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      Detective Sergeant Kay Hunter leaned over the passenger seat of her car, plucked a pair of old leather ankle boots from the foot well, and cursed both the unfortunate motorist who’d lost control of his vehicle, and DI Devon Sharp for phoning her at one in the morning to attend the scene of the accident.

      ‘Meet me on site in thirty minutes,’ he’d said, before the line went dead.

      She wiggled in her seat until she could slip off her flat shoes, exchanged them for the boots, and shoved the car door open before pulling her waxed jacket around her, gasping as rain lashed her face.

      She squinted against the headlights from the emergency vehicles lined up along the hard shoulder of the motorway, an ambulance’s blue lights flashing through the steady downpour and strobing off the windows of the patrol cars that were being used to cordon off the accident scene. Further along, two firemen returned from their truck, their faces grim as they stepped over the remains of the steel barrier and disappeared from sight down the embankment.

      Blinking the last remnants of sleep from her eyes, she shoved her hands into her pockets and began to search for her superior officer.

      When Detective Inspector Devon Sharp had called her, the shrill tone of her mobile phone had roused her from her slumber and caused her other half, Adam, to curse loudly before he rolled over and tugged the duvet over his head.

      His snores had reached her as she’d crept out the bedroom door.

      Now, she wished she’d put on another layer of clothing as she stalked along the road.

      A vicious wind whipped across the exposed raised section of the motorway, the bordering fields providing no shelter from the change in season.

      As she neared the ambulance, she spotted a uniformed police officer standing next to the open back doors, his face attentive on the activities around him. Kay realised the crew were inside and peered in, curious.

      The pair worked as a well-rehearsed team, an older woman and a younger man who bent over their patient, their voices clipped.

      Beyond, at the front of the vehicle, a radio crackled; a man’s voice from their control centre at Ashford calm and efficient as he relayed information to the crew.

      The scent of disinfectant reached Kay as she watched them work, her eyes running over the once immaculate equipment while she wondered how long it would take them to clean the vehicle when they finally returned to base at the end of a long shift.

      ‘He had to be cut out of the wreckage.’

      Kay turned at Sharp’s voice. ‘What are his chances?’

      ‘Head trauma. Suffered a cardiac arrest while they were bringing him up the embankment on a stretcher. So, not good.’

      Kay shielded her eyes against the rain and bright lights and peered along the motorway.

      An intermittent stream of transcontinental trucks and an occasional car drove past the cordon, their speed slowed by the warning signs displayed on gantries several miles before the crash site.

      Surface water sprayed out from under their wheels, pooling at the road’s edge where Kay stood. Despite knowing the cordon had been erected at a safe distance, she took a step back as a large truck swept by, the downdraught from it buffeting her slim frame.

      ‘Any other vehicles involved?’

      ‘No. Uniform are taking the statement of a truck driver over there – he was parked on the hard shoulder when the accident happened.’

      They both turned at a call from the ambulance, and the younger of the paramedics stooped so he could talk to them.

      ‘We’ve got him stabilised. We’ll be off now.’

      ‘Thanks,’ said Sharp. ‘Where’s he going – Maidstone?’

      ‘Yeah, that’s where we’ve been told to take him.’ The paramedic lowered himself to the ground and prepared to close the rear doors. ‘I wouldn’t hold your breath about him making it though.’

      Sharp turned his attention to the young uniformed officer. ‘Go with them. If he talks, I want to know about it.’

      ‘Guv.’

      The paramedic waited until the police officer had clambered in, then made his way along to the driver’s door.

      Kay and Sharp stepped out of the way as the vehicle manoeuvred away from the cordon before setting off along the motorway, its sirens blaring to clear a path between the trucks.

      Kay watched it disappear into the distance, then stamped her feet and turned to Sharp.

      Ex-military, he was impeccably dressed despite the time. Only his bleary eyes gave any indication of the fact he had also been woken in the middle of the night.

      Kay narrowed her eyes as she realised he was even wearing a tie.

      She felt scruffy by comparison.

      ‘Come and take a look,’ he said, failing to notice her discomfort, and led the way towards the edge of the embankment.

      The other emergency services had set up two floodlights at the top of the hill to enable the fire crew to work to free the driver of the vehicle. Saving his life had taken precedence over preserving the scene for the crime scene investigation unit, and Kay could well imagine what the lead investigator would say when he saw the state of the undergrowth.

      Large footprints led down from the roadside, and as Kay reached into her pocket and switched on her torch, the beam highlighted the total devastation left by the vehicle’s path, followed within an hour by a team of first responders.

      ‘What’s their initial thoughts about what happened?’

      ‘According to the truck driver parked back there, he saw the car veering to the left in his mirrors – thought it was going to hit him. Seems as though the car driver tried to correct it at the last minute, but lost control and sent himself spinning through the barrier. Traffic have already taken a look at the point of impact and traced it back – there’s oil on the road, plus the grease from the past two weeks.’

      Kay nodded. After a particularly dry end to the autumn, a sudden deluge had lifted all the grime from the roads and created hazardous conditions for unsuspecting motorists.

      Avoiding the broken edges of the barrier, they moved to a spot that wouldn’t block the team’s egress from the broken vehicle to the motorway and stood for a moment, watching the activities below.

      ‘What made Traffic call it in as a murder scene?’ Kay called over the howling wind.

      In reply, Sharp held his hand out for her torch before walking a few more paces until he was at a different angle to the car and swept the beam over the back of the vehicle.

      A pale arm snaked out from the boot and over the rear licence plate at an impossible angle.

      ‘Her,’ he said.
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      Sharp stepped closer to the barrier and whistled to the crime scene team below.

      One of the white suit-clad figures straightened at the sound, then pointed to its right and up the bank.

      ‘Good. Harriet’s got a demarcated path set up at last.’

      They pulled on overalls and booties from a box of supplies left next to the barrier, the thin material flapping in the wind against their own clothes, and then Kay tied her hair back and followed Sharp down the slope, mindful of the fact that if she wasn’t careful, she’d slide on the wet undergrowth and scoot down the rest of the way on her backside.

      The floodlights provided enough light to move safely along the path, so Kay shone her torch to her right, tracking the path the vehicle had carved through the vegetation as it had plummeted to where it now lay.

      She’d seen some bad road accidents in her time with the police service, and gave a low gasp as she cast her eyes over the destruction.

      ‘It’s a wonder he lived, isn’t it?’ said Sharp over his shoulder.

      ‘Yeah. He must’ve been thrown around like a rag doll.’

      As they drew closer to the foot of the embankment, Kay noticed that a wire fence separated the Highway Agency land from that of a farmer’s field.

      The landscape beyond the outer reaches of the floodlights appeared as though it had been abandoned since harvest time, the earth laid fallow and bare.

