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CHAPTER ONE
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Pete settled into his chair in Interview Room Two in the custody suite of Exeter police station. His boss, sitting next to him, nodded for him to start the recorder.

‘Shane,’ he said to the man seated opposite them. ‘I’m DI Colin Underhill. This is DS Peter Gayle. We’ve been asked to talk to you by the National Crime Agency’s National Firearms Targeting Centre and the National Ballistics Intelligence Service.’ His tone was dry, his words clipped as if he wasn’t in the habit of talking much. Which he wasn’t, Pete acknowledged silently. For Colin to string two sentences together was unusual.

The way he’d brought Pete into this was typical. Pete had been at his desk in the squad room when his phone rang barely half an hour ago. He’d picked it up and Colin had said, ‘Come to my office.’

‘Guv?’ What’s...?’ By the time he got the second word out, he was already talking to a dial tone. 

‘This interview’s being recorded, both audio and video,’ Colin was telling the male seated opposite them. 

In his mid-twenties, dark hair falling over his forehead, Shane Gallagher was leaning back in his chair, arms folded across his narrow chest, legs spread, staring at the wall behind them, completely disengaged. Partly, perhaps, because he was wearing a white overall provided by the custody suite, his own clothes having been removed and sent to forensics for testing. Those overalls were bad enough when you were wearing something under them. When that consisted of just your underwear, they’d be positively uncomfortable, Pete guessed.

Which, maybe, was partly the point: to throw the wearer off their game even if they were accustomed to the system, as Shane was, having been in and out of custody since he was ten years old.

‘So, why’nt the National what-its-name do it themselves? Stead of you recording it for ‘em?’

He speaks, Pete thought. That was a good sign. 

‘Not the way they work,’ Colin responded. ‘They’re London-based. Just an administrative centre. The real work is down to us coppers out in the field.’

Which is where the big, burly fifty-eight-year-old DI looked like he belonged in his khaki trousers, check shirt and tweed jacket, Pete thought: in a field or at the cattle market. But looks could be deceptive. He might not say much, but his mind was sharp as a tack.

‘Do you still live in St Thomas?’ Pete asked Gallagher. 

The slightest hint of a twitch of the top lip was all the response he got. 

‘Ferndale, right? Is that one of the old houses or one of the newer ones?’ Pete already knew the answer, but the point was to engage the man, get him talking, regardless of the subject, and progress from there.

‘Old ‘uns.’

Pete nodded. ‘Handy for the station.’ It was only a few hundred yards from one of the three main railway stations in the city. ‘Use them much, do you? The trains.’

Another twitch of the upper lip.

‘I gather you were there yesterday. Been anywhere nice, had you?’ Again, he knew the answer, but it didn’t hurt to look less competent than you were in these circumstances.

‘Not really.’

At least he hadn’t denied having been somewhere. Pete raised an eyebrow. ‘Why go, then? Visiting rellies? Or mates?’

Gallagher paused, frowning. ‘What’s this about? You pull me in here, take my clothes, ask these damn fool questions. What for? What am I meant to have done?’

‘That was quite a chunk of change you brought back with you,’ Pete said. ‘Twelve grand. Where did it come from? Or who?’

Fear took over Gallagher’s features, his eyes widening, sweat breaking out suddenly on his face. ‘You...? That was money?’

‘What did you expect it to be?’ Pete asked.

‘I didn’t know. It was sealed up. And meant to stay that way. And now you’ve got it?’

Pete dipped his head to one side. ‘It’s evidence.’

‘I’m... You’ve fucking killed me. Literally.’

‘We could return it,’ Pete said. ‘If you’re willing to work with us.’

Now the sneer was fully formed. ‘Yeah, right. Fat lot of good that’ll do if he already knows it’s tainted goods. That I was picked up by you lot.’

‘Why would he? And, even if he does, if you’ve been released without charge due to lack of evidence...’ He spread his hands in a shrug. ‘The fact you were picked up doesn’t even have to be related, does it? Given your usual source of income. Occupational hazard, isn’t it? Then, we just wait and watch.’

‘He’s careful. He’ll know if you’re watching.’  

‘So help us catch him. If he’s locked up, he can’t come after you, can he?’ Pete said, playing on Gallagher’s fear.

‘I can’t. I don’t know his name, where he lives. Nothing.’

‘Do you know what he looks like?’

‘No.’

Pete caught the tilt of Colin’s head in his peripheral vision. He glanced sideways. The senior man was looking distinctly dubious.

‘Then how do you contact him?’ he asked.

‘I don’t. He contacts me. I just follow instructions.’

‘You sound like this is a regular thing. How often have you worked for him?’

‘Once before this.’

And never again, Pete thought. Whatever the outcome here. ‘How does he contact you?’

‘Note through my door.’

So he knows where you live. ‘Have you still got any of them?’

He shook his head. ‘They say to burn them.’

‘And you do as you’re told, despite not knowing this person?’

‘Yeah.’ 

A spark of defiance again, finally. Good. ‘So, how did you first connect with him? If it is a “him”.’

‘I was... Working. He come up to me. He’d got a black beanie pulled down, a Covid mask on. Gloves. Asked me if I wanted to make some easier money than what I was doing. A one-off deal first. Trial run, like. More if I did it right.’

‘So, is he white, black, Chinese, Indian?’ Colin asked.

