipboard at her.

      At six feet five, he towered over Kay, his stab vest and equipment belt adding to his bulky frame.

      ‘Morning.’ She scrawled her name across the sign-in sheet, then passed it to Barnes and ducked under the tape. ‘What’s the latest?’

      ‘Lucas Anderson is over there inside the main cordon,’ he said, pointing at the largest of the white tents. ‘He’s confirmed the bloke’s dead but wanted to hang around and run some more tests while Harriet and her lot are working. I’ve got a team of eight constables taking statements from businesses and home owners along this stretch of road, and we’ve put in a call to the council requesting their assistance to obtain CCTV images.’

      ‘Good work – you’ve been busy. Any idea who he is?’

      ‘No, guv. Harriet’s lot didn’t find a wallet or mobile phone on him. There’s no documentation in the glove compartment, either.’

      ‘A mystery man, then.’ Kay’s gaze followed the small crowd milling about between the cars. ‘Who’s currently managing the scene?’

      ‘Gavin Piper.’ Wallace pointed to the office. ‘He’s in there, speaking to the owner and the young lad who found the body. Apparently he only works three or four days a week in between his college timetable.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘Shall we take a look before we speak to the owner?’ said Barnes, nodding towards the tent beside the pavement. ‘Might as well see what we’re in for.’

      ‘Lead the way.’ Kay fell into step beside her colleague, holding up her hand to greet a slim CSI technician swathed in protective clothing as they drew near. ‘Morning, Harriet.’

      ‘Good morning, Kay.’ The CSI lead wiggled her mask free from her mouth and nose. ‘Lucas is just finishing his examination if you want to suit up and join him.’

      ‘If that’s all right with you.’

      ‘We’re finished with the preliminaries so as long as you don’t touch anything, you’ll be fine.’

      ‘No problem.’ Kay took the protective suit another of the CSI technicians held out. ‘What do you know about the vehicle so far?’

      ‘Nothing yet. Your officers are still interviewing the kid who found it and the yard’s owner.’

      Kay tore open the suit’s plastic wrapper. ‘I’ll catch up with you again before we leave for the station, then.’

      Ten minutes later, protective booties over her shoes and attired in the full body protective suit and gloves, Kay followed Barnes through the tent opening and immediately baulked at the temperature caused by so many people working within the confined space.

      ‘Christ, it’s stuffy in here,’ Barnes mumbled behind his mask.

      A figure crouched beside the back door of the car glanced over his shoulder and raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Look on the bright side – he’ll defrost quicker that way.’

      ‘Morning, Lucas,’ said Kay. She edged closer, peering past the pathologist’s shoulder, then swallowed. ‘Jesus. That’s different.’

      ‘Isn’t it?’ He prodded the dead man’s arm with a gloved finger. ‘You won’t be getting the post mortem results for at least forty-eight hours. He’s going to take most of today and tomorrow to return to some sort of normality.’

      Kay’s eyes roamed over the blue tinge to the victim’s skin, and she shuddered at the terror in his frozen gaze.

      He had been placed on the back seat on his right side, his knees pressing against the back of the front passenger seat and his feet now dangling out the opposite side of the car.

      She raised her hand to shield her eyes as Patrick, one of the CSIs, leaned in and raised his camera, the flash illuminating the interior while he worked his way around the vehicle.

      ‘All right,’ she said, moving to one side so that Barnes could peer in, ‘what are your first impressions?’

      Lucas tossed the last of his instruments into a canvas bag at his feet and straightened. ‘There are no signs of any wounds or trauma other than the obvious signs of frostbite to his fingers and nose. There’s no blood in his hair, but I can’t rule out a head wound until we get him back to the morgue and I can take a closer look. Same as the rest of his body, really. We can’t risk moving him just yet while he’s still so frozen.’

      Barnes gave the dead man a final glance before turning his back to the car. ‘How did he get into this state?’

      Lucas held up a gloved hand. ‘That’s all you’re getting from me until I carry out the post mortem, detective. I’m not going to hazard a guess – there are too many considerations. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to organise getting him out of here.’

      Kay followed him outside and squinted in the bright sunshine. ‘Unusual for you to hang around to do that, Lucas. Isn’t that what Simon’s here for?’

      ‘This one’s going to be a bit tricky.’

      ‘Oh?’

      The pathologist grimaced. ‘Put it this way, Hunter. I don’t want anything important to fall off if we can help it.’
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      Kay placed her discarded protective suit, gloves and booties into a biohazard bin outside the tent and took a moment to assess the cars arranged across the forecourt.

      She glanced over her shoulder at the rear of the vehicle where the victim was found, the back bumper showing through a gap in the tent as Patrick stood outside talking to Harriet, thumbing through images on the back of his camera.

      The four-door car was older than the others on display – scruffier, worn.

      And a different colour.

      All the other cars were varying shades of white, grey or silver.

      The burgundy paintwork looked out of place alongside a gleaming white four-by-four only a couple of years old, and as she craned her neck across the roof of the nearest two-door hatchback she wondered why the car salesman – O’Connor – had purchased it or taken it as a part-exchange.

      ‘We got Emma’s car from here,’ said Barnes as he joined her. ‘Couple of years ago after she passed her test.’

      ‘Really?’

      ‘In the nick of time by the look of it. The prices have gone up a lot since we were here. There’s no way I’d spend this much on a first car.’

      ‘Perhaps O’Connor is aiming for a different clientele to make more money?’

      ‘Maybe. Shall we ask him?’

      ‘Come on, then.’

