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The sun was low in the pale sky behind him, throwing his shadow long and sharp along the wide pavement as he approached the big old-fashioned sea-front bus shelter. One of the two uniformed officers there glanced up and saw him, said something to his smaller female companion who turned to look. And that’s when Pete saw her: the reason why he was here. 

She was small and slim. Not much bigger, sitting down, than his twelve-year-old daughter, Annie. She glanced up at him and he saw no fight in her. No danger, despite what he knew was in the evidence bag clasped in the female constable’s hands.

The taller, male one of the pair nodded a greeting. ‘Sarge.’

Pete didn’t recognise either of them, but this was Exmouth, twelve miles away from his base in Exeter. He returned the nod. ‘What have we got?’

His companion stepped forward. ‘One knife.’ She handed it to him. ‘Blood on the blade and handle, but it doesn’t appear to be our subject’s. No obvious wounds, at least. She’s been calm and compliant since we got here, except that she hasn’t answered any questions. Hasn’t moved, even, apart from handing me the weapon and allowing Charlie to put the cuffs on her.’

‘What has she said?’

‘Just the one thing, sarge. As I took the knife from her, she said, “I’m safe now.”’ She shrugged. ‘That’s it. Since then, she’s just sat quiet, as you see her.’ 

Pete glanced down at the weapon. It was a standard, black-handled kitchen knife, the blade around seven inches long. Long enough to do some serious damage, he thought. Which was confirmed by the blood that was smeared along it. 

The blood had run down the steel to form a thickened, darkening blob at the tip. It must have been held point-down for a while, for that to happen. And enough time had passed for the forming blob to survive being put into the evidence bag. It would have taken a few minutes to clot that firmly. So, where was the victim?

He looked again at the young woman. Although her clothes were blood-stained, she showed no signs of injury apart from some bruising on her arms, sitting calmly, relaxed, like she was just waiting for a bus, except she was on the wrong side of the old, covered rectangle of seats, facing the sea rather than the road. But there was something about her calmness...

He handed the knife back to the constable and concentrated on the girl.

She was incredibly pretty, he saw. Her eyes were large and brown, her nose tip-tilted, her cheeks naturally pink and full, the cheek bones high with dimples beneath them, either side of a full-lipped mouth. She wore no make-up, but she needed none. Even mascara would have made her long lashes looked cartoon-like. Yet there was something in those big, brown eyes...

No, he realised. That was the problem. There was nothing in them. They were blank and empty. The lights were on, but there was nobody home.

He dropped into a crouch in front of her, coming down to her level, reducing his apparent dominance and authority. ‘What’s your name?’

She looked confused. Then her expression cleared. She smiled vaguely. ‘I don’t need a name. I’ve got a number. It’s quicker.’

Something shifted in Pete’s throat. ‘What’s your number.’

‘Four. Unlucky number four.’ Her voice had taken on a sing-song cadence. ‘Unlucky number four.’

Unlucky? A vague sense of horror crept over him. Why unlucky? And who gave you that kind of name? But he sensed the need to keep things simple, at least for now. Not to tread on delicate ground. ‘Can you tell me where you came from, Four? How you got here?’

Her eyes got large and serious. ‘I came here from there.’ She smiled broadly. ‘Here from there. From where I was to where I am.’ She giggled.

He nodded. ‘That’s right. Did you walk here? Or run?’ He wanted to go on, to expand the question, but he had to take it slow. One small step at a time. He couldn’t afford to confuse her. It was clear she was on some kind of drug. But if he could get something from her, it might help him track her back to where she’d come from.

‘Four ran. Run, run, run, run, run, run, run. Four got tired. Sat down.’ She looked solemn up at him, her eyes huge.

‘And you ran from there,’ he said, following her theme. ‘What was there? What could you see when you ran?’

‘Houses. Pavements. Cars. Big, tall houses in cages. Cars all asleep. Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang, bang, bang.’

Pete shifted uncomfortably, his thighs beginning to burn, but he couldn’t move too much. ‘Lots of banging,’ he said. ‘What was banging?’

‘Feet on pavement. Run, run, run, run, run, run, run. Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang, bang, bang.’

‘And the bangs echoed back off the houses,’ he guessed.