‘Job to tell. It was dark. But not black or Chink.’

‘When you say you were working,’ Pete said, ‘You mean dealing, correct?’

He nodded. 

‘Where?’

He paused.

‘We know where you deal, Shane,’ Colin said. ‘DS Gayle just meant which one of your spots?’

His lips pressed together as he thought about that. ‘By the Railway Club,’ he said reluctantly.

Pete knew the place. A wide area of pavement tucked into a corner where the railway went over the main shopping street in the St Thomas area of the city, where the social club sat next to a pub and trees dotting the pavement made the lighting poor, at best.

‘We’re not concerned with the dealing here, Shane,’ Pete told him. ‘We’ve got bigger fish to fry.’

‘Yeah, it’s the frying bit that bothers me,’ he grunted in return. ‘And not you doing it.’

Pete nodded. ‘I understand that. But like I said, he can’t do anything to you from inside, can he? You help us put him there and we’ll make sure you’re protected.’

‘I can’t tell you what I don’t know.’

‘Which is no doubt why he operates the way he does. To protect himself. But there’s got to be a way of reaching out to him. Otherwise, how could he do business?’

He shrugged. ‘Dunno. And I don’t care.’

Pete held back his instinctive response. ‘Have you got any family, Shane?’

‘No.’

‘Anyone you care about?’

His lips moved to make the same response, but he held it back. Sat silently watching. Waiting.

‘A girl?’ Pete pressed.

Still, Gallagher sat stoically.

‘You want her to be safe, don’t you? We’re the same.’ Pete nodded towards Colin, sitting beside him. ‘We’ve got people we care about. It’s why we do this job. For now, as far as you know, and as far as we know, his products are going away from here, to the big cities: Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool, London. But what happens when he sells to someone here, in Exeter? There are people here who’d buy from him if they knew about him. The people you deal with, for instance. Not the users, I mean: the suppliers. The county lines gangs. And others. Pimps and other crooks. What happens when they’re let loose with something like that? They don’t give a damn about the consequences if they get something wrong, do they? And that puts you and your girl directly in the firing line. Literally. And that’s why we’ve got to find him. Shut him down. So anything you can tell us – anything at all that helps us put him away – makes you and your girl so much safer, Shane. You understand?’

He gave a small nod.

‘What about the second time you dealt with him? How did he contact you then? And where?’

‘Like I said: note under my door.’

‘So you’ve only ever met him that once?’

‘Yes.’

‘So, how do you pass the payments on to him?’

‘He lets me know where and when to drop it.’

‘And where and when was that, last time?’

‘Behind somebody’s hedge on School Road at midnight.’

School Road was a couple of streets away from where Gallagher lived, Pete knew. ‘And you never asked him, “Why me?”’

Another shake of the head. ‘Didn’t care, did I? Just glad of an easy few quid. But now...’ He fixed Pete with an intense stare. ‘That’s screwed, isn’t it? And so am I if he knows I’ve been talking to you lot.’

‘What makes you so scared of him?’ Colin asked.

‘His reputation. He’s known for being a ruthless bastard.’

‘Tell us about that,’ Pete said. ‘Who talks about him? What do they say? What do they call him?’

‘It’s just stories. Bogey-man type stuff. He pays well but cross him and he’ll kill you and your body will never be found.’

‘So, it’s known on the streets that he’s out there, supplying guns?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Only a matter of time, then, until someone local gets hold of one.’

‘Except he don’t shit in his own backyard. Only sells away from here.’

‘So, what do they call him?’

‘Just “The Gunman”.’

Pete exchanged a glance with Colin, who nodded. With pursed lips, he turned back to Gallagher. ‘All right. People say he’ll kill you if you cross him. Is there anything to back that up? Any examples of it happening?’

‘Have you got any unexplained vanishings? Or bodies?’ Gallagher countered.

‘People come and go all the time,’ Pete said. ‘Especially in certain lifestyles. Sometimes they just don’t want to be traced.’

‘Yeah, right,’ he retorted with a sneer. ‘Certain lifestyles meaning you don’t look too hard for them. Like mine, for instance.’

Pete shook his head. ‘Everybody’s got a mother, a father, someone they care about or that cares about them. Even you. We’ll search, whoever they are, if only for the sake of those loved ones.’ He saw Gallagher’s expression. ‘I can quote cases if you want. But the point is, can you quote cases to support what you say about this Gunman?’

‘Me? No. It’s what I’ve heard on the streets or in the pub, that’s all.’

‘Heard from who?’

Gallagher’s head pulled back, a look of mixed horror and incredulity on his face. ‘Are you serious? You want me to give you names so you can go to them and say, “Shane Gallagher tells me you’ve been spreading rumours about The Gunman. What can you tell me about him?” Not a chance. I’d be finished in this city, if not on this earth.’

Pete sighed and leaned forward, elbows on the table. ‘We work with informants all the time, Shane. It’s part of the job. We know how to keep them safe.’

‘What, so now you want me to be a snitch? No chance.’

‘I haven’t asked you to snitch on anybody. Only to tell us where you heard the stories on the street about this gun maker. Just so we can track them back, maybe to a reliable source. That’s all. And your name won’t be attached to anything. Guaranteed.’

He shook his head. ‘I dunno.’