      Kay followed him into the sales office and, as her eyes adjusted to the subdued lighting, she spotted a familiar lanky figure with spiky hair sitting at a desk in the middle of the room opposite a thick-set man in his early sixties.

      Gavin Piper was a capable detective constable whom she had grown to rely on more over the past year as personnel within her team had changed, and a surge of pride enveloped her as she listened to him guide Mike O’Connor through his preliminary questions.

      She held up a hand to Barnes and paused beside a floor-to-ceiling display of brochures for insurance, car detailing and servicing companies local to the area, taking a moment to have a look around the small office.

      A lemon scent hung in the air and, as her gaze moved across the room, she saw a vacuum cleaner abandoned beside a second desk off to the right. The walls needed a fresh coat of paint but, overall, the business seemed to be well looked after.

      The man sitting opposite Gavin twitched as the phone rang, his eyes moving to the flashing lights displayed across the top of a black plastic unit beside his elbow before he pressed a button and it fell silent.

      The lights kept flashing.

      O’Connor raised his gaze as she and Barnes approached and Gavin turned at the sound of her footsteps.

      ‘Morning, Gavin.’

      ‘Guv.’

      The detective constable rose from his seat, notebook in hand.

      He gestured to the older man sitting behind the desk who wore a pale grey suit that matched his pallor. ‘This is Mike O’Connor who owns the place. Laura’s chatting with Kevin Short, the teenager who found the body. They’re in the kitchen, out the back.’

      ‘How’s he holding up?’

      Gavin sighed. ‘I don’t think he’ll be going to college this week, guv. I might see how Patrick’s getting on out there if you’d like to speak to Mr O’Connor.’

      ‘Thanks, Gavin.’

      Kay introduced herself and Barnes. ‘Mr O’Connor, the car the victim’s body was found in – is it one of yours?’

      ‘God, no. Too old for a start.’ Despite the circumstances, the salesman’s chest expanded as he straightened in his seat and cleared his throat. ‘I only deal in quality used vehicles here.’

      ‘In that case, how do you explain why you didn’t notice it when you arrived this morning?’ Kay glanced out through the open doors. ‘It does rather stand out compared with the other cars you have out there.’

      O’Connor ran a hand over his head, worry lines creasing his brow. ‘I had a lot on my mind, detective, it’s as simple as that. Besides, the entrance to the forecourt is on the opposite side to where that car’s been parked and I live in Wateringbury so I come in from the opposite direction, too. I didn’t see it in my haste to park around the back of the building and get into the office this morning.’

      ‘How is business?’ said Barnes.

      ‘What do you mean?’ O’Connor’s gaze shifted from Kay to Barnes, then back. ‘It’s fine. Fine.’

      ‘It’s just that you mentioned you had a lot on your mind at the moment,’ said Barnes, his voice level.

      O’Connor slumped in his chair, and held up his hands. ‘The ex-wife’s trying to get more money out of me, that’s all. Reckons she didn’t get a fair share of the profits when I bought her out last year.’

      ‘She owns the business too?’ said Kay.

      ‘No – owned. Partners, or we were.’ O’Connor snorted. ‘I told my accountant it was a mistake to make her a shareholder when I bought the place.’

      ‘When Kevin told you about the dead man he found, did you have a look?’

      ‘I didn’t believe him at first,’ he said, a shaking hand picking up a pad of sticky notes that he thumbed through while he spoke. ‘I was arguing with the wife at the time. Ex-wife. Kevin bowled in here as white as a sheet. I got as far as the four-by-four and could see the bloke on the back seat. That was enough for me. I called your lot straight away.’

      Kay nodded to Barnes and waited while the detective sergeant pulled his mobile from his pocket.

      ‘We’re going to need you to take a look at this photo,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry, it’s not pleasant but I’d like you to tell me whether you recognise him.’

      She watched as O’Connor dropped the notepad, his eyes widening.

      ‘But…’

      ‘Please, Mr O’Connor. It’s important to our investigation.’

      ‘Oh… okay.’ His eyes filled with horror as Barnes turned the screen to face him. ‘No – no, I don’t know him.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Kay turned at the sound of a door opening to see DC Laura Hanway leading a teenager into the sales office, then rose from her seat. ‘Mr O’Connor, thank you for your time. We’ll be in touch. In the meantime, you can speak with DC Piper at any point during the course of this morning but I would ask that you remain here in the sales office rather than out on the forecourt.’

      ‘I understand.’ O’Connor jerked his chin towards the open doors. ‘Any idea how long they’ll be out there?’

      ‘As long as it takes, Mr O’Connor.’
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      Laura Hanway introduced Kay and Barnes to Kevin Short, then placed her hand on the teenager’s arm and led him over to the second desk.

      ‘I’ll get you a glass of water while you speak to Detective Inspector Hunter,’ she said. ‘Won’t be long.’

      She shot Kay a small smile as she disappeared back out through the inner door, and Kay realised that her latest protégée was learning fast under the tutelage of the more experienced team members.

      Her decision to interview a key witness alone, while her colleague spoke with the kid’s boss so that they could move through the initial stages of the investigation in a timely manner, demonstrated a new confidence that radiated from their latest recruit.

      The care and attention she’d shown towards the young witness was reassuring, too.

      ‘Kevin, we’d just like to go over a few things if that’s all right?’ Kay began.

      The teenager might be as tall as her but the fluff on his chin bore the signs of someone desperately trying to leave his childhood years behind while his wide eyes retained a boyish innocence.

      An innocence that had received a rude awakening only hours before.

      He shrugged one shoulder, then seemed to remember who he was speaking to and stood a little taller, gesturing to two upholstered chairs in front of the desk.