She grinned. ‘That’s right. You were there.’ Suddenly, her expression shifted. Closed down. Fear swept across her face like a curtain, tension stiffening her muscles. ‘You were chasing me. Don’t kill me. Don’t hurt me.’ She went to rise and Pete grasped her hands, firm but gentle.

‘No-one’s going to hurt you. You’re safe.’

‘No. You were chasing me. Now you’re here. You caught me. You’ll hurt me. Don’t hurt me. Please.’ Tears sprang, dripping from her long eyelashes like jewels in the low sun.

‘No-one’s going to hurt you,’ he repeated. ‘Not anymore.’ He squeezed her hands. ‘You’re with us now, not him. Safe. It wasn’t me who was chasing you. I just got here, remember?’

‘Safe?’

‘Safe,’ he confirmed. 

‘You just got here?’

‘That’s right.’

She grinned. ‘That’s funny. So did I. Just got here. From...’ She stopped, looking confused again.

‘From there,’ Pete suggested, trying to keep her calm.

‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘Here from there. Seagulls.’ She looked up at the sound of them. ‘I like the seaside. Ice-creams and beaches. Where’s the beach?’

‘It’s gone for now,’ Pete said. ‘The tide’s in. The sea’s covered it up. It’ll be back in a while, though.’

She slumped a little. ‘Sad.’ Then she brightened just as quickly. ‘Ice-cream though. I like ice-cream.’

‘So do I,’ he agreed, smiling. ‘The ice-cream stand isn’t open yet, though, I’m...’ He quickly changed what he was going to say from the automatic “afraid,” to ‘Sorry. It’s too early. He hasn’t woken up yet.’

‘Early,’ she said. ‘It’s nice when it’s early. Peaceful. Alone time.’

‘That’s right,’ he agreed, nodding. And he did agree. The squad room was quiet and peaceful when he was in there early. He could concentrate much better, get things done, get things sorted out in his head. But what did it mean to her? He imagined something altogether darker. ‘It’s nice to be together as well, though. With friends or family.’ 

Behind him, Pete heard the sound of an engine. A vehicle pulled up and the woman called Four straightened, her expression turning serious. ‘Somebody’s hurt,’ she said.

‘Yes,’ Pete agreed, thinking of the bloody knife she’d been holding. ‘Somebody is.’

A door closed behind him and footsteps sounded. He glanced over his shoulder. The green-uniformed ambulance crew were approaching briskly, the nearer man with a bag in his hand.

Pete’s legs felt like they’d set solid. He wasn’t sure if he’d be able to stand up out of their way. He nodded to the man as his female crewmate came around the front of the ambulance to join him. 

Turning back to the young woman whose hands he was still holding he spoke lightly. ‘But these guys are here to make sure you’re OK, for now.’

‘I’m OK.’

‘Yes.’ He wasn’t sure if it was a statement or simply a repeat of what he’d said, but he needed to keep her calm. ‘Let me just move aside so they can see you. I’m not going anywhere.’ He released her hands and pushed himself up far enough to be able to swing up and around onto the seat beside her. He took his phone from his pocket. ‘I need to make a couple of calls anyway.’ 

Surreptitiously, he snapped a picture of her.

The ambulance man glanced from Pete to the female PC who was holding the knife in its evidence bag behind her and back again.

‘We’re not sure if she’s injured,’ Pete told him. ‘We don’t think so, but she seems to have been given some kind of drug. She’s calm, but easily confused.’ 

His face took on a guarded expression. ‘I’m not sure we can...’

‘She needs to go and get checked out properly,’ Pete said. ‘My colleague there can go with her.’ He nodded towards the female officer. ‘The weapon can go with me back to the station in Exeter.’ He turned back to the young woman beside him. ‘Is that all right? If the nice lady here goes with you to the hospital? You know her. You know you’ll be safe with her.’

‘You going, too?’

‘There isn’t room for everyone in the ambulance,’ he said as her expression shifted again to one of disappointment. ‘But I’ll come and see you later.’ Then something else occurred to him. If he was going to see her later, she may or may not remember, but he hadn’t introduced himself. ‘I’m Peter,’ he said. ‘You’ll be all right with these people. They wear uniforms. That means they’re good people. They’ll look after you.’