      Kay shivered as a cold gust of wind buffeted her and rocked the gantries from side to side, then turned her attention to the crash site.

      She could only imagine the mammoth task that faced Harriet’s team – it was only now the driver of the car was on his way to hospital that the investigators could do their job. Their task would be exacerbated by the fact that at least twelve other people had traipsed through the now-cordoned-off area since the crash.

      A tent had been erected over the back of the vehicle while she and Sharp had been talking at the top of the embankment, and as Kay drew closer she could see Harriet standing off to one side, calling out instructions to her team while they propped up a second tent over the driver’s door of the car. A photographer moved from one side of the car to the other, the flash from his camera illuminating the scene in bursts of light that bounced off the trunks of nearby trees and cast silhouettes amongst his colleagues.

      Harriet glanced over her shoulder when they approached the cordon, and then made her way towards them, her progress hampered by tree branches and thick vines that covered the mud-strewn ground.

      ‘Evening, detectives.’

      ‘Harriet.’ Sharp jerked his chin towards the vehicle. ‘What’ve you got so far?’

      The crime scene investigator pulled her paper mask down. ‘Female, mid-twenties by the look of it. Wrapped in a black plastic sheet that was taped together. Bruising to the face, which obviously wasn’t caused by the accident – not enough time has elapsed. I can’t see any bindings around her wrists. I’ll let Patrick finish the preliminary photographs, and then we’ll take a closer look.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      Sharp fell silent as Harriet replaced her mask and returned to the small tent, her white suit covered in splatters of mud from the knees down.

      Kay sniffed the air, a heady mix of spilt fuel and the earthy tones of the nearby field. She glanced back up the embankment at the sound of air brakes, and spotted a large tow truck pull up to the barrier, its hazard lights flashing. She checked her watch, and wondered if they would be finished in time before sunrise.

      The last thing they would need was for the crime scene to slow down the morning commute and end up on the news before they could work with the media team to coordinate a structured response.

      On the other hand, to rush the forensic examination of the vehicle while it was still in situ would be a disaster. The next few hours were crucial for capturing as much evidence as possible.

      The photographer moved closer to where Kay and Sharp stood, then lowered his camera.

      ‘Okay, Harriet, I’ve got all the preliminary photographs,’ he called over to the car. ‘Anything else you need from the perimeter?’

      ‘No, that’s fine. Let’s get a move on and find out what we’ve got. Charlie, can you move one of those floodlights closer?’

      A technician moved away from the group, slapped a colleague on the arm as he passed and pointed away from the car, before the two figures grabbed hold of the nearest floodlight and shuffled their way towards the rear of the vehicle.

      Once satisfied the lighting rig had been secured so the wind wouldn’t blow it over on top of someone, Harriet set to work once more.

      Kay held her breath, the temptation to lift the tape between her and the vehicle tempered by the knowledge that she couldn’t simply impose upon Harriet’s work.

      From their position at the cordon, Kay had to crane her neck to try and see what Harriet was doing.

      The woman spoke to her team as she worked, her low voice carrying on the wind as she pointed to different parts of the vehicle and set her colleagues to work taking samples and placing everything in evidence bags to begin their arduous task of recording every minute detail.

      After half an hour, Harriet lifted her head from the back of the car and beckoned them over.

      ‘All right, come and take a look.’

      Sharp lifted the tape so he and Kay could pass underneath it, and led the way to the car.

      Her eyes roamed the vehicle as she drew closer, the dents and scrapes caused by the velocity of the crash even more evident under the harsh bulbs of the gantry lights.

      She left Sharp to speak with Harriet while she circled the car, surveying the damage to the panel work.

      The passenger door had been ripped off its hinges and lay further up the embankment from where the vehicle had finally stopped, a steady stream of debris tumbling amongst the undergrowth as three of Harriet’s colleagues hurried to collect as much of it as possible before the wind seized it.

      Rounding the back end of the car, she joined Sharp beside Harriet.

      He stepped to one side and gestured to the woman’s body. ‘She didn’t stand a chance.’

      Kay lowered her gaze.

      The woman appeared to be in her twenties, her naked form wrapped in the black plastic before being dumped in the back of the car.

      Harriet had snipped away at the tape that held the plastic together, exposing the woman’s bruised and battered body. Cuts and welts covered her left cheekbone and eye socket, her face twisted away from them.

      ‘We’ll finish here and get her to Lucas as soon as possible,’ said Harriet. ‘Though bear in mind we have to take samples from the whole car and gather everything from its path of travel. We’ll be here a while yet.’

      ‘Understood,’ said Sharp.

      Kay shifted from foot to foot and ignored the damp starting to seep through the protective bootees and into the leather uppers of her boots. ‘I can’t recall any similar cases to this one, can you, guv?’

      ‘No. That’s what worries me.’

      She turned to face Sharp. She was almost the same height as him, but he stood a little further up the slope to her and so she had to lift her chin. His face was troubled.

      ‘You think he’s done this before?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Perhaps it’s a one-off, a domestic case.’

      He shrugged.

      Kay sighed and faced the car once more.

      No matter what Sharp thought, their first priority would be identifying the driver and his victim before working out where they had travelled from.

      And where he had been taking her.

      The thought that they might have missed a practiced killer with several burial sites spread around the county town sent a shiver down her spine.

      What if he hadn’t crashed?

      When would he have been caught, and how many other victims would there have been?

      ‘He’d better survive surgery,’ she muttered.
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      The next morning, bleary-eyed from lack of sleep, Kay glanced up from her computer at Sharp’s low whistle, and then wheeled her chair over to where the rest of the investigating team were beginning to gather.

      She nodded to Detective Constable Carys Miles, whose dark hair hung to her shoulders – a new style for her, and one she’d confessed to Kay she was only trying for the coming winter months.

      ‘It’s too damn hot in summer for long hair,’ she’d grumbled. ‘But at least I can keep my neck warm now.’

      Kay had laughed at the comment – she felt the cold chill of winter as early as late September, and would never contemplate having her blonde hair cut shorter than its current length. Her only compromise was to keep her fringe short so she could at least see what she was doing on a day-to-day basis without it getting in the way.

      Gavin Piper and Ian Barnes, two more detective constables, joined them, the younger of the two – Gavin – choosing to perch on a nearby desk, his notebook and pen poised ready.

      He’d passed his exams the previous month with flying colours and was now a firm part of the investigative team at the county town’s police station. Naively, Piper had thought his colleague’s teasing would stop the moment he was no longer a probationer, however Barnes had other ideas, especially as the tall handsome man was the gossip of the female members of the administrative pool of staff and was known to spend most of his free time surfing off the Cornish coastline. He kept his blonde hair regulatory length, but it still had a habit of sticking out in tufts due to the amount of salt water it had been exposed to over the summer months, accentuated by the deep tan that still clung to his skin.