      ‘Would you like to take a seat?’

      ‘We’re fine, thanks. How old are you, Kevin?’

      ‘Seventeen.’

      ‘Been working here long?’

      ‘Since October last year.’ He sighed, ran a hand through thick brown hair that flopped in his eyes, then leaned against the desk, his knuckles white as he gripped the edge. ‘I wanted to get settled in college first, get used to the routine there and then find something so I could earn some money on the days I didn’t have classes.’

      ‘What are you studying?’ said Barnes, looking up from his notebook.

      ‘I’m doing an electrical apprenticeship.’

      ‘You didn’t fancy working for a local electrician, then?’

      Another shrug. ‘I thought I’d keep my options open.’

      Kay noticed the slight quirk that appeared at the side of Kevin’s mouth, and lowered her voice. ‘Do you get on all right with Mike?’

      ‘Yeah,’ he said, nodding enthusiastically. ‘He’s a good boss. I don’t just wash cars, you know. He has me doing all the paperwork for the new vehicles, and I’m better on the computer than he is so I put through most of the sales he makes, too.’

      ‘What about the business here? Everything all right?’ said Barnes.

      ‘As long as I get paid, I don’t really take any notice, to be honest. Especially if he’s talking to the ex-wife.’

      ‘Oh? Problems there, are there?’

      Kevin dropped his chin. ‘I can’t help overhearing stuff, that’s all. I think she’s trying to buy him out or something. I don’t really know.’

      ‘Noticed anything untoward lately? Anyone hanging around who shouldn’t be?’ Barnes asked.

      Kevin shook his head. ‘No, and that’s what I said to Laura too.’

      He blushed.

      Kay smiled at the use of her DC’s first name. Evidently her flame-haired colleague had made an impression. ‘What about the dead man? Do you recognise him?’

      The teenager shuddered. ‘Never seen him before in my life. Do you know what happened to him? I mean, how the hell did he end up like that, and here?’

      ‘It’s too early to comment at the moment,’ said Kay. ‘Do you have someone at home you can talk to about this, or a teacher perhaps?’

      ‘My dad’s a firefighter. I get on really well with him, and he’s seen some gruesome stuff in his time so I won’t shock him.’ He stood, his voice stronger. ‘Don’t worry. I’ll be okay.’

      ‘All right,’ said Kay, handing him her business card. ‘This is my number, so if you think of anything you might’ve overlooked chatting to us – or Laura – then give me a call. Doesn’t matter what time, either. I’ll always answer.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      She turned to follow Barnes, but then paused. ‘What about CCTV out there? Do you have that?’

      Kevin blushed. ‘It broke last week and Mike asked me to get the company in to fix it but I forgot. It was on my list of things to do today before I headed over to college.’

      Kay bit back the sigh of frustration that threatened to escape her lips, and forced a smile instead. ‘Not to worry. Thanks.’

      When she stepped outside she spotted Harriet and Patrick beside the farthest cordon, their heads bowed in conversation, takeout coffee cups clasped in their hands.

      They had removed their masks and gloves, and pulled back their hoods revealing hair slicked with sweat from working in the confined space of the tent.

      ‘How’s it going in there?’ said Barnes.

      ‘Warm,’ Patrick replied.

      ‘Which means we should be able to remove our victim from the car within the hour,’ Harriet added, then wrinkled her nose. ‘Just as soon as we can get him unstuck from the upholstery without causing more damage.’

      ‘Anything from your initial inspection of the car?’ said Kay.

      Patrick moved closer so she could see the display on the back of the digital SLR camera he held, and flicked through the images. ‘Kevin mentioned a scuff mark on the near side back door, and there’s damage to the paintwork and trim on that side, too. I’ve extended our search out to the pavement, and it looks as if whoever was driving it clipped a sign next to the kerb that separates the pavement from the forecourt over there.’

      Barnes cupped his hand around the display to shield it from the sun’s glare, then frowned. ‘Do you mean that whoever dumped the car was in a hurry and didn’t use the entrance – they drove straight over the pavement and kerb to park?’

      ‘That’s what I’m thinking,’ said Patrick. ‘Once the body’s been removed I’ll take a closer look at the front of the car – we’ll need to roll it back from the wall so I can get underneath to see what damage might be there.’

      Kay turned her attention to the people milling about outside the tent, then exhaled. ‘So our victim was killed, kept somewhere cold for enough time to freeze his body, and then dumped here. Why?’

      She moved away from Patrick as a shout carried over from the tent to where they stood.

      ‘That’s us,’ said Harriet. ‘Time to get back to it.’

      The CSI lead handed her empty coffee cup to a passing colleague with a nod of thanks, then pulled up her hood.

      ‘Good luck,’ said Barnes. ‘I think we’re all going to need it on this one.’
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      Kay walked through the incident room door and into a cacophony of phones ringing, voices calling across the space to each other, and a flurry of administrative staff bickering over the printers and photocopiers that lined the far wall.

      A quick scan of her emails provided no new information about the dead man found in the car and she turned her attention to the blinking voicemail light on her phone, working through the messages that ranged from requests for management reports and personnel changes to demands from local journalists for information about the gruesome find.

      She cursed under her breath as her pen ran out of ink, then leaned over and snatched a biro from the pot on Barnes’s desk opposite hers. She wrote out the reporters’ phone numbers and a reminder to herself to speak to Detective Chief Inspector Devon Sharp about organising a media conference sooner rather than later.

      Before the rumours started.

      The aroma of burning coffee beans and someone’s egg sandwich wafted in the air as she made her way across to the whiteboard where Gavin Piper was making preliminary notes with a heavy black pen.