Her mouth curled into a sneer. ‘No they won’t. Soldiers wear uniforms. They kill people.’

‘But these aren’t soldiers,’ Pete reassured her. ‘They’re ambulance people. They’re here to help. To make sure you’re all right. And so are Chris and...’ He looked up at the female officer, eyebrows raised in a question.

‘Emma.’

‘So are Chris and Emma. You know that. They’ve been here with you all along, looking after you.’

She seemed calmer.

‘So you go with Emma and the ambulance crew and I’ll see you in a while, OK?’

She frowned. ‘But how will you find me?’

Pete gave her a reassuring smile. ‘I’m a policeman. It’s my job to find things. And people.’ He winked. ‘Now, while Emma and the ambulance people take you inside and make sure you’re OK, I’ll just make a couple of phone calls. I’ll only be here, a few feet away. All right?’

She gave a deep nod.

‘Good.’ He nodded for Emma to step in and gently lead her away towards the ambulance. She looked back once as she stepped up into the back and the crew closed the door behind her. Again, he was struck by her smallness and vulnerability. From behind, her white T-shirt and mid-length denim skirt looked completely ordinary, her frame within them like that of a teenage or even younger girl. Yet, from the front, when she stood up, he’d been able to see for the first time that, for one thing, she was definitely a woman, not a girl, and for another, her clothes bore splatters as well as smears of blood that would be obvious even from a distance. 

He took out his mobile phone and dialled from memory.

It took a long time to be answered, but he was expecting that. Finally, it was picked up. ‘Accident and Emergency. How can I help?’

‘This is DS Gayle, Exeter CID. I need to know if you’ve had any possible knife wound victims come in this morning.’

‘No, we’ve had nothing like that.’

‘OK. I’ve got someone about to be on the way to you from Exmouth who may have caused such injuries but, on the other hand, gives every appearance of being a victim herself. She seems to have taken or been given something that could be benzo-related, so the facts aren’t easy to confirm. But we don’t want her and the person whose blood she seems to be wearing inadvertently encountering each other. It could cause all sorts of problems.’ 

‘I’ll alert the medical staff. Is there an officer accompanying?’

‘Yes.’

‘OK. Thank you.’

He hung up and stepped over to the ambulance. The back door was open. He leaned in and nodded for Emma to step out. 

‘Stay with her. When does your shift end?’

‘8.00pm. I’m on twelve-hour shifts, yesterday, today and tomorrow. We hadn’t been out long when the call came through for this.’

He nodded. ‘Spend the time with her – as much as they’ll let you. We need as much information as we can get out of her, and the sooner the better, but gently does it. Whatever she says won’t be of evidentiary use, with the drugs in her system, but it could still be useful. But kid gloves, OK?’

She nodded. 

‘I checked with A&E that they haven’t had any knife injuries in this morning, but that might not still apply by the time you get there so keep an eye out.’

‘You’re thinking she’s fought back against some kind of abuse and the abuser might come looking for her?’ she said as the back door of the ambulance opened to allow the female crew member to step down.

‘It’s the easiest explanation, given her condition and what she said.’ He turned to the woman in green. ‘How is she?’

‘Physically, fine, apart from bruising on her arms, stomach and breasts. No other current injuries, at least.’

‘What does that mean? There are older ones?’

She nodded. ‘Initial exam shows old bruising, burn marks, scarring from cuts.’

Pete frowned. What the hell has she been through? He met the woman’s gaze. ‘Abuse?’

She nodded.

He drew a breath, pushing the horror back down into the recesses of his mind, where it could drive him on without taking over and getting in the way of his efficiency as an investigator. ‘I’ve spoken to the RDE. They’re expecting her. The PC will accompany her.’ He switched his attention back to Emma. ‘As we’ve got no ID for her, it might be useful to get a sample of her DNA and her fingerprints when you get the chance.’

‘Right.’

As the ambulance woman headed for the cab and Emma climbed back into the back of the ambulance, Pete joined the male PC, Chris, at the far end of the shelter.

‘These are the witnesses who found her,’ the man told him.

The couple were around Pete’s own age. Seated at one end of the long bench that faced the road, they huddled close, hand-in-hand.