      Kay viewed the older man, Barnes, as the glue within the team.

      Barnes could be relied upon to lighten the mood when required, but also commanded an enormous amount of respect amongst the assembled detectives and administrative staff. In his mid-fifties, he’d been a police officer since he was in his twenties and his knowledge of the local area and its history had been relied upon time and again when Kay had worked alongside him. He’d confided in Kay that he’d started dating someone before the summer, a conveyancing solicitor he’d met through friends, and it seemed the romance had blossomed.

      Kay picked up her notebook and pen, flicked to a clean page and settled into her seat as Sharp began.

      ‘Right, for those of you who weren’t on scene last night, I’ll give you a quick update,’ he said. He pinned a series of colour photographs of the crash scene to the whiteboard beside him. ‘At ten past eleven last night, Traffic were called to a car accident on the M20 about quarter of a mile past the Harrietsham exit. When they got there, the driver was unconscious, but still alive, and fire and ambulance crews worked to free him from the wreckage and get him to hospital. He’s currently at Maidstone Hospital in an induced coma after six hours of surgery.’

      He paused to let the team catch up with their notetaking, and then pinned a further three photographs to the board.

      ‘In the back of the car, the body of this woman was found.’

      A silence filled the incident room as the team stared at the photographs.

      ‘The hospital has confirmed they’ve had to remove the driver’s spleen, and I’m told he also has a broken leg and will require further surgery to pin that in due course. They’re keeping him in the induced coma to try and reduce the swelling to his head wound – looks like he banged his skull against the window of the car when it rolled down the embankment.’

      ‘What are his chances?’ said Kay.

      ‘Grim, but as soon as we get confirmation from the hospital he’s conscious, we’ll be making arrangements to formally interview him.’

      A murmur swept through the incident room. It would make their jobs harder if they couldn’t question the driver, and although none of them wished him ill health, they also wanted to see justice served for the man’s victim.

      The DI waited until their voices had quietened. ‘Carys – has anything come up on the Police National Computer about the car registration?’

      She shook her head. ‘There’s nothing that looks like a connection, guv, but some of the records on the database from the Driver Vehicle and Licencing Agency are a mess, so I’ve put in a request to them. It doesn’t appear to be a hire car, though. Hopefully I’ll get some clarifying information from them soon.’

      ‘All right. In the meantime, fingerprints were taken from the driver, but we’ve drawn a blank,’ said Sharp. ‘He doesn’t appear in our system. He had no wallet or identification on him, and none were found in the car. Two mobile phones were located in the car, however, and those have been passed to Andy Grey’s digital forensics team at headquarters. We would’ve brought them into evidence here, but they were crushed in the accident, and we needed Grey’s expertise to extract what information we could from them. Harriet’s team found another phone amongst the undergrowth that had the female victim’s fingerprints on it. Grey confirmed fifteen minutes ago that the last call made on one of the phones in the car was made to the victim’s phone.’

      ‘But why would he be calling her?’ said Barnes. ‘He knows where she is – in the boot of his car.’

      ‘Maybe she’s known to him and he called her before killing her?’ said Kay.

      ‘Or it was a hit and run?’ said Gavin. He shook his head. ‘No, that doesn’t make sense.’

      ‘What about the woman? Any information about her?’ asked a female police constable on the fringe of the small group, her pen poised.

      ‘None. Again, her fingerprints have been taken, but she doesn’t show up in the system, Debbie,’ said Sharp. ‘So, can you circulate the prints to our colleagues in Sussex, Essex and the Met to start off with to see if they have anything for us? Widen the search if they don’t. Lucas Anderson is planning to do the post mortem tomorrow morning, so we’ll have to wait to see if that turns up anything to help us by way of dental records and the like.’

      ‘Will do, guv.’

      Debbie West regularly supported the major crimes unit, and Sharp always sought her presence from the uniform staff at the station if she was available.

      Diligent and one of the most talented users of the HOLMES2 database the team relied upon to manage any investigation, Debbie exuded a degree of calm amongst the often fraught team dynamics.

      Sharp’s attention returned to the detectives. ‘While Debbie’s following up the fingerprints angle, Carys – you and Gavin start working with Missing Persons to see if our victim turns up on those databases. Harriet emailed some photographs from last night’s scene, so you can use those. Again, widen your search if she doesn’t show up in Kent.’

      ‘Will do.’

      ‘While Carys is dealing with the DVLA, we need to trace where that car’s been,’ said Sharp. ‘Gavin – get on to the ANPR. Have them trace the car from its last known point on the M20 to its starting point. Tie it in with local CCTV and see if we can pinpoint the driver’s movements.’

      ‘Guv.’

      ‘Carys – speak to uniform. As soon as Gavin has a starting point, we’re going to need their help. Could be industrial, could be residential but it’s going to take manpower. I’ll speak to DCI Larch about the budget.’

      ‘Kay, Barnes – the minute we have an identification for the driver, check the database to see if we have a note of him in the system and any known acquaintances. No doubt we’ll be paying some of them a visit over the coming days, so I’d like to have an update on where we can find them. In the meantime, you can help Gavin by going through the local CCTV footage when we get it.’

      ‘Got it.’

      ‘Right.’ Sharp checked his watch. ‘We’ll have another briefing at five o’clock. Let’s see what we’ve managed to pull together by then.’
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      Kay wandered over to the water cooler and filled up two white plastic cups before joining the small group around the whiteboard at the far end of the incident room.

      The winter sun had dipped below the horizon over an hour ago, the sky turning from pale grey to black within minutes.

      Kay checked her watch. She’d forgotten to eat, and hoped the final briefing of the day would be short.

      ‘Here you go,’ she said, and handed one of the cups to Barnes.

      ‘Thanks.’

      Supervisors for the team responsible for reviewing the ANPR and CCTV images were present, as well as a number of administrative staff from headquarters who were tasked with liaising with the uniformed officers.

      Kay yawned, the packed incident room quickly becoming stuffy due to a combination of temperamental central heating and lack of ventilation. She and the rest of the team had been running on coffee and adrenalin all day, and despite her best efforts, exhaustion was beginning to seep in.

      Sharp blew a loud single-note whistle to bring the numerous muted conversations to a halt, and everyone turned their attention to the front of the room where he stood.

      ‘Thank you. Debbie – can you dim the lights, and I’ll take you through the images we’ve got from the cameras.’ He hit a remote switch, and an aerial view of Maidstone appeared on the wall beside him, the projector’s light catching the shoulder of his jacket as he moved to one side. ‘My thanks to our uniformed colleagues who have worked all day to pull this together for us. We’ll start with the crash site and work backwards. As you can see from the image here, we’ve got a lot of area to cover.’