      He took a step back to peer at his work when she joined him, his jaw clenched.

      ‘We haven’t got much to go on, guv,’ he said under his breath.

      ‘There’s always something. We just have to start digging. Round up everyone and we’ll have an update.’

      Kay added her own notes to the whiteboard based on her conversations with Mike O’Connor and Kevin Short, while the sound of chairs scraping across the thin carpet tiles and the banter between her colleagues drew to a few silent murmurs, then turned to face them.

      PC Debbie West hurried over from the tiny kitchenette at the edge of the incident room and handed her a mug of coffee before taking a seat beside Laura Hanway.

      ‘Thanks, Debs. Good morning, everyone. For those of you who may be new to the team, I’ll be Senior Investigating Officer on this one and DS Ian Barnes is my deputy.’ She aimed a smile at the four administrative staff seconded from headquarters at the last minute who hovered at the fringes of the group. ‘We’re a friendly bunch, so if you can’t find something don’t hesitate to ask – unless you want something from the stationery cupboard, in which case Debbie’s your contact point because she guards the stuff like it’s the Federal Reserve gold at Fort Knox.’

      A ripple of laughter passed through the group, and Kay saw the newcomers relax a little.

      ‘Right, down to business – we have the frozen body of an unknown man in his late thirties to early forties on the back seat of a nine-year-old vehicle dumped on the forecourt of a used car sales garage. Neither the owner – Mike O’Connor – or his part-time assistant Kevin Short recognise the victim, or his vehicle. We believe the car was driven over the pavement and kerb onto the forecourt sometime between O’Connor closing for business at six o’clock last night and eight o’clock this morning when Kevin turned up for work. The body is still frozen, so it may be that the timeframe is after midnight rather than before – but don’t assume anything until we’ve got evidence to support that. O’Connor states he didn’t spot the vehicle when he arrived at seven-thirty because he entered the forecourt through the main entrance on the opposite side and said his mind was otherwise occupied.’

      Kay paused to take a sip of coffee while her colleagues caught up with their note-taking. ‘Has anyone had a chance to run the photos of our victim through our missing persons database?’

      A hand shot up from the back of the group and PC Phillip Parker raised his voice. ‘Guv, we got lucky on that one – I think it’s a bloke by the name of Carl Taylor. His wife, Helen, reported him missing on Friday night. I’m waiting for confirmation from a uniform patrol who’ve gone to speak to her – she lives over at Lenham.’

      ‘Let me know as soon as you’ve got confirmation, Phillip, and if she confirms it’s him then I want you to work with Laura to put together everything you can about him – background, work, friends, the lot.’

      ‘Yes, guv.’

      ‘What do we know about Mike O’Connor so far? What’s his history?’

      Barnes cleared his throat. ‘He bought the used car business a year ago from the original owner, Marcus Tavistock – that’s who I remember running the place when we bought Emma’s car for her from there. Marcus retired, and from what I’ve managed to find out from a quick online search, O’Connor sold off all the old bangers Marcus had left and brought in newer models.’

      ‘Like you said earlier, aiming for a different clientele,’ said Kay, turning to update the notes on the whiteboard. ‘What do we know about his ex-wife’s involvement? There seems to be some antagonism there.’

      ‘I took a look at the Companies House website and she was made a non-voting shareholder at the time of the purchase,’ said Barnes. ‘It looks like she was struck off six months ago. I’m going to go through the accounting paperwork that’s on the site to see if I can find out what went on there money-wise but if I don’t find anything I’ll contact the accountant – they’re using his address as their registered office address.’

      ‘Good work, thanks. Do we know what Mike was doing before he bought the dealership?’

      ‘He and his missus ran a restaurant near Eccles,’ said Laura. ‘Ian had me looking into that while he was investigating the garage. They sold it three months before buying the used car business – I found some old news articles online and they made a huge profit. Apparently, after buying the run-down pub six years ago they turned it around and made it into an upmarket bistro sort of place and offered catering for weddings. It was featured on a travel show on television two years ago, so that probably helped. Ann – O’Connor’s ex-wife – had quite a reputation as a chef. She wrote a cookery book off the back of her television appearance.’

      ‘Any trouble while they were there?’ said Kay.

      ‘None that I could find, guv – nothing online in the news, and nothing on our system either.’

      ‘How much was the restaurant sold for?’

      ‘One point two million.’

      A chorus of low whistles filled the air, and Kay blinked.

      ‘Wow. Wish I’d gone there while they were running it now if it was that good.’ She leaned against an empty desk beside the board. ‘If they were doing so well, why sell the restaurant, I wonder?’

      ‘Might’ve just had enough,’ said Debbie. ‘Six years is a long time in that industry, isn’t it? Especially in one place.’

      ‘Maybe the shine was starting to wear off,’ Barnes added. ‘Both in the business and the marriage – after all, it looks like she filed for divorce within a few months of him buying the used car place.’

      ‘It seems a strange choice – buying that after the restaurant. And why the three-month wait in the middle?’ said Kay. ‘Gav – can you find out from Mike O’Connor what went on there?’

      ‘No problem, guv.’

      ‘Right then, other actions for the day.’ Kay paused, flipped back a page in her notebook and scanned the words, raising her gaze as a mobile phone began to ring. She spotted Parker answering his, then turned her attention back to the rest of the team. ‘We need more background on Mike and Ann O’Connor – find out who their friends and business associates are. Has anyone spoken to Ann this morning?’

      ‘Uniform broke the news to her half an hour ago,’ said Laura.