Pete decided to give him the benefit of the doubt as to the meaning of that phrase in this instance. ‘What context did the subject come up in? What brought it up?’

‘I dunno,’ he repeated, his meaning clear this time. ‘Just chatter, wasn’t it?’

‘You remembered what was said enough to be scared of the man,’ Colin pointed out.

‘Yeah, but... I’m not a video recorder, am I?’ he said, nodding towards the digital recording device on the end of the desk. ‘I don’t recall every detail.’

Colin sighed. ‘Maybe you need time to think on it. We’ve got you for twenty-four hours, at least.’

Gallagher’s eyes flashed wide with horror. ‘That’ll guarantee it. He’ll definitely know I’ve been in here.’

‘You’d best hope we catch him, then. If you’re not going to tell us anything useful, I’m not going to waste time sitting here.’

‘I said before – I can’t tell you what I don’t know!’

Colin shrugged and sat up straighter. ‘If that’s your final answer, interview concluded.’ He nodded to Pete, who checked his watch and quoted the time and date before reaching for the recorder. 

‘Think on,’ Colin said to Gallagher then stood up and turned to the door.

*
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‘So, what’s the next move?’ Pete asked as they walked along the corridor from the custody suite towards the high glass atrium that connected the two wings of the police station on the edge of the city.

‘Plan B,’ Colin said. ‘Keep an eye on the cash.’

‘What – it’s still there?’ Pete demanded.

They’d let Gallagher believe that they’d removed it from where he’d stashed it in his flat. In fact, Colin had let Pete believe that, too.

‘Yes. They searched his place when they arrested him. Found it, checked the contents, added a tracker.’

‘Jesus! You could have told me that before.’

‘Worked, didn’t it?’ Colin countered. ‘Scared him into talking.’

‘Risky, putting a tracker in there. If our mystery man knows Gallagher’s been arrested, he’ll check for one, surely? He seems to be the careful sort. And if he finds it, he’s likely to take it out on Gallagher and then go into hiding; go quiet, at least for a while.’

‘NCA’s plan, not ours. And he’ll still need an income. He’ll pop up again eventually.’

‘Even more cautious than before, though. Which reduces our chances of catching him.’

Colin shot him a glance. ‘So, what do you suggest instead?’ 

Pete could see from the glitter of Colin’s narrowed brown eyes that he was treading on thin ice. ‘Have we got Gallagher’s phone?’ he asked.

‘Yes. There’s nothing on it.’

‘But we could put a bug on it. And a tracker.’

‘We need to track the money, not the courier.’

‘Yes, but he can lead us to the target. As soon as he moves, we follow at a safe distance. He goes to a meeting place, we close in. No need for any apparent connection. Observe the hand-over or drop-off, whatever happens, and go from there.’

Colin paused, thinking. ‘It’d need at least two – one to hold back, though not too far. But yes, if we can get a warrant...’

‘How long will that take?’ Pete glanced at his watch as they stepped through into the back of the huge glazed central atrium. It was now 4.20 in the afternoon.

‘I’ll go straight up.’

‘It’s getting late in the day to find a judge still in chambers,’ Pete said.

‘I’d best get a wiggle on, then.’ Colin angled away from him, towards the lifts as Pete approached the wide stairs behind the station’s reception desk. Colin would be going up to Chief Inspector Christine Naylor’s office on the top floor while Pete returned to the squad room on the first floor. She would need to OK the warrant before it went to whichever judge was available to sign it off. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Pete put his phone down and looked up, meeting the gaze of each of his team members in turn. ‘We’re on surveillance duty.’

‘Oh, ah?’ said Detective Constable Dave Miles, sitting alongside DC Jane Bennett who was opposite Pete in their six-desk workstation. ‘What about all this?’ He waved a hand to indicate the papers spread across his desk, which related to the cold case they were currently reviewing.

‘On hold, for now,’ Pete said. ‘We’re on this exclusively until the contact’s made, and we go from there. Eight-hour shifts, in pairs.’ He looked around at his team ‘Jill, you’re with Dick, Ben with Dave, Jane with me.’

‘So, when do we start?’ the spiky-haired PC Ben Myers asked from the far side of Dick Feeney, who was seated next to Pete. 

‘Pack up your desks now,’ Pete told them, sitting back in his chair. ‘We meet in Incident Room One in half an hour with the guvnor. He’s lead on this.’

*
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‘So, what’s the story, guv?’ Dave asked, arms folded across his chest as he half-sat on the front edge of one of the desks in IR-1.

Colin looked around as if checking that he had the full attention of the whole team – as if he wouldn’t have, Pete thought. There was no doubting it as they clustered near the front of the big room, facing the DI, who stood before the whiteboard.

‘Someone on our patch is manufacturing firearms,’ Colin said. ‘Selling them on the dark web.’

Dave’s head jerked back as his eyebrows rose in surprise. ‘How do we know he’s on our patch?’

Pete straightened up. ‘The guvnor and I were just interviewing the courier he used to take one of his weapons up to Birmingham and bring back the payment for it. In cash,’ He took a step forward, placing himself alongside Colin. ‘A local drug dealer. Small-time chap from over the river, in St Thomas. Shane Gallagher. He was arrested with the money at his flat this afternoon, having been followed back there by Transport Police working on behalf of the NCA.’ 