      Kay fought down the tiredness, knowing she had to stay focused. Whoever the driver was, she wouldn’t relax until he was convicted and put away for a very long time.

      The ambient light in the room dipped and wavered as Sharp switched to the next image.

      ‘This was taken as the vehicle passed below the bridge under the railway,’ he said, and continued to change the images as he commentated, using a laser pointer to trace the details. ‘The driver left Maidstone via the A229 to join the motorway. Prior to that, we have CCTV placing him here.’

      His audience leaned forward as one.

      On the screen was a grainy image of the vehicle passing along an empty street, but only the front grille of the car showed.

      ‘Where’s that, guv?’ said Gavin.

      ‘Wheeler Street. Runs off Holland Road. Unfortunately, the contractors responsible for maintaining the CCTV cameras along there haven’t been keeping to their schedule, and we’re missing at least twenty minutes.’ He flicked to the next image. ‘At present, we have no idea where the vehicle was between this prior known position here on the A26 to where we’ve spotted it in Wheeler Street.’

      ‘That’s enough time to kill and hide a body in the car,’ mused Kay.

      ‘If that’s where he killed her, yes. Part of uniform’s remit tomorrow morning will be to speak to business owners along Wheeler Street and Holland Road to see if anyone’s got some camera footage to help us. If they have, we’ll try to fill in the gaps using the information to hand.’

      Despite Sharp’s optimism, Kay could hear the underlying frustration. It was a long and laborious task and in the meantime, they’d be treading water waiting for the results.

      ‘Moving backwards,’ said Sharp, ‘we have the car pinpointed at a roundabout at Mereworth. He disappears then, again due to lack of camera coverage, and we pick him up here, on the outskirts of Tonbridge – his starting point.’

      A darkened street appeared, its kerbs lined with a variety of cars outside tightly packed terraced houses.

      ‘We’ll have teams of uniformed officers mobilised in the morning to assist with door to door enquiries in Tonbridge,’ said Sharp. ‘The first team will be out early to try to catch as many people as possible before work or school commitments. A second team will set out at six o’clock to go to those houses we get no response from during the morning session. All statements will be entered onto the system by the administrative staff at headquarters as they come in from the teams in the field. Kay, Carys – as soon as we have confirmation from the door to door enquiries which house that vehicle belongs to, I want you to do the formal search at the property. I’ll get the necessary warrants authorised, but it means you’re going to have to join the team in Tonbridge tomorrow morning so you can act immediately. We’ll get Barnes or Gavin to get the search warrant to you. Might be a good idea for you to tag along with uniform, speak to the neighbours to give yourselves a head start.’

      ‘Guv.’

      ‘I’ll have Harriet and her team on standby to conduct a forensic search.’

      Kay nodded, but didn’t respond. If it transpired the woman had been murdered at the property, the whole place would be locked down immediately while the crime scene investigation unit worked their way through the building.

      Sharp switched off the projector, and tossed the laser pointer onto the desk next to him as the lights were switched back on.

      ‘Right. See you tomorrow, everyone. Don’t be late.’
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      Kay emitted a sigh as she extracted herself from the car, the late night and subsequent early morning start finally catching up with her.

      Adam, her partner, had parked his four-wheel-drive on the gravel driveway rather than in the garage outside the house he’d inherited from a grateful elderly client, and she had to squeeze between the two vehicles to get to the front door.

      She noticed the back of the four-wheel-drive was open, so she changed her mind and sidled down the side of the vehicle until she reached the garage, and then made her way through to the kitchen via an internal door.

      Adam was crouched on the floor with his back to her, a boxlike wooden structure on the floor beside him. He glanced over his shoulder as she shut the door behind her.

      ‘Hi,’ he said. ‘I thought I heard your car on the driveway.’

      He straightened, and Kay tilted her face up to his before he kissed her.

      She lowered her gaze to the balsa wood structure. ‘What is it this time?’

      He grinned. ‘Something you’ll really like. Cute and fluffy.’

      He ran a hand through his unruly black hair, his eyes sparkling.

      Kay peered around him, and realised the box was in fact a small hutch with an enclosed area at one end, and a wire mesh covering the other half. Adam had spread newspaper out under the open end.

      Adam moved to the kitchen bench and rummaged in a plastic carrier bag, before turning back with two ceramic bowls in his hands. He handed one to Kay.

      ‘Do you want to fill that one up with water? It’s too cold to leave them outside, but they should be okay in here.’

      Kay dumped her handbag on the draining board, and ran the cold tap until the bowl was three quarters full, wondering what he’d brought home.

      As one of the town’s more prominent veterinary surgeons, Adam had a habit of bringing his work home with him – literally. She’d had a few months’ respite since they’d last played host to one of his patients – a Great Dane who whelped a healthy litter of puppies in the same space the hutch now took up. The worst guest had been a snake that had escaped, and which had achieved legendary status amongst Adam’s colleagues.

      It hadn’t been offered a repeat visit.

      She crouched down next to Adam as he lifted a hatch built into the wire mesh section of the hutch and took the bowl from her before placing it in the far corner away from them.

      He added the second bowl, into which he had tipped a mixture of seeds and grain.

      Kay rested on her haunches, and waited.

      ‘I think they’re still getting used to the new surroundings,’ said Adam. ‘They’re quite friendly, once they get used to you. ‘

      Kay opened her mouth to ask him who “they” were, but fell silent when a nose appeared from the enclosed section of the hutch and sniffed the air.

      A sandy coloured guinea pig then bustled from the gloom and made its way across the newspaper towards the water bowl, quickly followed by a black and white smaller guinea pig that hovered around its companion before sniffing at the food.

      ‘What are they called?’

      ‘Bonnie and Clyde,’ said Adam and walked over to the refrigerator before pulling out a half full bottle of Sauvignon Blanc.

      Kay snorted, then stood up as Adam wandered back to her and handed her a wineglass. ‘How come they’re here?’

      Adam used his wineglass to point at the bigger of the two cavies, the sandy coloured one. ‘Clyde’s got a skin infection, and it can be contagious so the family didn’t want their other guinea pigs to catch it. They’ve got eight in total. Bonnie’s always shared a hutch with him, so we’re keeping her in for observation for a few days, just in case. Clyde’s got some ointment that’ll need applying twice a day, but I figured as they fit the remit of “cute and fluffy”, you wouldn’t mind looking after them while I’m away? The clinic’s packed – no room at the inn for them, I’m afraid.’

      ‘That’s fine – it’ll be nice to have some company while you’re gone. At least they won’t steal the television remote when I’m not looking.’

      He rolled his eyes. ‘I have no doubt that, by the time I’m out that front door, you’ll have them both on the sofa with you every night. Don’t spoil them, all right? They’re on a special diet.’