‘Is she going to be all right?’ the woman asked.

Pete nodded. ‘We hope so. She’s got no obvious injuries, so that’s something. Can I start with your names?’ 

He took out his notebook and pen.

‘I’m Danni Chivers. This is Ali Sparks. We do live together,’ she added as he wrote their names down. He glanced up to see that she was holding up her left hand to show him a sapphire and diamond ring.

‘Congratulations. Have you got a date?’

She shook her head. ‘No good booking things up, just to have them cancelled. It gets depressing.’

He nodded. ‘I see what you mean. So, what can you tell me about what happened here, this morning?’

‘Not much, really. We’re parked along Queen’s Drive, same as usual.’ She shoved a thumb towards the Ferris wheel and the beach-side café, east of where they sat now. ‘We just like a stroll along here as far as the marina, two or three times a week. Bit of fresh air, you know.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Well, we were just walking along and there she sat. We didn’t notice her until we got closer. Didn’t really take any notice then, until I saw the knife. Well, we backed off over there and Ali called you lot.’ She nodded towards the railing that defined the edge of the promenade, overlooking the shoreline. ‘We thought we’d better hang around in case she walked off, so we could say which way she went.’

‘So, you didn’t interact with her at all?

‘No way.’ Her eyes went large. ‘With a knife in her hand like that?’

He nodded. ‘Good. You didn’t see which way she came from, then, or how long she’d been here?’

The male spoke for the first time. ‘She was already here.’ 

His partner blinked owlishly. ‘That knife. It looked like there was something on it. Was that...?’ Her eyes widened again.

Pete nodded. ‘Yes. That’s why I’m here, trying to find out where she came from.’

‘But there was... She’d...’ She clutched her fiancé’s hand in both of hers. ‘We could have... Jesus!’ She looked from him to Pete and back again.

‘I’m sure you weren’t in any danger from her,’ Pete reassured her. ‘Now, if I can have your contact details...’

‘We... We live up the other side of town,’ she said. ‘Withycombe.’ She gave him the address and he asked for a phone number to go with it.

‘All right. If we need to, we’ll get back to you. As I said, I’m sure, having spoken to her, you weren’t in any danger.’

‘Well, somebody was,’ the male declared. ‘If that was blood, they were in more than danger, I’d have thought. Urgent need of an ambulance at least.’
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CHAPTER TWO
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Pete went back to Chris at the other side of the shelter as the young couple walked away along the front, back towards where they’d left their car. 

‘How many officers are there on foot patrol in Exmouth at this time of day?’

‘Four.’

‘And cars?’

‘Two.’

Pete pursed his lips. It wasn’t what he’d been hoping for, but it would have to do. There wasn’t time to wait for help to come from Exeter. ‘OK. Get on the radio, get them all down here. We need to find where she came from and, more specifically, whoever the blood on that knife came from.’

‘Right, sarge.’ He reached for the button on his chest-worn radio and began to speak as Pete turned away, stepping over towards the railing that lined the edge of the wide promenade. He took out his phone and dialled.​

*
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Pete was passing the last in a row of big, white-rendered old houses that faced out to the sea-front when the radio in his jacket pocket hissed and emitted a tinny voice.

‘Tango Hotel three-seven for DS Gayle.’

He took it out and pressed the transmit button. ‘DS Gayle. Go ahead.’

‘It may or may not be relevant but it looks like someone’s been washing a van on the street over here.’

Pete’s lips pushed upward as he felt a spark of interest. It was mid-morning now but the country was more-or-less in lock-down again, ten months after the initial response to the Covid 19 outbreak. It was probably unrelated, but it would bear checking out. ‘Where are you, three-seven?’

‘Victoria Road.’

One of the maze of criss-crossing streets in front of him. ‘OK. Keep moving. Just give me the number and the van details. We’ll check it out on foot. If nothing else, they may have seen something.’

‘Right you are, sarge.’ The man relayed the details Pete had requested.

Pete keyed the mike on his radio again. ‘All units in Exmouth. Who’s closest to the north-east end of Victoria Road?’

Several responses came back. Pete didn’t know the area well, but he knew enough. ‘Sounds like you’re up then, Dick,’ he said into his radio. ‘You got the details from three-seven?’

‘Yes.’