‘NABIS picked up chatter about a maker down this way a few months ago,’ Colin said. ‘Someone was arrested with a weapon in Birmingham that matched one recovered in Manchester last year. Phone work on the male in Brum led to intelligence that he was trying to get hold of a replacement. They have them for a reason, generally. The hand-over was observed and the courier followed back here.’

NABIS, they all knew, was the acronym for the National Ballistic Intelligence Service, an independent office-based organisation within the national police service, based in Birmingham.

‘So, what now?’ Dave asked.

‘We’re getting a bit of extra software added to Gallagher’s phone. We can track him with it and listen to his conversations. We could charge him but then again, he could lead us to the bigger fish so we’re going to release him and stay close, see what happens. He said he was waiting to hear what to do with the package he brought back with him.’

‘The payment,’ Jane clarified.

‘Yes, but he supposedly didn’t know that,’ Pete said. ‘It was wrapped up and taped inside a lunchbox.’

‘He must have guessed, though,’ Jill declared.

Pete shrugged. ‘He was paid to take a package to Birmingham and bring another one back. He wasn’t told what was in either of them – on the basis, I suppose, that what you don’t know, you can’t tell. And you’re not tempted by.’

‘Yeah, right,’ Jill retorted. ‘A sealed package that you’re not tempted by?’

Dave chuckled and gave the immaculately uniformed little PC a nudge. ‘So that’s why you joined the job, Titch. You’re a natural-born nosey-parker.’ 

‘When you’re paid five hundred plus expenses to take it somewhere, you resist,’ Pete said before she could reply. ‘If you’ve got any sense. Plus there’s this “Gunman’s” reputation. He’s not known to be a nice man. Especially if you cross him.’

‘Gunman?’ Dick asked.

‘That’s what he’s known as on the streets, apparently.’

Dick frowned. ‘Have we heard of him?’

Pete turned to Colin.

‘Uniform say there’s only one report of the name being used to their knowledge.’

‘So, yes, we have,’ Dave concluded, sharing a glance with Dick. ‘But it wasn’t followed up?’

Colin shrugged. ‘Too vague and tenuous.’

‘Until now.’

Colin nodded. 

‘When’s Gallagher being released?’ Jane asked.

‘As soon as we get his phone back from Tech,’ Colin said, meaning the technical team at the force HQ, which was adjacent to the station they were currently in.

‘It’s Friday today,’ Pete said. ‘Hopefully, none of us had plans over the weekend. But I’d have thought our man would be in touch with Gallagher soon. I can’t see him wanting to leave an amount of cash like that out there on the loose for too long, even if he is the cautious type.’

‘How much are we talking about?’ Dave asked.

‘Trust you,’ Jill said.

‘Twelve grand.’

Dave gave a low whistle in response. ‘Not cheap, then, these weapons. And they’re home-made?’ He looked from Pete to Colin and back.

‘Partly 3D printed, partly engineered,’ Colin confirmed. ‘A lathe, a drill-press and the right bits are about all you’d need, apparently, other than what you or I would have in our garage.’

‘Easy money, then. He can afford to be careful.’

‘Organise the shifts amongst yourselves,’ Colin said. ‘But he needs twenty-four-hour cover as long as he’s in possession. Then we follow the package. But this is a covert op. We stay out of sight.’ His stern gaze moved from one member of the team to the next, impressing on them the importance of that.

‘We’ll handle it, guv,’ Pete told him.

Colin nodded once and stepped away from the whiteboard. ‘Custody will let you know when he’s being released.’
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Pete’s phone rang, abruptly breaking a long silence in the car, during which he realised he’d started to nod off. He jerked upright in the driver’s seat. Beside him, Jane grunted and snuffled awake as he picked up the phone from the central console.

Thumbing it open, he couldn’t help noting the time on the screen. It was 11:53pm and the call was being automatically forwarded from Shane Gallagher’s number. He picked it up quickly, lifting the phone to his ear in time to hear Gallagher’s voice.

‘What the fuck? Now?’

‘Now,’ a muffled male voice confirmed and the line clicked dead.

‘Dammit,’ Pete muttered, leaving the phone on and connected as he reached for the door handle.

‘What’s up?’ Jane asked, rubbing her eyes with her knuckles. ‘Sorry. I must have nodded off.’

‘You did. Sounds like Gallagher’s on the move. But I missed the start of the conversation, where he must have been told where to go.’

‘Shame. Not a perfect system, then. About time, though. Which is what, by the way?’ 

‘Nearly midnight.’

She blinked. ‘Two and a half days since he got back. The guy’s certainly cautious.’

‘Yeah. Let’s go. I’ll walk, you drive. Take it slow, one junction at a time. I’ll call you up when it’s clear to move.’

‘OK.’ 

He stepped out of the car. A warm summer day had given way to a muggy night, the coolness that he’d expected for their second night shift parked on a side-street that led off from around the corner from the end of Ferndale Road, yet to materialise. As they were on surveillance, he was wearing jeans and trainers, a T-shirt and a sleeveless denim jacket so, although he had a pair of cuffs tucked into an inside pocket of the jacket, he had nowhere to carry a police radio. He would have to rely instead on his mobile phone for communications. The situation was a lot less than perfect, but it was the best they could do on short notice.