      She stuck her tongue out at him then ducked out of the way as he tried to grab her arm, laughing. ‘I’m going to get changed. I’ll be back down in a minute.’

      ‘I was going to do something simple like pasta tonight – suit you?’

      ‘Fantastic, thanks.’

      She put down her wineglass before picking up her handbag and making her way out of the kitchen and up the stairs to the master bedroom at the back of the house.

      Below, she could hear the deep tones of Adam’s voice as he tried to coax the guinea pigs to eat some food, and smiled as she changed into jeans and a sweatshirt and sorted out a load of laundry.

      He was right – she’d enjoy looking after the furry creatures while he was away.

      He’d been looking forward to the conference in Aberdeen since booking his ticket nearly five months ago; the event would give him the chance to mingle with his peers, something he rarely had the chance to do outside of his usual circle of contacts and she knew he was keen to soak up the knowledge he’d be surrounded by. The fact that the event included a weekend as well meant there would be plenty of opportunities to network over informal meetings rather than amongst the throng of the scheduled seminars.

      Gathering up the pile of dark clothing she’d sorted, she went back down to the kitchen and loaded the washing machine before picking up her wineglass once more, the aroma of garlic and onion heating in a pan filling the air.

      While Adam busied himself preparing their dinner, she crouched down to the hutch once more and wiggled her finger through the mesh.

      The smaller of the two guinea pigs, Bonnie, pattered across the newspaper and touched her nose to Kay’s finger, before turning back to the food.

      ‘They’re cute.’

      ‘I knew you’d like them.’ Adam took a sip of pasta sauce from a wooden spoon, then added more salt and began to stir once more. ‘If you give them a handful of that special food before you go to work in the mornings, they’ll be fine all day as long as they’ve got plenty of water. They can have any vegetable scraps as well. I grabbed a stack of newspapers from the clinic, so you shouldn’t run out.’ He pointed at the pile of papers he’d left on the worktop nearest the back door, then winked. ‘Just remember we have to give them back.’

      Kay laughed. ‘I know. Don’t worry – I’ve got my hands full at work at the moment. I don’t have time for a full-time pet.’

      Adam raised an eyebrow, and she proceeded to tell him what she could about her late-night excursion to the M20 and her early start that morning.

      ‘And no-one knows who she is?’

      Kay shook her head as she watched him serve their dinner. ‘No. I’ll find out though. I’ll find out why he did this to her.’

      ‘You usually do.’
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      Due to the residents’ vehicles already lining the narrow street of terraced houses, Kay ended up parking the pool car a quarter of a mile away from where the incident van had been set up the next morning.

      She and Carys elected to take a roundabout route back to where teams of uniformed officers were going from house to house, trying to locate the exact address for the injured driver. They were already hearing feedback over the radio that the neighbours appeared to keep to themselves and, so far, there had been no news they could act upon.

      A chill breeze buffeted Kay’s hair as they turned the corner into the street where the vehicle had been last seen on CCTV, and she bowed her head against the onslaught.

      ‘Bloody road’s designed like a wind tunnel,’ said Carys, buttoning her jacket.

      Kay murmured her agreement, but her attention was taken by the houses to either side of where they walked.

      In front of most, a shallow paved area split the property from the pavement they walked. Some had been enclosed with a low brick wall or hedge to give the residents a modicum of privacy from the street and had been decorated with small collections of potted plants. Others lay bare, exposing cracked concrete and weeds that seemed to dominate the footpath to the houses’ front doors.

      She craned her neck to see to the end of the road.

      The camera that had recorded the car’s passing was placed on the side of a corner shop, below an advertising board that stated the first floor was available to lease.

      Two uniformed officers exited one of the properties a little ahead of her and Carys and waited by a thin privet hedge to let them pass. Kay recognised one of them as a young probationer she’d worked with six months previously.

      He’d already aged with the job, and no longer looked like the scrawny teenager she’d met before.

      ‘Constable Parker, isn’t it?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Any luck?’

      ‘No. We’re only about halfway along, though.’

      ‘Spoken to the shopkeeper?’

      ‘Last on the list for this street, so no – not yet.’

      ‘All right. We’ll have a word with him. We’re heading that way anyway.’

      ‘Thanks, Sarge.’

      ‘I would’ve thought they’d have started with the shopkeeper first,’ said Carys as they continued past the houses.

      ‘He doesn’t own the CCTV camera – it was installed by the council,’ said Kay. ‘I expect their supervisor’s taking the view that we need to find the vehicle owner’s house first. Makes sense.’

      They passed a female uniformed officer who was pacing the street, collecting the door-to-door enquiry forms from her colleagues as they worked, ready to enter the details into HOLMES on their return to the station.

      Kay had sensed the frustration of the uniformed team when chatting with Parker – whoever the driver was, he’d taken care to shield his face from the CCTV cameras his vehicle passed under the night before. The medical staff at the hospital had been adamant the police couldn’t take photographs of the man while he was still under observation in the critical care unit – too much risk of infection, Sharp had been told.

      It didn’t matter – the man’s face was so swollen and bruised from the accident and subsequent surgery, it was unlikely anyone would recognise him if they had managed to obtain photographs.

      Kay led Carys across the junction at the end of the road and strode across the chewing gum-stained pavement outside the shop.

      A group of three teenagers, all on bicycles, glared at her as she approached. The middle-sized one, his hair the colour of washed out bleach, yelled after an older woman who hurried away from the shop tugging a shopping trolley after her.

      They fell silent when Kay drew near.

      ‘Do you live around here?’

      ‘Nah,’ said the shortest of the three. ‘Cheaper ciggies here, innit?’

      ‘Shouldn’t you be in school?’

      The three lads sniggered.

      ‘Day off,’ said the oldest. ‘School closed ’cause of a teachers’ strike.’

      ‘Got your cigarettes?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘All right. Now, clear off. No hanging around and intimidating the other customers.’

      They glared at her, but turned their bikes and pedalled away, catcalling over their shoulders.

      Kay shook her head.

      ‘Do you know them?’ asked Carys.

      ‘I arrested the oldest one for stealing from a shop over at Shepway eighteen months ago,’ said Kay. She sighed. ‘No doubt I’ll be seeing him again soon.’

      She pushed the door to the shop open, an electronic ping sounding behind the counter to the left of her.

      An elderly man fussed behind it, restacking newspapers and straightening a small display of sweets to the right of the till.

      ‘They’re nothing but trouble,’ he grumbled. ‘You lot should come around more often.’

      Kay held out her warrant card. ‘DS Hunter, and this is my colleague, DC Miles. We wanted to ask you a few questions regarding a vehicle spotted on the CCTV camera above the shop.’

      ‘It’s not my camera.’

      ‘We’re aware of that, thanks – it belongs to the council, right?’