      ‘I’d like you to do a follow-up interview with her, and take Gavin. Make it formal, just in case.’ Kay’s brow furrowed. ‘Until we know more about our victim, everyone’s a suspect.’

      ‘Okay, will do.’

      Parker waited until she finished speaking, leaning forward in his seat. ‘Guv – I think Carl Taylor is our man. Uniform are at the house, and his wife’s told them he works as a delivery driver – for a frozen food distributor.’

      The room exploded with noise as the team absorbed the news.

      Kay held up her hand. ‘Quiet please, everyone. Phillip – did you get a note of his employer’s name?’

      ‘Yes, guv.’

      ‘Right – Gavin and Laura, change of plan. Interview Ann O’Connor tomorrow and get yourselves over to Carl’s employers now. Barnes – you’re with me. I want to speak to Helen Taylor myself and find out what her husband has been up to, and why he was found at Mike O’Connor’s sales yard.’

      Kay paused to check her watch. ‘We’ll reconvene here at four o’clock for a further briefing. Dismissed.’
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      Gavin forced his hands to relax on the steering wheel as he accelerated towards Hawkenbury, adrenalin coursing through his body while Laura called out directions from the passenger seat beside him.

      The landscape flashed past his window, leafy oak and horse chestnut trees blurring with grass verges as he powered the car out of Maidstone, pushing the speed limit.

      Laura wrapped her left hand through the strap above her window as he took a particularly sharp right-hand turn, and he relaxed his jaw when the road straightened once more.

      ‘All right, Lewis Hamilton,’ she said through gritted teeth. ‘I know this is urgent but I’d like to get there in one piece.’

      In response, Gavin checked his mirrors, then overtook a slow-moving moped rider.

      ‘How far along here is it?’ he said, easing his foot off the accelerator as a signpost came into view.

      ‘Just up here. Look out for their logo on a square signboard – you can’t miss it.’

      He started to brake when he spotted it, turning in to a driveway bordered by wire mesh fencing that separated the depot from the main road.

      Gravel shot out from under his tyres as he slowed to the speed limit imposed by the owners of the truck fleet, and he peered through the windscreen at the low-slung office buildings set at the rear of the broad yard.

      Following the signs for car parking, he threaded the vehicle between a mixture of medium-sized and small trucks – all of which had refrigeration units attached to them.

      The firm’s logo was emblazoned down the side of each trailer, the cheerful colours at odds with the reason for their visit.

      A demarcated route led them to a car park devoid of trucks at the rear of the office buildings, and Laura jerked her chin towards the reception doors that faced them after Gavin braked in a spot marked for visitors.

      ‘Someone’s keen to speak to us, look.’

      A man in crumpled grey suit trousers was hurrying towards the vehicle, his blue shirt sleeves rolled up and sweat patches under his arms. His thin hair looked as if he’d been running his hand through it all morning.

      He paused a few metres from the car, his expression one of a man with a lot of questions, and no answers.

      ‘Are you the police?’ he said, his gaze moving from Gavin to Laura when they climbed out. ‘Is this about Carl?’

      Gavin locked the car and crossed to where the man moved from foot to foot, wringing his hands.

      ‘And you are, sir?’

      ‘Simon Thomas. Depot manager.’

      ‘I’m Detective Constable Gavin Piper, and this is my colleague DC Laura Hanway. Is there somewhere we could talk inside?’

      ‘Of course, please – follow me.’

      Thomas turned away without waiting for an answer, and Gavin took a moment to share a glance with Laura before following the man, his thoughts racing while he rephrased his planned interview questions.

      The depot manager led them through the glass reception doors, past a woman at a desk in a box-like office on the other side, then left through a solid wooden door and into a conference room.

      The oval pine-effect table in the middle seated six, and Thomas gestured to the seats farthest from the door, before sinking into a seat opposite.

      Laura already had her notebook out ready by the time Gavin pulled out a chair for her, and he wasted no more time.

      ‘Mr Thomas, you don’t seem surprised to see us.’

      ‘Carl didn’t turn up for work this morning,’ said the man, drumming his fingers on the desk while the thin skin under his left eye twitched. ‘I wasn’t going to panic, not until I’d spoken with him – after all, staff fall ill, family issues, that sort of thing – but then Sally out there on reception saw the news online half an hour ago. The dead man found frozen to death – it’s Carl, isn’t it?’

      His words came out in a rush, tinged with panic, fear.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Gavin. ‘Yes, we believe it is.’

      Thomas stopped fidgeting, his fingers falling silent. ‘My God. Poor Helen.’

      ‘We need to ask you a few questions, Mr Thomas––’

      ‘Of course, of course – go ahead.’

      ‘When was the last time you saw Carl?’

      ‘Friday morning. All the drivers clock in from about six-thirty onwards. We spoke about a mechanical issue with the truck he’d been driving that week and agreed it would go in for a service later this month.’

      ‘What sort of mechanical issue?’

      ‘He thought that the clutch was going. It was replaced a couple of years ago, so it’s due.’

      Gavin craned his neck to peer through the window beyond Thomas’s chair to the trucks peppering the yard beyond. ‘Is one of those his?’

      ‘No, that’s the thing, you see.’ The finger drumming started again. ‘I got a text message from Carl to say he was running late on Friday afternoon because he got a flat tyre and that he planned to drop off the trainee at home on the way back once he’d fixed it. He said he’d park the truck at home afterwards and come back to fetch his car over the weekend.’

      Gavin heard Laura’s intake of breath as his heart skipped a beat. ‘What trainee?’