He walked to the end of the street and crossed the one it met at an angle towards the inside of the corner it formed with the end of Ferndale Road, opposite the RAF cadets’ hut in the corner of Cowick Barton playing field. Looking along Ferndale, he saw a figure in the distance, walking away from him on the far side of the road. From around three hundred yards away, and under street lighting, he couldn’t be sure that it was Gallagher, but it was a male of about the right height and build. He set off after him, keeping his pace steady and unhurried, sticking to the left side of the road and deliberately not focussing on his quarry as he left it a few seconds before taking out his mobile phone and placing a call.

‘Boss?’ Jane said when she picked up.

‘Come on through,’ he said quietly. ‘He’s heading for the far end of the street, on the right-hand side. Take it steady and pull in again somewhere around the corner, before you get to Alphington Road, so you can see which way he goes. I know we’ve got the trackers, but it’s best to have eyes on as well, as much as possible.’

‘Right.’

She ended the call and moments later, he heard an engine behind him. Then headlights rounded the corner behind him and the black Ford Focus they’d been sitting in rolled past him. He didn’t acknowledge it, in case anyone was watching – just stayed focussed loosely on where he was going, keeping the figure in the distance in his peripheral vision.

Before Jane caught up with him in the car, the male reached the right turn at the far end of the road and went from sight around it. Pete passed the house where Gallagher lived in an upper storey flat. A quick glance told him there were no lights on, but that was all the notice he took of the place. Again, he had to maintain his cover, in the unlikely event that the flat was being watched.

He had almost made it to the corner when his phone rang again.

‘He’s turned off,’ Jane said as soon as he answered. ‘He didn’t go down to Alphington Road. Turned into Prince’s Road instead.’

‘OK, stay put. I’ll be with you in a minute.’

‘Will do.’

She hung up as he picked up his pace, walking briskly now. They weren’t going to be able to follow Gallagher into Prince’s Square at the far end of the street he’d turned into without being spotted if that was where he was headed. They’d have to either rely on the trackers they’d installed in his phone and the heel of his shoe as well as amongst the tape wrapping of the Tupperware box containing the cash or find another way to stay close.

He rounded the corner, a quick glance telling him that the footpath coming into the road on his left was clear. Just a few yards down, another road led off to the right. He crossed it and, to his left, the new-build houses gave way back to older terraces. He lifted his phone, unable to pick out the black Ford amongst the cars parked down both sides of the road that stretched away in front of him.

‘Boss?’

‘Where are you?’

‘A few yards past Prince’s Road on the left.’

‘I’m crossing now. Get ready to start the engine. I’ve got an idea.’

‘I’m ready. I can see you in the mirror.’

He caught a flash of red light. ‘Was that your brake lights?’

‘Yes.’

‘Got you.’

He hung up again and, back on the narrow pavement between the parked cars and the tiny brick-walled gardens of the Victorian houses, maintained his long, swift stride. It took just seconds to reach the black car and, as he did so, Jane leaned across and opened the door for him, turning the key in the ignition as he sat in beside her.

‘So, what’s the plan?’

‘Go on down here and take the next right into Queen’s Road, then up towards the square. That way, we’ll come into it from a different direction than Gallagher, so no obvious connection.’

‘If he gets that far,’ she cautioned, signalling to pull out.

Pete shot her a look.

‘As opposed to going into one of the houses along Prince’s Road,’ she said. 

Pete grunted, sitting back in his seat as she pulled away, driving swiftly but without racing the engine. ‘We’ll cross that bridge if we get to it. We’ve got the trackers in place.’

He took out his phone again and brought up the app. The concentrated red dots blinked steadily together as one, as he’d expected them to, moving along Prince’s Road on the little map.

‘He’s still in motion.’

Jane flicked on the signal again and turned right into another street of old red brick terraced houses, similar to the others around them. Again, she pushed the car as hard as she could without making too much noise and soon she was turning right once more, into another side-road, this one much shorter. Facing them at the far end, Pete could see a larger, more modern house, one of a pair of semis build in the 1970s, he guessed, with one car on the drive and another parked across the front.

Almost immediately, Jane was slowing again, braking for the junction. 

‘Which way?’

He checked the app on his phone for a location. ‘Right.’

Driving more slowly now, in keeping with the location, she pulled out as Pete’s phone buzzed again. He picked it up quickly enough to hear Gallagher’s voice asking, ‘...Now?’

‘West,’ came the reply.’

‘Stop,’ Pete ordered and Jane quickly complied.

‘All right,’ came the response from Gallagher.

The call ended. 

Pete waited for a count of ten, then said, ‘Go ahead.’

They started forward again. It was only a couple of houses along to the sharp left-hand bend of the square street layout. She made the turn.

‘Straight on,’ Pete said. ‘He’s going to the west side.’

The trackers confirmed that Gallagher had emerged from the end of Prince’s Road and turned right, followed the road around the next corner and was now stationary. Pete saw a gap at the kerbside between parked cars. ‘Pull over there,’ he said.

Jane complied.

‘Come on.’

He stepped out of the car, Jane following suit, and they headed up the pavement in front of the houses on the outer side of the small square, the centre of which was filled in with houses now, though originally it would probably have been an open grassed area.

‘Where to?’ she asked quietly as they headed towards the corner.

‘The west entrance,’ he muttered. ‘He seems to have stopped again.’

‘Meeting the guy?’ 

‘I expect so.’

‘We don’t want to spook him.’