‘Have a stroll past, see what you can see. Ben, you head that way too. You can knock a few doors around there, see if anyone saw or heard anything. I’ll be there in two or three minutes.’

‘Right, boss.’

Pete set off at a brisk walk. Wherever she’d come from – a house or a vehicle – having used that knife, there’d be blood. Something should be visible, even if only a few spots of red on a garden path. And it was a town, for heaven’s sake. Somebody must have seen or heard something. These old blocks of Victorian terraces always had corner shops, little garages, hairdressers and so on dotted randomly amongst the houses. There could easily be people working or security cameras.

As he walked, Four’s responses played over in his mind, combining with what the ambulance crew member had said about her having several old injuries. Her fear of being chased. Was that just the drugs, or was there more to it? Was this simply a domestic violence case or was there more to it? After all, if it was that simple, who was likely to be chasing her, bearing in mind that she appeared to have seriously hurt at least one person?

Which implied, if he could assume it wasn’t just the drugs addling her brain, creating fear and paranoia out of nothing, that the owner of the blood on that knife wasn’t alone. So why hadn’t the incident been reported? It suggested they were up to no good, in some way. In which case, why hadn’t they chased after her, caught her, taken her back? 

Fear of the knife? Or of being seen? Of risking the ruin of whatever they’d got going on? Was it more important – more urgent – to hide any evidence of where they were, what they were up to?

If so, they were putting a hell of a lot of trust in the amnesiac effects of whatever drugs they’d given her, he thought.

Or was he just drifting off into fantasyland? It was probably nothing more than a domestic situation that had got out of hand with the help of whatever drugs the young woman had taken. 

Yet there was something about her... And the Number Four business, he thought: that went way deeper than spousal abuse. 

His radio hissed. ‘DC Feeney for DS Gayle.’

Pete took the radio from his belt and keyed the mike. ‘What have you got, Dick?’

‘The van. It’s only recently been washed. It’s still wet.’

Pete nodded to himself. ‘See what the DVLA can tell us.’

‘Will do.’

He pressed the transmit button again. ‘Ben, where are you?’

‘Just about to turn into Victoria Road, boss.’

‘OK, you and Dick start at the corner. Kock them up, see what they say.’

‘You don’t want us to go straight for the van’s owner?’

‘No. Work along to it. We’re looking for witnesses. Anyone seen her walk past, heard a shout or scream, a door slam, someone running – you know the drill. And be careful.’

‘Boss?’

‘If this isn’t a domestic gone wrong – if there’s a reason why that van needed cleaning urgently...’

‘Got it, boss.’

‘PC Black for DS Gayle.’

Pete keyed the mike again. ‘DS Gayle, go ahead.’

‘We’re in the alley down the back of Victoria Road. In amongst all the garages and small businesses down here, there are several back-entrances to the houses along there. And at one of those, there’s what looks like it could be blood spots on the path leading from the back door.’

‘You’d best have a closer look, then. But as I said to PC Myers – be careful. We don’t know what led to our young lady being down on the seafront with a bloody knife in her hand.’

‘Right you are, sarge.’

Pete reached a T-junction with what an old-fashioned street sign identified as Victoria Road. The houses were smaller along here than those he’d been passing; two floored, bay-fronted with tiny front gardens. The alleyway PC Black was on was behind the properties in front of him. He turned right and could see the van about seventy-five yards up, parked on the right, along with all the other vehicles on the street.

As he walked towards it, he saw a figure appear, turn to close the front door then step out towards the pavement. It was a male in faded jeans and a short jacket. Lights flashed on the van and he heard the beep of the alarm.

‘Damn,’ he muttered as the male opened the driver’s door and climbed in. He kept walking. The engine started and the van pulled away from the kerb. Beyond it, he saw another figure step away from a house near the corner, the distinctive shapes of chest-worn radio and equipment belt combining with the spiky hair style to reveal the figure’s identity.

Quickly, he took out his mobile phone and used the speed dial. It rang. Again. He saw the figure further up the street reach for something. Lift his arm.

‘Boss? The van...’

‘I know, Ben. I can see it, same as I can see you. I didn’t want you to react to it, that’s all I rang for.’