      ‘Will Nivens. He lives with his mum over near Tovil. He passed his Class 2 licence last month and came to us through one of the agencies in Maidstone to drive one of the rigid trucks we use.’

      ‘Did Will turn up for work this morning?’

      ‘No – and both his car and Carl’s are still out there. And our truck is still missing.’

      ‘Have you spoken to Will?’

      ‘Their manager, Adele, tried calling his mobile this morning but there’s no answer, and when she phoned his next of kin details on file and spoke to his mum, she was told he hadn’t been seen since Friday.’

      ‘Has his mum reported him missing?’ said Laura.

      ‘No – but she was going to if he didn’t show up by this afternoon. Will told us he was meeting some friends after work on Friday and they were going up to London for the weekend so none of us worried,’ said Thomas. His brow puckered. ‘Until we saw the news, of course.’

      ‘Why haven’t you reported this earlier today?’

      ‘Because I thought there would be a simple explanation for all of this. None of us wanted to believe that was Carl you found.’ His eyes turned desperate. ‘What’s going on? If Carl’s dead, where’s Will?’

      Gavin pushed back his chair, indicated to Laura to follow him and moved to the door. ‘I’d be grateful if you said nothing to your staff at the moment, Mr Thomas. We’ll send over a uniform team to take a formal statement from you shortly.’

      He raced from the room and through the reception area, Laura at his heels. Tossing the car keys to her as they ran towards their vehicle, he pulled his mobile from his pocket and put it to his ear as he got in.

      ‘Back to the incident room?’ said Laura, pulling away so fast he was thrown back in his seat.

      ‘Yes – quickly as you can.’ Gavin gritted his teeth as he fastened his seatbelt. ‘I’ll let Kay know she needs to meet us there.’
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      Helen Taylor was a tiny woman with spindly arms poking out from a sleeveless summer top.

      Eyes filled with grief, her overall appearance when PC Aaron Stewart led Kay and Barnes into the living room of a semi-detached house on the fringes of Lenham was of a gaunt figure who looked as though she would fade away at the slightest breeze.

      She rose from a tan-coloured armchair and held out a slim hand to Kay. ‘Aaron tells me you’re the detective in charge of finding out who murdered my husband.’

      Her voice was soft, reed-like.

      Kay gave her hand a gentle squeeze. ‘I am, and I promise you I’ll do everything within my powers to bring them to justice. I’m so sorry for your loss.’

      ‘Thank you. Would you like to take a seat?’

      Barnes remained standing, notebook in hand, while Kay lowered herself into an armchair.

      She took a brief moment to collect her thoughts while she gazed around the room, her eyes taking in the framed photographs of Carl and his wife on their wedding day and various holidays and events since. She turned back to Helen Taylor, and saw the woman watching her.

      ‘I’ve seen you on the television,’ Helen said, and dabbed her nose with a paper handkerchief. ‘When there’s an appeal for a crime you’re trying to solve.’

      The woman paused, swallowed, and then took a deep breath. ‘I never thought it’d be me you’d be trying to help. This sort of thing happens to other people, doesn’t it?’

      ‘I’m sorry, Mrs Taylor.’

      ‘Helen, please.’

      ‘Thank you. How long were you and Carl married?’

      ‘Thirteen years.’ A faint smile brushed the woman’s lips. ‘We met a little later in life – I’d just split up from a long-term relationship and Carl was the same. It was my thirtieth birthday – I was out celebrating with a couple of close friends, and he was at the bar we went to with some work colleagues. We bumped into each other on the way out and went for a drink somewhere quieter. We’ve been together ever since.’

      Kay paused a moment while fresh tears streamed down Helen’s cheeks.

      ‘When did you last speak with your husband?’

      ‘Friday morning – he phoned me at work to ask if I could leave early.’

      ‘Why was that?’

      ‘He said that he’d arranged for a plumber to come around. He sounded so… well, insistent. I mean, it wasn’t a problem for me to leave early – I’m only a contractor anyway and I haven’t had any time off since I started eighteen months ago – but it was the way he asked. Like it was really urgent and he wouldn’t take no for an answer if I’d said that.’

      ‘What time did he phone you?’

      Helen’s gaze dropped to the carpet, and she frowned. ‘I can’t remember for certain. About half past ten, perhaps?’

      ‘So you left early, and came back here?’

      ‘Yes. I got home at two o’clock – he said the plumber wasn’t due until about two-thirty.’

      ‘Where do you work, Mrs Taylor?’ said Barnes.

      She twisted in her chair to face him, lifting her chin slightly. ‘I’m a receptionist at a firm of solicitors in Sittingbourne. They specialise in personal injury claims, insurance, things like that.’

      ‘Mrs Taylor, have you or your husband received any threats in recent months?’

      ‘No,’ she sniffed. ‘That’s what I don’t understand. Carl wouldn’t harm anyone – he’s a delivery driver, for goodness’ sakes.’

      ‘Have you had any issues with friends, perhaps, family?’

      ‘No, nothing like that.’ Helen paused, then gestured to the photographs lining the bookcase. ‘Carl and I didn’t have a wide social circle, to be honest. Neither of us is on social media. We spent what we saved on travelling. I suppose we’re quite introverted – we love… loved our own company.’

      Kay lowered her gaze as Helen’s eyes filled with fresh tears. ‘Helen, I’m sorry but I have to ask these questions. Do you know if Carl might’ve been having issues at work? Did he have any concerns that he spoke to you about?’

      The other woman shook her head, plucked a fresh tissue from a box on a small wooden table next to her armchair and twisted it between her fingers. ‘No. He would’ve told me if he was worried about anything. That’s why I was panicking by the time I reported him missing. It was so unlike him. I knew something was wrong…’

      Kay’s phone started to vibrate from within her bag, and she gave Helen an apologetic glance before checking the screen.