‘We’ll cross over and head up, around the corner into Regent Street,’ he said quietly. ‘Just keep going as if we belong around here.’

‘Right.’

‘Here.’ He reached for her hand as they approached the junction. Even as long as he’d known Jane, it felt strange to walk hand-in-hand with someone other than Louise. But it was for the sake of their cover.

‘Odd, right?’ he said, speaking more normally now and turning to look at her as they reached the corner.

She gave a low chuckle. ‘Yeah, just a bit.’

‘Never mind. We’ll get over it. At least Dave isn’t going to take the piss.’

‘Oh, Christ! Don’t even think about it!’ she retorted. ‘Where is he?’

Pete knew what she meant. She was talking about Shane Gallagher, not Dave Miles. ‘Don’t know,’ he admitted as they reached the far pavement and started along it, away from the square. ‘Hold on.’ He took out his phone, glanced quickly at the screen, which was open at the tracking app, then pretended to tap and swipe with his thumb before raising it to his ear. ‘Hello,’ he said into it. ‘Yeah, where are you?’ He paused as if listening. ‘Seven? OK.’ He lowered the phone.

‘Any the wiser?’ asked Jane.

‘Yeah. Just round the corner.’ 

‘So, why did we park back there?’ she asked, maintaining the role.

‘You know what these places are like. You find a space, you grab it. There might not be another. And anyway, it’s good to get your legs moving,’ he added, nudging her playfully.

They reached the end of the short street and rounded the corner to the left. Once out of sight of anyone behind them, he stopped and turned to face her, releasing her hand. ‘We’ve passed him,’ he muttered. ‘Back there on the other side. The first house.’

‘That big one with the green door and the oversized hedges?’

‘Yes.’ 

It was the only property other than the garages at either side of the end they’d just emerged from that actually opened onto the short linking street. At either side of the front door, the windows were protected by variegated privet hedges that were thick and dense and at least seven feet tall.

‘OK. How precise is that thing?’

‘About ten feet, they said.’

‘He’ll be inside, then.’

‘Hmm.’

‘Not for long, though, I shouldn’t think.’

‘And with a bit of luck he’ll come out this way. It’s shorter than the way he came.’

‘One of us will have to fetch the car, though,’ she pointed out.

‘I’ll do that while you keep an eye out,’ he offered.

‘Gentleman to the last, eh?’ she teased with a grin.

‘Practical,’ he retorted. ‘My legs are longer.’

She sighed. ‘You know how to let a girl down.’

‘At least I do it gently.’

‘Has he moved yet?’ she asked, changing the subject.

Pete checked his phone. ‘Nope.’

‘What’s taking him?’ she demanded with a frown. ‘How long does it take to hand over a sarnie box and say, “Thanks and goodbye,”?’

‘Not this long,’ he agreed. ‘We’ll give it a minute more.’

‘I didn’t see anyone else coming or going or hear an engine. Did you?’

‘Nope.’

‘So, either they were bloody quick, they’re still there or they doubled back on us.’

‘Given how cautious the subject seems to have been up to now, I can’t see him inviting Gallagher in for a coffee and a chinwag. And if he’s gone, why’s Shane still there?’

‘Yeah... Do you reckon we might have a problem?’

Pete pursed his lips. ‘It seems likely, doesn’t it?’ He checked the app on his phone. ‘Still no movement. Target or package.’

‘Time to break cover?’

‘Head that way, at least,’ he agreed. ‘If needs be, we can bluff it out.’

They headed back around the corner and across the road, towards the property where the app suggested Shane Gallagher still was. Moving quickly but quietly, Pete was glad that Jane wasn’t wearing her usual short heels. The trainers she now wore with jeans, a white T-shirt and a short leather jacket were much quieter.

He could hear nothing except the distant hum of traffic from the main road, around two hundred yards away beyond at least four rows of houses.

He reached the gateless entrance between the hedges of the property they were focussed on and stepped in towards the door. Caught the soft gleam of something pale, low down to his left and glanced across as his hand lifted towards the door.

A shoe. 

The sole, in fact, of a trainer. To one side of it was another, this one flat to the ground, and attached to them were a pair of legs clad in dark jeans. His gaze lifted. Shane Gallagher’s face was turned away to the side, his body slumped and still.

‘Shit.’ Pete stepped quickly across. Dropping to a crouch, he reached out to the slumped man’s neck, feeling for a pulse. The skin was still warm, but totally still beneath his touch. He glanced over his shoulder, saw Jane peering around the hedge at him. ‘He’s dead.’ 
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‘Christ,’ Jane muttered. ‘I don’t envy you telling the guvnor.’

Pete grunted. ‘Thanks.’

‘We must have walked right past the murdering son of a...’ She shivered. ‘He must have been crouched in here, waiting for us to go past and out of sight, then come out and gone into the square. Assuming this isn’t his house,’ she added, looking up at the door.

‘Yeah, right.’

She shrugged. ‘Just saying... It wouldn’t be the first double-bluff someone tried on us.’

‘No, but it would take some balls. And why?’

‘Saves having to get rid of him. Get us to do it for them.’

Pete chuckled dryly. ‘True.’