‘Oh, right.’ Pete hung up as the van’s engine note changed and it slowed for the cross-roads just past Ben, signalling right – towards the seafront.

A bit late, if you’re following her, he thought. But was he? Or was the move purely coincidental? That seemed far more likely. Either way, the man’s leaving suited them in one sense: they could speak to his immediate neighbours without any risk of worrying him, if he was involved.

But then another image came into Pete’s mind.

He’d had time to wash the van. What else had he done? And where was he going?

He took out his radio again. ‘Any units near the seafront, the details of the grey van from Victoria Road have already been transmitted. I want to know how the driver reacts to the police presence in the area and where he goes. And Dave, you’ve got you bike down here, right?’

‘Yes.’

‘Good. Find the van and tail it. See where it goes, what he gets up to.’

‘Will do.’

The radio hissed again immediately. ‘PC Black: we’ve got a runner.’

Pete couldn’t picture the officer’s face, but he knew the name and instantly where he was. He ran across the road, had barely hit the pavement on the far side when a door was snatched open, three doors up, and a man in a white T-shirt darted out. 

Their eyes met briefly.

‘Stop,’ Pete barked. ‘Police.’

Instead of complying, the lad lunged forward, darting out of the open gate and straight across the road, arcing wide around Pete so he had to stop, change direction and set off again from a standing start. He launched himself back across the road, after the fleeing male, waiting until he’d reached full speed before lifting his radio once more.

‘All units: DS Gayle, in pursuit of suspect, south-bound on Victoria Road.’

He kept the radio in his hand as he ran, the lean youth, wearing jeans and white trainers with his T-shirt, ten or twelve paces ahead and, if anything, slowly extending the gap.

‘Stop,’ he shouted again. ‘Police.’

Pete’s radio hissed again, but he didn’t catch what was said. He ran on, ignoring it. Heard an engine, but he wasn’t sure where from until they reached the side-road coming in on their left. The lad went to turn in, but changed his mind, swinging across the road. The engine belonged to a silver hatchback that was approaching the junction on the side-road. The lad swung around the back of it, dodging between two parked cars and onto the pavement beyond to continue down Victoria.

Movement showed at the edge of Pete’s vision. A figure, further along the side-road. A cop, he guessed, from the kid’s reaction as he dodged around the back of the VW and after him. Through the gap, onto the pavement, jumping right. Two steps and he turned left, feet slapping on the paving slabs.

‘Continuing Victoria, past St Andrew’s,’ he reported into his radio.

The kid now twelve to fourteen paces in front.

Bloody trainers, he thought. Why wasn’t the little shit wearing sandals when they knocked on his back door? Or slippers?

In front of him, the kid had his head down, running for all he was worth. Another twenty yards or so, and another junction showed – the road Pete had walked up just a few minutes ago from the little square on the seafront.

All roads lead to that bloody bus-shelter.

Would the kid take the turn?

There was another one beyond it but nowhere else for him to go apart from straight on.

Movement showed at the bend, further down the road. Pete recognised the colouring and the light-bar on the roof of a patrol car and his grimace of effort began to ease into a grin. 

‘Give it up,’ he shouted. ‘Don’t be stupid.’

No reaction. The kid ran on. Pete’s suit jacket flapped at his elbows, shoes slapping on the concrete as he struggled to keep up with his younger, more suitably dressed target. He was beginning to pull in deeper, fuller breaths of air, but still gaining no ground. They were nearly on the next junction. The kid took it. No surprise. There was a bang of impact, a shouted curse almost muffled by a deep bark. A reply that Pete didn’t catch.

He made the junction.

The kid had come face-to-face with a man with a large dog. He’d tried to avoid them, stepping into the small gap between two parked cars. The bang had been the kid’s hand on the bonnet of one of the vehicles. The dent showed clearly in the polished black metal.

Then he’d tripped and fallen between the two cars.

Pete stepped quickly forward. Leaned down. The kid kicked out at him and twisted, turning over onto hands and knees. Pete stepped in, put a foot in the small of his back and shoved him down hard, flat on his face on the tarmac. 

‘Stay,’ he snapped, reaching for the cuffs on the back of his belt.

He glanced up at the man with the dog. ‘If you wouldn’t mind, sir, I’d appreciate a quick word in a sec.’