      ‘I’m sorry, Helen, but I have to take this call.’

      She didn’t wait for a response. She signalled to Barnes to follow her out to the hallway and swiped the screen the moment he shut the living room door.

      ‘Gavin?’

      ‘Guv, you need to get back to the incident room. Now.’
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      A rising panic threatened as Laura swept aside the reports piling up on her desk and logged in to her computer.

      She and Gavin had returned to the incident room fifteen minutes ago, her colleague sharing the news about Will Niven’s disappearance with the team by phone while she drove back. Now he was issuing orders that would at least get the search for him underway while they waited for the arrival of Kay and Barnes.

      It was pandemonium – the entire space was filled with phones ringing, colleagues shouting to be heard over one another, and underlying it all was the fear that a young man was either dying or dead.

      Laura glanced across the room to where Gavin stood, his arms crossed over his chest while he listened to PS Hughes speaking to headquarters, requesting additional help from uniformed officers to assist alongside the investigation team.

      His whole body language emanated a quiet confidence, his voice no more than a murmur in contrast to the noise around him.

      She hoped she would one day assume the same responsibilities with such outward calm.

      ‘Laura, have you got that list of the places on Carl and Will’s route from Friday?’

      Phillip Parker’s voice jolted her from her thoughts and she looked up to find him hovering beside her desk.

      ‘It’s just been emailed through from Simon Thomas,’ she said, gesturing to a spare seat nearby. ‘I’ll forward it to everyone and then we can make a start with the ANPR records from Friday as well as CCTV.’

      Parker scooted the chair across, a loose caster rattling in its housing before he sank into the seat and joined her. ‘Do you think we’ll find him alive?’

      She pursed her lips. ‘I don’t know, Phil. I don’t have a good feeling about this.’

      ‘Me neither.’

      He fell silent as she moused across the screen, sent the email and then logged in to the National ANPR Data Centre’s site.

      Reaching out for her notebook, she entered in the licence plate for the refrigerated truck Carl had been driving and waited while the data processed.

      ‘Here we go,’ she said, spotting the record highlighted.

      Working her way through the system, she wrote down each location the truck had passed on the driver’s route around the local area while Parker accessed the CCTV cameras that would enable them to visually track Carl Taylor’s last movements.

      ‘How’s it going over here?’ said Gavin, leaning on her desk and peering at the screen.

      ‘We’ve just started with the CCTV,’ she replied. She pulled a fresh notepad towards her, copied the locations from the ANPR system and ripped out the page. ‘This is what we’ve got to work with so far if you want to add those to the map.’

      ‘Brilliant, thanks.’ He snatched the note from her hand and hurried over to the cork board at the end of the room as his mobile phone started to ring.

      Laura turned her attention back to the screen as Parker clicked on the first camera angle listed, and fast-forwarded the recording closer to the time that corresponded with the route list provided by Carl’s employer.

      Sure enough, at half past seven on Friday morning, a cream-coloured truck with the cold chain fleet’s logo down the side of the trailer flashed past the camera on its way to Carl’s first drop, a 24/7 convenience store on the Loose Road.

      ‘Okay, so Simon Thomas says that all their drivers collect their daily loads from a cold chain distribution warehouse at Laddingford, then start their rounds,’ said Laura, glancing at the depot manager’s email. ‘The route can change from day to day depending on customer requirements, but their regular drops make up three quarters of their daily route.’

      Parker adjusted the settings and found a CCTV camera facing the shop. ‘This angle shows Carl and Will unloading the truck outside the shop, look.’

      Twenty minutes later, the delivery truck pulled away from the kerb and disappeared from view.

      ‘Next stop…’ Parker murmured, and clicked on the relevant camera listing.

      Laura leaned back in her chair as her colleague worked his way through the list and tried to batten down her impatience.

      They needed answers, and soon.

      The incident door swung open, and Kay hurried in with Barnes at her side.

      She made a beeline for the whiteboard as Barnes tossed the car keys onto his desk before joining her.

      ‘Back in a minute,’ said Laura.

      Parker said nothing, his gaze fixed on the screen.

      When Laura reached the other detectives, Gavin was providing Kay with more detail about their interview with Simon Thomas.

      ‘Wasn’t there a GPS system fitted to Carl’s truck?’ said Kay.

      ‘I’ve spoken to Simon Thomas again since we got back here,’ Gavin replied. ‘He says that when it was suggested to them, their drivers weren’t keen. He’s always been satisfied with their work, and there haven’t been any serious complaints from customers, so he was happy to acquiesce. Given that having GPS on the trucks isn’t a legal requirement he felt it saved him having to gain their consent to collect data. The idea was dropped back in January one week after it was put to them.’

      ‘They might reconsider it after this,’ said Barnes.

      Laura glanced over her shoulder at the sound of footsteps approaching to see Parker advancing towards them, notebook in hand.

      ‘I think I might have found the last known whereabouts of the truck,’ he said. He moved to the map Gavin had been using to plot Carl’s route and tapped his finger on a wooded area south of the town. ‘He never made the drop-off at Yalding, and the one before that was here, in Mockbeggar. If it was me, I’d use this lane to avoid the worst of the traffic along this road here.’

      Kay turned to the room and raised her voice as PS Hughes looked up from his computer screen. ‘I need three patrol cars over to this location – now. Either Will Nivens is our main suspect for the murder of Carl Taylor, or he’s another victim and could be trapped in that refrigerated truck. Let’s go.’