      ‘That’s right. Landlord insisted on putting it up there.’ He winked. ‘Reckon they paid him for the rent of the space. Hate to think what he charged them. That’s why the offices above are empty. Costs too much, see?’

      Kay turned to a new page of her notebook. ‘What’s your name, please?’

      ‘Higgins. Malcolm Higgins.’

      ‘And you’ve had this shop for how long?’

      ‘About twenty years. Should’ve sold up ages ago. Too late now – business doesn’t make enough these days, so no-one’s interested in buying it.’

      Carys fished out a colour photograph of the vehicle. The image had been captured by one of the CCTV cameras in the town and provided the best view of the car. The one taken from the camera above the shop had been too blurred.

      ‘Have you seen this vehicle around here?’

      The man took the photograph from her and peered through smeared glasses at it. His brow puckered.

      ‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘Is he local?’

      ‘That’s what we’re trying to find out,’ said Kay.

      ‘What’s he done, then?’

      She smiled. ‘We wish to speak to him in relation to an ongoing investigation.’

      The shopkeeper snorted and passed the photograph back. ‘Rehearsed that, did you?’

      ‘Do you know the owner of this vehicle or not?’

      He shook his head. ‘Can’t help you, I’m afraid. I don’t really have time to watch the traffic go past.’

      Kay glanced over her shoulder at the deserted shop and the dust covering the shelves nearest to her. ‘Right. Well, thanks for your time, Mr Higgins.’

      She turned back towards the door.

      ‘You make sure you get those coppers out there to come back every day,’ the man called after her. ‘Pain in the arse, those teenage kids.’

      The front door burst open and she took a step back in surprise.

      Parker entered the shop, slightly out of breath.

      ‘Sarge, we’ve located the driver’s house.’

      Kay and Carys hurried after him as he crossed the road, heading towards one of the terrace houses on the opposite side of the street.

      ‘Who confirmed it?’ said Kay.

      ‘Elderly couple over at number twenty-two. The husband’s confined to a chair most of the day, so they tend to spend their time watching the street,’ he said. ‘They’ve seen the car parked outside number twenty-five a few times over the past couple of months.’

      ‘Renting or owners?’

      ‘They say renting – there was a sign put up a while back, and then the bloke moved in. They’ve seen a woman turn up a few times, but they don’t think she lives there. They thought she might have been having an affair with him, because of the way she used to check the street before knocking on the front door. She used to be careful leaving the house, too – the wife says she saw her peering out the front door once or twice before leaving, as if she was afraid of being seen.’

      ‘Interesting. Anyone in now?’

      Parker shook his head. ‘Place looks empty. No-one answered when we knocked. Thought we’d get you there before we did anything else.’

      They stopped on the pavement outside the house, the frontage separated from the street by a wooden fence that held a gate on rusting hinges.

      ‘All right. Let’s do this.’ Kay pulled out her phone from her bag and dialled Sharp’s number. ‘Guv? We’re going to need that search warrant.’
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      Barnes arrived over an hour later, the signed search warrant in his hand.

      ‘Sorry – the magistrate Sharp had briefed was stuck in court, so we had to find another.’

      ‘It happens. Don’t worry – I’ve got officers placed in the road behind this one in case anyone tries to leave over the back fence.’

      Ignoring the small group of uniformed officers who had crowded on the pavement beside her, Kay checked the wording of the document, then handed the warrant to the uniformed PC next to her. ‘Let’s take a look, shall we, Norris?’

      ‘How do you want to do this? Break it down, or pick the lock?’

      Kay pivoted and glanced down the street, before turning back to Barnes and Norris. ‘We don’t have time, and all the neighbours know we’re here anyway, so if anyone was going to warn him, they’d have done it by now. Break it down.’

      Kay waited while Norris turned to Parker and gestured at the door.

      He moved forward, battering ram in his grip, and then aimed it at the door just below the handle, and swung it.

      Kay averted her eyes as the door crashed open, sending splinters of wood across the doorstep and over her feet.

      ‘Right, two of you with Barnes, Carys and myself. Everyone else stay outside,’ said Kay, slipping gloves over her fingers. ‘Let’s find out who the hell this bastard is.’

      She kicked the bigger splinters out of the way while Norris pushed the door open wide and stepped over the threshold.

      ‘Police!’ he called, making his way through the house with Parker at his heels.

      Kay hovered at the front door while the two uniformed officers checked downstairs, and caught Norris’s eye as he returned from the kitchen shaking his head.

      ‘We’ll check upstairs, but you’re okay to make a start down here.’

      ‘Thanks. Where’s Parker?’

      ‘He went out the back door to check the garden. Don’t hold your breath – it doesn’t look like it got used much and there’s no sign of anyone leaving through the back door before we got here.’

      ‘Okay.’ Kay turned to Barnes and Carys. ‘Right, let’s split up – Carys, you take the kitchen. Barnes and I can split the living room between us.’

      ‘Sarge,’ said Carys, and brushed past her, a look of determination on her face.

      Kay glanced up the stairs as she led Barnes towards the living room.

      Norris stood at the top, and shook his head. ‘No-one’s around,’ he said. ‘Do you want me to start the search up here?’

      ‘Go for it.’

      As Kay moved into the living room, the first thing she noticed was that the furniture appeared to be a collection of second-hand assortments. Nothing matched.

      Everything about the place seemed temporary, as if the tenant didn’t expect to return. A two-seater sofa had been placed against the wall behind the door. In front of it, a small table contained an ashtray and a copy of an old newspaper. A small television had been set upon a low chest of drawers in one corner near the window, and what appeared to be a home-made bookshelf leaned precariously against the wall opposite the window.

      Kay bent down and began to flick through the pages of the paperbacks. She glanced at Barnes over her shoulder as he pulled open the doors to the chest of drawers and began sorting through it.

      ‘If there was a couple living here, how come it feels like we’re only seeing one half?’

      She held up one of the books. ‘A lot of these are sport biographies, not the sort of thing I’d expect a woman to read.’

      Barnes straightened and placed his hands on his hips as he turned. ‘I know what you mean. Even the decor is wrong. I know it’s a rental, but you’d expect to see a bit of a personal touch. There’s nothing, is there? No photographs, no paperwork lying around—’

      ‘This isn’t a home, is it? It’s temporary.’

      ‘You think he kept it that way? In case he had to clear out at short notice?’

      ‘That’s what I’m thinking. We’ll get the place checked out for fingerprints, but given that we know the driver’s prints aren’t on the system, and nor are his victim’s, I don’t hold out a lot of hope that we’ll find any others. He’s been too careful.’

      Carys appeared at the doorway. ‘There’s nothing in the kitchen of interest, either. They certainly don’t appear to have cooked at home much. Kitchen bin’s been emptied recently – I’ll get uniform to take a look in the wheelie bin outside, but the refrigerator’s only got the basics in it.’