He turned back to the body, taking out his phone to use it as a torch. Instantly, he could see the cause of death, even against Gallagher’s dark clothing. His lower abdomen and the top of his jeans were soaked in blood which appeared to have flowed from his central torso. A stab wound. A quick, hard thrust with a knife, up under the ribcage into the heart, Pete guessed. He would have been shoved against the wall, stabbed, held in place until the killer was certain he was going to remain quiet – moments, only – then lowered into the position he now occupied.

A quick search around the body revealed the sandwich box that had held the cash Gallagher had been delivering. It lay under the hedge, now open and empty.

Had the killer been onto them? Or had Gallagher been disposable all along?

Pete let the breath sough out through his mouth. Either way, they were up against a cold and ruthless killer. And, as of now, they had no clue as to who he was or where he’d gone. He stood up and reached over the body to checked the latch on the tall wooden gate in the fence that stretched across from the house to the hedge. It seemed to be locked.

He stepped out onto the pavement. ‘Call control, get forensics and the pathologist into gear. I’ll call the guvnor.’

Jane gave him a nod and stepped away to comply.

Pete had Colin Underhill on speed dial. It was answered on the second ring.

‘Yes?’ More of a grunt than a question.

‘Guv, it’s Pete. We’ve lost him. And Gallagher’s dead.’

‘What?’

‘Gallagher got a call. We missed the destination but we followed him. Carefully. Around into Prince’s Square. We must have been just yards away when our guy stabbed Gallagher, but he got away. We’re guessing into the square, but we don’t know for sure.’

‘Then find out.’ 

‘Guv.’

The line went dead in his hand. No accident, Pete guessed, and he wasn’t about to call back and make things any worse than they already were. Instead, he made another call.

‘Control.’

‘It’s Pete Gayle. I need any and all CCTV footage from Alphington Road, covering the stretch from Queens Road to Waterloo Road from ten minutes ago and continuing for the next hour. Also Cowick Street, covering the Cecil Road and Old Vicarage Road junctions.’

‘What are we looking for, sarge?’ 

‘A killer. Other than that, I don’t know until I see it – and maybe not even then,’ he admitted.

‘Right, we’re on it. Do you need me to mobilise...?’

‘That’s all in hand,’ Pete interrupted. ‘My DC’s on it. Except, we’ll need some uniforms to cover the area while Forensics do their stuff.’

‘I’ll arrange that.’

‘Thanks.’ He hung up.

‘Forensics and Doc Chambers are on route,’ Jane told him.

‘Right. Best knock ‘em up, then.’ Pete nodded towards the dark green door of the house whose garden was now a murder scene.

‘They’re not going to be happy at this time of night if they’re innocent.’

‘What are you – channelling Dick Feeney, now?’

She grinned. ‘You knock, I’ll stay back here in case they try and do a runner, shall I?’

‘Better yet, I’ll ring the bell.’

He reached for the white button at the side of the door and pressed it. Instead of the expected regal chime, it was a harsh buzz. He pressed it again, just in case. Moments later, with no response, he tried it a third time. This time, a light came on upstairs.

‘Ah, here we go.’

The light was followed by another, in the hall. Then locks and latches began to click. One, two, three, four, Pete counted. They were certainly security conscious, whoever they were. He took out his warrant card in readiness.

The door finally opened, held close to the frame by a chain. An eye peered through the gap beneath a tumble of tousled grey hair. ‘Do you know what time it is?’ the raspy male voice demanded.

‘Twenty-six minutes past midnight,’ Pete replied. ‘And I’m no happier at being up and about at this time than you are, sir. Police.’ He held up his warrant card to confirm it. ‘I need a word.’

‘What, now?’ He blinked several times, trying to banish the sleep from his eyes and his brain.

‘Exactly now, sir, yes.’

‘What for?’

‘I’m what you might call the advance party. In a few minutes, this place will be swarming with uniformed officers, forensic investigators and a pathologist, so if you don’t mind...’

‘Eh?’ The man shook his head, confused. ‘Why? What’s...? Pathologist? What’s happened?’

Pete nodded towards the hallway beyond the still mostly concealed figure. ‘This might be easier inside. And more comfortable.’

‘Huh. Well, I’m awake now, I suppose.’ He shut the door, then opened it again more widely, the chain now hanging behind the doorjamb. He was almost as tall as Pete, but twice as broad with a substantial belly under his white vest and striped pyjama bottoms. His feet were clad in slippers. ‘Come in. But be quiet. The Mrs is still asleep.’

‘No problem.’ Pete beckoned Jane forward as he stepped over the threshold into a large hallway with black and white checkerboard tiles covering the floor at a forty-five-degree angle beneath deep brown skirtings and walls that were an equally dark green, almost matching the door.

‘In here,’ the man said, leading the way into the room on the left, under the window of which Shane Gallagher’s body now lay. It was a lounge, decorated in dark, Victorian colours and furnished with old-fashioned dark oak and a green velour three-piece suite ranged around the fireplace. There was no TV, Pete noticed.

Closing the front door, Jane followed them through. 

‘This is my colleague, DC Bennett,’ Pete said. ‘I’m DS Gayle, Exeter CID.’

‘CID. Pathologist. Forensics. Sounds like there’s been a murder.’ He plonked himself down in one of the armchairs and waved them towards the sofa.

‘There has,’ Pete told him. ‘You and your wife live alone here?’

‘Yes. Have done for forty-three years. Not alone, I mean, but the kids have long-since left to build their own lives. Why is a murder relevant enough to us to justify waking us up at this time of night?’