      Laura raced back to her desk, gathered up her belongings and tried to batten down her renewed panic.

      ‘Gavin, Laura – get Simon Thomas to meet us there, along with the fire service so they can cut open the back of that truck if we need help.’ Kay pulled her stab vest from the bottom drawer of her desk before heading towards the door with Barnes, calling over her shoulder as she hurried after him.

      ‘Lights and sirens on the way there, everyone. No hanging about.’
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      Blue flashing lights from two police patrol vehicles greeted Kay as Barnes slid the car to a halt alongside an overgrown grass verge.

      The uniformed traffic officers were already placing road cones to block off access to the lane and creating a diversion through alternative routes, their yellow high visibility vests stark against the hawthorn hedgerows that lined the road and encroached along the edges of the pot-holed surface.

      A gentle breeze shook the oak and sycamore trees above Kay’s head, the leaves hissing in the wind as she pulled a hi-vis vest over the bulky stab vest and lumbered from the vehicle.

      ‘Jesus, I don’t miss wearing all this stuff,’ Barnes grumbled at her side.

      ‘At least you’re not carrying all the equipment as well,’ she said, and raised a hand in greeting to the tall uniformed officer who turned at the sound of their footsteps. ‘Tim.’

      ‘Guv.’ Police Sergeant Tim Wallace nodded to Barnes, then jerked his thumb over his shoulder. ‘We’ve found your driver’s truck. It’s about a hundred metres that way, down a turn-off for a track that hasn’t been used in a while. It’s all overgrown, except for a few branches that have snapped off – presumably by the truck being parked down there.’

      ‘Have you opened the back of it?’

      ‘We can’t, guv. Someone’s put a heavy-duty padlock on it, and none of the keys in the cab fit it.’

      ‘The keys were there?’

      ‘Yes, guv – in the ignition.’

      ‘How far away are the fire brigade?’

      ‘A couple of minutes.’

      ‘Any signs of the trainee driver?’

      ‘We’ve had a look around the area and in the cab, but there’s no sign of him.’

      ‘In that case, I want––’

      Kay stopped at the sound of another vehicle approaching, a second car in its wake.

      Both parked behind hers.

      ‘That’s Gavin and Laura,’ she said, ‘and I think this must be the depot manager from the truck company. With any luck he’s got a set of master keys to open the padlock so we can preserve any evidence rather than cut it open.’

      ‘Best tell them to hurry, guv,’ said Wallace. ‘If that bloke has been in the back of it all this time…’

      She murmured her agreement, then gestured to Simon Thomas to approach.

      Gavin and Laura emerged from the second car, both detectives jogging over to where she stood.

      ‘Mr Thomas, a padlock’s been fitted to the back of the truck. Have you got the keys?’ she said.

      In response, the man reached into his pocket and held up two brass keys. ‘But we don’t use padlocks, detective. These are for the door locks.’

      ‘Shit.’

      Kay turned at the sound of a heavy vehicle roaring along the lane, and held up her hand as a fire engine braked beside her.

      The driver lowered his window and peered down at her. ‘Where do you want us?’

      ‘I need bolt cutters – now. A man’s life is in danger.’

      The driver turned and called over his shoulder to the crew in the cab behind him.

      The door opened, and two firefighters jumped down, the second man turning and reaching up for the bolt cutters that a colleague passed to him.

      ‘Okay, let’s go,’ said Kay.

      She followed Wallace as he threaded his way between the two parked patrol cars blocking access to other vehicles, her heart racing.

      The pungent scent of pine needles and damp undergrowth permeated the air, the silence of the lane broken only by the lowing of a cow in a field beyond the dense wooded area to either side of her.

      Deep ruts in the cracked and dried mud turned soft, cradling dank pools of water in the shaded areas beside the trunks of decades-old trees. Overgrown ferns and thick grass covered the verges, the foliage blocking all but a narrow strip of sunlight along the middle of the track where tall grass had been flattened by the passing of a heavy vehicle.

      ‘There are fresh tyre tracks in the mud here too,’ said Gavin.

      Kay followed him along the uneven surface, careful where she trod in order not to roll her ankle in one of the ruts.

      The narrow track kinked to the left after a few metres, and then she stopped.

      Barnes took a deep breath beside her at the sight of the abandoned truck.

      It had been driven nose-first along the track, only its rear doors visible amongst the undergrowth and branches that impeded their progress towards it.

      Kay eyed the padlock fixed to the handles on the back doors of the truck and waved the depot manager forward.

      ‘Mr Thomas, can you confirm that truck is your missing vehicle?’

      ‘It is, yes.’ His voice shook. ‘That’s the truck Carl was driving on Friday.’

      She craned her neck until she could spot two of the firefighters who had followed them. ‘Get us in there, then.’

      The man didn’t wait for further instructions. He rushed forward, and began cutting at the padlock while she and Barnes worked their way around to the driver’s door.

      ‘The door was unlocked when we got here,’ said Wallace. ‘That’s how we found the keys in the ignition. They were left in the “on” position.’

      Kay lowered her gaze from the driver’s cab, running her eyes along the length of the truck. ‘The back tyre’s flat.’

      ‘There’s a small nick in it like it’s been cut with a knife, guv,’ said Wallace. ‘The one around the other side is the same. I wondered whether that was done once the truck was here so it couldn’t be moved.’

      ‘Why leave the engine running though?’

      Simon Thomas took a step forward and called to her from where he hovered at the back of the truck alongside Gavin and Laura.

      ‘Detective? The engine would mostly likely have been left on to keep the
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redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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