‘OK.’

Pete returned his attention to the youth under his right foot. ‘Hands,’ he snapped, leaning down to click the cuffs into place. 

‘What the hell is this about?’ the youth demanded.

‘You’re under arrest,’ Pete told him, securing his second wrist.

The sound of an engine made him look up. The patrol car stopped just feet away. The doors opened and a pair of uniformed officers stepped out as Pete took his foot off the youth’s back. ‘A passenger for you,’ he told them. ‘The station here in town will do, in the circumstances.’

‘Right. What are we charging him with? You’re DS Gayle, are you?’

‘That’s right. Suspected involvement in an assault with a deadly weapon.’

‘Eh?’ The kid spun around. ‘What are you on about?’

‘The blood by the back door of the property you legged it out of when two of our colleagues came knocking,’ Pete told him.

‘What blood?’

Pete tipped his head. 

‘I don’t know nothing about no blood. What kind of bullshit is this?’

‘The kind that involves a blood-stained knife,’ Pete told him. ‘We’re searching for the location where it got the blood on it and what do we find? Blood on the path leading up to your back door.’

‘Eh? That’s nothing to do with me. I don’t know nothing about no blood or no knife.’

‘Right.’ Pete said. ‘Of course you don’t. In which case, you haven’t got a problem, have you? Caution him and take him in,’ he added to the two officers.

‘Right you are, sarge. Come on, Billy.’

‘You know him?’ Pete checked.

‘Yeah. Regular customer, this one. Drugs, mostly. Didn’t know where he’d been hiding himself for the past few weeks, though. I guess we do now.’

Pete tipped his head and turned back to the dog-walker. ‘Sorry about the cuffuffle, sir. I just need to ask how long you’ve been out this morning and if you’ve seen anything unusual. Other than this, of course.’

‘There seem to be a hell of a lot of coppers about this morning, but other than that, no. We’ve only been out a couple of minutes. Heading up to the rec. There’s more room there than the Gardens.’

‘I’ll let you get on, then.’

Pete was heading back the way he’d come, towards where Ben Myers and Dick Feeney were knocking on doors, working their way towards the house the van driver had come from, when his radio hissed. ‘PC Stone for DS Gayle.’

‘Gayle,’ he responded. ‘What’s up, Emma?’

‘We might have a problem, sarge. She seems to be going into withdrawal. She’s complaining about her legs and arms aching, stiffness in her hands, and she’s started to shake. I called the doctor over, had a quiet word. He reckons its typical.’

Pete had stopped walking, dismay sweeping over him, then being superseded by a sense of urgency. If she was going into withdrawal...

‘She’s been on it for some time, then.’

‘That’s what he said. Got physically addicted, if not psychologically.’

And if she’s coming off it now... ‘I’m on the way.’

He turned and ran back towards the seafront and his car.

If she got too far into withdrawal, her memory could be shot. He had to talk to her, get whatever he could from her before that happened.
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Pete lifted his radio as he ran, heavy footsteps echoing back off the houses either side of him, and keyed the mike. ‘DS Gayle for PC Black. Your runner is apprehended and identified. Billy something. Markers for drugs. I’d say that’s good enough reason to search the premises he was found in.’

‘Will do, sarge. Thanks.’

‘Ben and I are across the street,’ Dick’s voice came over the speaker. ‘We can assist.’

‘Good idea,’ Pete agreed. ‘Safety in numbers.’

He was hurrying along the Esplanade towards his car, the Ferris wheel looming high and white beyond it when his radio hissed again.

‘DC Miles for DS Gayle.’

He lifted the radio. ‘Go ahead, Dave.’

‘I’m following your van. It’s stopped at a bike shop in town. The driver’s gone in and emerged, with another male, with a bicycle. They’re putting it in the van. Closing the doors. Going back into the shop.’ He paused. Then: ‘Coming out with a second bike. Our man’s opening the van. Loading it in.’

‘Is the phone number displayed on the shop front?’ Pete asked. 

‘It is.’ He read it out. ‘They’ve closed the van up. The second man’s going back into the shop. Our man’s heading for the cab.’

‘Stay with him. And give the shop a call when you get the chance, see what they say about him.’ 

‘Right.’