      She fell silent at a call from upstairs.

      ‘Sarge? You need to see this.’

      Carys stepped to one side as Kay hurried by her and took the stairs two at a time.

      ‘What is it?’

      Norris appeared from a bedroom at the back of the house, his gloved hands clutching a small collection of photographs.

      ‘Found these on top of the wardrobe.’

      Kay took the photographs from him and began to flick through the images as Barnes and Carys reached the top of the stairs.

      Two of the photographs had been taken in a woodland, the woman relaxed and smiling at the camera as she’d posed beside a large fallen log. In others, the camera had been held aloft and captured the driver and the woman smiling up at the lens.

      ‘Why hide them on top of the wardrobe?’ said Barnes, taking the photographs from Kay and holding them so Carys could see at the same time.

      ‘More to the point, those have been taken on an instant camera,’ said Kay. ‘Why not use his phone?’

      ‘Maybe she’s not his wife,’ said Norris. ‘They could have been having an affair.’

      ‘Good point,’ said Kay. ‘That’d certainly make sense. Especially with the neighbours telling us how furtive the woman was when she arrived or left the house.’

      ‘If they were having an affair, that also explains why there’s nothing here to suggest a woman was living here,’ said Carys. ‘Maybe he killed her because she was threatening to expose the affair to someone.’

      Kay frowned. ‘Hang on. Give those back to me a minute.’

      She flipped through the images until she found one that included the man and held it up to them. ‘I recognise him. I’ve seen this face before.’

      ‘Where?’ said Barnes.

      ‘When the case against Jozef Demiri fell apart and we had to let him go. He arranged for a car to collect him. This guy was his driver.’
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      Kay paced the room and rubbed at her right eye.

      Despite the discovery at the house in Tonbridge, she couldn’t abandon the search process and had to wait until Harriet and her team had turned up so she could brief them.

      Instead, she had sent Barnes and Carys back to the incident room to report their findings to the rest of the team and start the process of checking tenancy records for the property and find any other online photographs that matched the image of the man they’d discovered at the house.

      On her return to Maidstone, she’d been disappointed to discover that they had found nothing, and that Sharp had been called to a meeting at headquarters on the other side of the town and wouldn’t be back until the afternoon briefing.

      She wanted to talk through her theory with him, determined to prove there was a connection between the driver and Jozef Demiri, an Albanian who was known to run one of the more lucrative organised crime syndicates in the south-east, but who had managed to avoid any criminal charges – despite their best efforts.

      Undeterred by Sharp’s absence, she had tasked the team to spend the rest of the day making phone calls and checking the information they had to date to try to get a breakthrough.

      Three hours later, and she was wondering if Demiri would evade them once more when a loud whoop reached her ears.

      Gavin tossed his mobile phone onto his desk and spun his chair round to face her.

      ‘That was Charlie – he’s helping Harriet with the forensics of the vehicle in the accident.’

      ‘Yeah, I remember him from the other night,’ said Kay. ‘What’s he got?’

      Gavin grinned and held up his notebook. ‘Partial Vehicle Identification Number off the chassis. He says most of it had been filed off, but once they’d removed all the mud and grime, they managed to get something for us. And – get this – it’s different to the one on the registration certificate linked to the licence plate.’

      ‘Put it in the system,’ said Kay, and scooted her chair across to Gavin’s desk.

      He turned and opened up a new window on his computer, typed in the details and pressed “Enter”.

      Kay sipped from a mug of tepid tea while they waited.

      Once, soon after passing his exams, Gavin had mentioned to her that he’d been surprised at how ponderous murder investigations could be.

      Kay had smiled, and explained it was often the smallest details that led to the biggest breakthroughs, and she’d noticed since then that the recently qualified detective had been one of the few content to spend hours trawling through minute information in the hope of a breakthrough. It often worked, or at least provided the team with solid data they could follow up on with great effect.

      ‘Here you go,’ he said, and pointed at the screen. His brow creased. ‘Hang on. It’s registered to a business.’

      ‘Which one?’ Kay bent over and scanned the lines of text displayed across the screen.

      ‘Delight Investments.’

      ‘What?’ Kay straightened and twisted round to summon Barnes, but he’d already pushed himself out of his chair and was moving towards them.

      ‘Delight Investments,’ repeated Gavin. His eyes shifted between Kay and Barnes. ‘Why? Is there a problem? Who owns the company?’

      Kay swallowed, fighting to keep her excitement in check.

      ‘Jozef Demiri,’ she said. ‘Josef bloody Demiri. I knew it.’

      She straightened as Sharp pushed through the door and strode across the room to where she stood, and their eyes locked.

      ‘Why am I hearing Demiri’s name?’

      Kay quickly updated him about the search at the property, and then pointed at Gavin’s computer.

      ‘He’s connected, guv. I recognised the driver, and the car’s registered to Demiri’s business. We’re onto something here.’

      In reply, he held up his hand. ‘All right, you’ve got me convinced. I’ll make some phone calls – DCI Larch will have to be brought up to speed, so I’ll need you to put together a summary report for me about this investigation to date before you leave today in order that we can get extra resources. You know what to do.’

      ‘Guv.’

      ‘Carys – while that’s happening, can you and Gavin pull together everything on our system about Demiri’s business assets, including Delight Investments – find out what else he’s got listed under that name and others together with any knowledge we have about people working for him. Tread carefully. We know what he’s capable of,’ he said, aiming an apologetic glance at Kay, ‘and none of us want a repeat of last year’s events.’

      ‘Will do,’ said Carys.

      ‘Finally, security,’ said Sharp, and waited until he had everyone’s attention. ‘Based on what happened last time, and so no-one has to go through what Kay did with the Professional Standards investigation, this incident room will now be locked down. No-one will take work home with them. The room will be opened by me at seven o’clock in the morning, and I’ll be locking it at seven o’clock every night. All evidence will be logged by Debbie, who reports directly to me. You want something out of evidence to review, you see me first, got it?’

      A murmur of agreement swept through the room.

      ‘We are going to get this bastard,’ said Sharp. ‘But he’s cunning, and dangerous. If anyone has reason to believe that they are in danger, or you are threatened by anyone in any way, you come to see me immediately. Is that understood?’

      ‘Guv.’

      Sharp turned back to Kay. ‘We tread carefully. We’ve got one shot at this.’

      She nodded, fighting down the adrenalin that had started to course through her veins.

      ‘Don’t worry, guv. We’ll do this properly. I want Demiri put away – for a long time.’
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      Kay pulled her car out of the police station car park, indicated right and merged into the remains of the late afternoon commuting traffic.

      As she turned left and drove past the large multi-storey car park and adjoining supermarket, her mind returned to Jozef Demiri.

      He had been almost within her clutches once, nearly two years ago.