‘Because it happened in your front garden. What should I call you, by the way?’

‘In our...! My God! When? Who?’ He half-stood but slumped, blinking, back into his chair. ‘Riley. George Riley.’

‘Thank you. The victim’s name is Shane Gallagher. He lived on Ferndale Road, so not far from here. As for when – just a few minutes ago. What time did you and your wife go to bed?’

‘Nine, like always. Hot chocolate with a slug of brandy and off we go. She’s dead to the world. I am normally, too. Was until you started leaning on the doorbell.’

‘In that case, do you mind if we quickly check the premises? Make sure it’s all secure, given the circumstances?’ Pete suggested. 

‘Check the...? You think he might have broken in here?’

Pete gave a shrug. ‘We don’t know, Mr Riley, but its best to check. For your safety and your wife’s. We’ll be quiet and careful, obviously.’

Riley grunted. ‘I suppose, then.’

‘Oh, before we do that, the gate out there that opens onto your back garden.’ He nodded towards the outer corner of the room. ‘You keep it locked, do you?’ 

‘There’s no lock but it’s bolted, yes.’

Pete nodded. ‘OK. That’s the only way into the back, is it?’

‘Yes.’

Still, the suspect could have scaled the fence and broken in at the rear of the house, Pete thought. He stood up. ‘Right, let’s get this done and we’ll get out of here.’ 
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The uniformed officers arrived first. They taped off an area that included the short street that the house emerged onto as well as the arms of the square that led from it, all the way to the nearest corners. Then, working inwards towards the centre point, they began to search under cars, in the small front gardens and beneath the drain covers in the gutters, looking for anything that might have been discarded by the killer as he left the scene: gloves, blood-stained outer clothes, the weapon, even fresh cigarette stubs, chewing gum or wrappers that might hold fingerprints or DNA. 

They’d barely started on this when the anonymous white van of the forensic investigators arrived. Tape was untied to allow them access to the scene then replaced behind them. The van pulled up a few yards further along the street, on the far side, and Pete stepped forward to greet the team leader as the passenger door opened and he stepped out. For once, it wasn’t the short, rotund Harold Pointer with his round, wire-framed glasses, but a taller, dark-haired male who Pete had worked with a few times before, Andrew Creswell.

‘DS Gayle. Here already?’ 

Pete’s lips tightened. ‘We were looking for the victim when he was killed.’

Creswell grimaced. ‘Ouch. That’s going to be uncomfortable, back at the station.’

‘Tell me about it.’

The back doors of the van opened and two more CSIs emerged, already suited up, to join the driver in unloading their equipment.

‘The victim’s over there, in the front garden,’ Pete told them. ‘His name is Shane Gallagher. You’ll find his details on the PNC.’

Not that his having a criminal record would affect the way they treated the body or the efficiency of their work but it would affect their search, in terms of what they might look for.

‘Weapons? Drugs?’ Creswell asked. 

‘He was a dealer, but that’s not what he was doing tonight.’

Creswell nodded. ‘All right. We’ll see what we can find,’ he said as an engine sounded behind Pete and he turned to see another vehicle approaching – a black VW estate car.

For some reason a faint wave of relief swept through him. 

The Passat drew up behind the forensics van, the engine was switched off and the door opened.

‘Peter,’ said Doctor Tony Chambers. ‘I’d say, “Good morning,” but that’s probably not appropriate,’ he said with a quick grin, then nodded to Jane, his buzz-cut silver hair glinting beneath the streetlights. ‘DC Bennett.’ 

‘Doc,’ Pete and Jane said together. 

‘Sorry to fetch you out of bed,’ Pete continued. ‘But we’ve got a body for you. Behind the hedge, over there.’ He nodded towards where Gallagher lay, undisturbed until now. ‘We think a stab wound, on the basis that nothing was heard and he’s leaking a lot of blood from his abdomen.’

‘How come the two of you are here so quickly?’ Chambers asked. ‘And in civvies.’

‘We were working. Surveillance.’

‘Ah.’ Chambers opened the back of his car and drew out an overall similar to those worn by the forensic investigators. Pulling it on, he donned nitrile gloves, took a pair of shoe covers from a box in a corner of the boot and picked up his bag. Closing the car, he led the way across the street. 

‘To the left,’ Pete told him as he approached the Riley house.

‘Ah-hah.’ Chambers set his bag down in the gateway, donned the shoe covers and took out a torch. ‘I see what you mean.’

It looked to Pete like even more blood had leaked from the body since he examined it earlier.

Crouching beside the body, Chambers reached for the bottom edge of the dead man’s blood-soaked T-shirt and carefully stretched it out. ‘Unusual,’ he said.

‘What’s that?’ Pete asked, looking over his shoulder.

‘The weapon. Rather than a knife, it appears to have been more like an ice-pick. You can see that the tear in the T-shirt is round, rather than a slit. Around five or six millimetres in diameter. A sharpened screwdriver, perhaps. Something adapted for the purpose. Or, as I said, an ice-pick. They can come with a sheath. Safer to carry around if that’s what you want to do. I’ll see the depth and direction of the wound at post-mortem and do all the other usual checks, of course, but that certainly appears to be your cause of death.’

‘Thanks, Doc. We’ll leave you to it, then. Let me know when you’re going to do the PM.’
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