      She and her colleagues had gathered enough evidence to support an investigation into Demiri’s business dealings, and everything pointed to him running an extensive drugs operation between the Continent and his base in the south-east corner of England.

      However, while a surveillance team was waiting for Demiri’s return from the Continent, a gun seized from a routine traffic stop and which they all thought had Demiri’s fingerprints on it went missing from the evidence locker at the police station.

      The aftermath had been shocking, starting with a Professional Standards investigation that accused Kay of taking the weapon.

      It had devastating consequences on her health. She had miscarried the baby girl she had only found out weeks before she was carrying and despite her best efforts, her career had never fully recovered.

      She’d vowed revenge on Demiri ever since.

      She fought down her excitement as she turned into the lane that led to her house, and twisted her hand on the steering wheel to check her watch.

      Adam had left the house early that morning, keen to get to the clinic to catch up on paperwork before the morning’s appointments began to filter through the doors, and she hoped he’d be home at a reasonable time.

      They had another day together before he flew to Aberdeen for his conference, and she wanted to make the most of her time with him.

      As the car passed their local pub, a smile formed on her lips.

      Pulling into the driveway of the house she locked her car and hurried to the front door.

      ‘I’m home!’

      ‘Upstairs.’

      Kay bounded up the stairs and into their bedroom at the front of the house. ‘The pub looks quiet – fancy a drink?’

      Adam appeared from the en suite bathroom, towelling his hair. He grinned. ‘Sounds like a great idea.’

      ‘Good – I’ll get changed and we’ll go straight away.’

      Twenty minutes later they had grabbed a small table in the corner of the public bar at the front of the pub, each with a pint of real ale in front of them.

      ‘Cheers,’ said Adam, clinking his glass against hers before taking a long sip. ‘Oh, I needed that.’

      Kay savoured the beer, licked a trace of froth off her lips and sank back into the soft leather of her chair. She craned her neck to look through the bar to the lounge area, but only two people sat on bar stools chatting to the landlady.

      The rest of the pub was deserted; the regular evening crowd would be in later.

      Kay relaxed. The only problem with being a police officer in a town rather than a large city, was that sometimes she’d see someone she’d arrested in the past walk through the door of a pub or pass her in the supermarket.

      She’d given up diving behind displays of soup tins or the latest book offerings years ago and instead glared back at the offenders, but it was still a welcome relief to find none of her past encounters from successful arrests yet drank in her local pub.

      She pushed her hair behind her ear and took another sip of her beer.

      ‘I might have to stay in Aberdeen a bit longer,’ said Adam, his voice breaking into her thoughts.

      ‘Problem?’

      ‘No – one of the other guys going to the conference has a practice specialising in the horse racing industry. I wouldn’t mind spending some time with him while I’m there, that’s all. Okay with you?’

      ‘Of course.’ She smiled. ‘It’d be a great opportunity for you.’

      Adam’s busy clinic was popular with the local community, and he was one of the few local vets experienced with racehorses and their foibles.

      He placed his half-empty pint glass on a cardboard coaster and reached out for her hand. ‘I’m thinking of expanding the business. Taking on someone else to deal with the small stuff so I can concentrate on networking more. There are some speaking opportunities on the Continent I’d like to explore.’

      ‘Wow.’ Kay twisted in her seat to face him.

      A hopeful expression crossed his features.

      She knew how good he was at his work; until a few years ago he’d been a regular contributor to veterinary journals and had participated in conferences up and down the country. Then, the business had taken off and he’d put all his energy into establishing and growing that.

      ‘You’re good at sharing what you know,’ she said, squeezing his hand. ‘I think that’s a great idea – as long as you don’t stretch yourself too thin. You don’t want to get exhausted from it all.’

      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll only do a few a year to keep my hand in. We could travel together, if your work allowed it. About time we had a holiday anyway. We could turn it into a working holiday – I could do my lecture, and then we could have a few days to explore before we come home.’

      ‘Sounds great. I could get used to that.’

      ‘Fantastic.’ He smiled, and took a long draught of his beer, a look of contentment in his eyes. ‘So, are you going to tell me what’s happening about that car crash the other night? Any developments?’

      Kay checked the landlord was still busy with customers in the other bar, and lowered her voice to tell Adam what she could of the ongoing investigation.

      ‘The thing is,’ she said, and took a deep breath. ‘Gavin traced the vehicle identification number to a business owned by Jozef Demiri.’

      Adam’s eyes hardened and he set down his glass. ‘Demiri?’

      Kay put her finger to her lips. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Kay, listen to me. You stay away from him, all right? I know it’s your job, but let one of the others deal with him. It’s too dangerous.’

      ‘I need to do this, Adam. I want him put away, and I want to be there when we do it.’

      ‘You know how dangerous he is. I know you want this, but for Christ’s sake don’t go anywhere near him on your own.’

      ‘I won’t be on my own. Sharp’ll be with me.’ Her mouth quirked. ‘I don’t think he trusts me with what I’ll do to Demiri if he lets me go alone.’

      ‘It’s not funny, Kay. Not with his reputation.’

      She held up her hand. ‘I know. I’m sorry. I’ll be careful.’

      ‘I wish I wasn’t going away now.’

      ‘I’ll be fine. Honest.’

      He ran a hand over his face. ‘You make sure you lock all the doors and windows while I’m away. And keep the security lights on around the house, too.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘Promise me, Kay.’

      ‘I promise.’

      ‘All right.’ His eyes softened and he pointed at her empty glass. ‘Another one of those?’

      ‘Thought you’d never ask.’
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      Kay and Sharp left the police station immediately after the next morning’s briefing, intent on interviewing Jozef Demiri as soon as possible.

      Kay drove, their pace slowed by the amount of traffic on the A20 between Maidstone and Ashford – a result of a multiple collision at Folkestone, and the authorities’ decision to utilise the M20 motorway for Operation Stack, a strategy whereby all the trucks that couldn’t use the Channel Tunnel or ferries to France were parked on the motorway, thereby preventing anyone else from using it.

      ‘Just as well we didn’t make an appointment,’ said Sharp, grumbling under his breath.

      Kay said nothing, the traffic jam doing nothing to tame her excitement at the prospect of meeting Demiri face to face.

      Proving who was responsible for removing the gun from the evidence locker and bringing Demiri to justice was all that had kept her focused during her darkest moments.

      She slowed as they entered the outskirts of Ashford and negotiated a series of roundabouts before she swung the car into a small business park.

      Signs stacked one on top of the other like a totem pole at the entrance to the business park confirmed the presence of Demiri’s offices. It didn’t take long to find the glass-enshrouded low level unit that his software business occupied. She locked the car and they made their way towards the building, Sharp at her side.

      ‘I’ll take the lead,’ he said. ‘We both know we’re going
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