Pete reached his car with the radio still in his hand. He unlocked it from a distance, jumped in and gunned the engine, dropped the radio on the passenger seat as he hit the lights and sirens and swung the car around in the wide road. 
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He parked in one of the restricted spaces just past the Ambulance unloading area, leapt up the steps and ran around the corner of the two-tone brick building to the patient entrance.

The automated double doors were too slow for the urgency coursing through him. He pushed through when they were barely half-open and ran to the desks. One had just come free and he stepped forward, pushing in front of a waiting patient.

‘Hey!’ the woman with the injured man protested.

‘Sir,’ the receptionist started to back her up.

Pete didn’t recognise her. He raised his warrant card. ‘Sorry. Won’t be a second. A young woman came in a little while ago in an ambulance from Exmouth. Bloody clothes but no injuries. She was on something. Apparently she’s gone into withdrawal. Where is she?’ 

‘She’ll be in the treatment area, but I’m not sure which bay.’

‘Close enough.’ Pete turned to the waiting couple. ‘Sorry about that.’

He strode quickly across the big waiting room. There was a click as he reached the doors to the treatment area. The receptionist must have unlocked it for him. He raised a hand to her and went through into what felt like urgent, controlled chaos. Doctors, nurses and porters moved swiftly here and there. Three gurneys stood in line along the wall to his left while, on the right, curtained bays were fully occupied. Low conversation was punctuated by moans of discomfort. As he looked for someone to ask a scream rent the air from somewhere towards the far end.

That was enough for Pete. ‘PC Stone,’ he called out.

‘Here.’ Her voice came from the third bay along.

Pete stepped forward. Paused at the closed curtain. ‘May I?’

‘Come in, sarge.’

He pushed through the curtains. Emma Stone was seated at the far side of the bed. She stood up as Pete entered, a glance answering his first question before he asked it: How is she? 

Not good, he saw instantly.

The mild and compliant young woman he’d met earlier had become a shivering wreck, grimacing in pain as she lay curled on her side, two coverlets pulled up to her chin, her eyes pressed tightly closed. 

Still reluctant to call her by a number rather than the name he didn’t know, he stepped forward and reached out to put a hand on the girl’s shoulder. ‘Hello again. It’s me – Pete. How are you doing?’

Closer now, he could see that her jaw was shaking, almost to the point of her teeth chattering.

‘Cold,’ she murmured, keeping her eyes squeezed shut.

‘Yes, I can see. He’s been keeping you on some sort of drug, hasn’t he – the man you’ve been with? It’ll be working out of your system. It’ll ease in a while.’

‘Hmm.’ Her voice trembled as much as her body was doing.

‘Would you mind answering a question or two? It might take your mind off the cold.’

She nodded between shivers.

‘OK. Can you tell me who was in the house when you ran away with from it this morning?’

She grimaced, her eyes still tightly shut. ‘My head hurts.’

‘I’m sorry.’ He reached out to touch her brow. It was hot. He glanced up at Stone. ‘She needs a cool cloth.’

Stone got up and stuck her head out through the curtain. ‘Nurse,’ she called. ‘Could we get a damp cloth for the patient’s forehead in here, please?’

Pete sat quiet for a moment. Given the choice, he’d have waited until after the nurse came and went, given the girl a chance to appreciate the relief of a cool cloth on her brow and let it relax her. But he didn’t have the luxury of time. ‘The house,’ he reminded her. ‘Who was there?’

‘Him.’

‘And you.’

‘Gone. Running.’

‘No-one else?’

‘Don’t know.’

‘How long had you been there?’

She moaned, her arms shifting beneath the covers, fingers releasing them to disappear beneath. ‘Hurts.’

‘I know.’ He stroked her hair then replaced the hand on her brow. They couldn’t give her anything for the pain, he guessed. There was no telling how it would interact with whatever she’d been dosed with. ‘I’m sorry. But I’m here with you now.’ 

She hadn’t answered his previous question but, in a way, it didn’t matter. It was one of a sequence and not a vital one. ‘Where did you live before that house?’ he asked, overriding it in her mind.

‘Big house. Nice house. Nasty people.’

The curtain was pushed back with a swish. ‘Here we go.’ A nurse in a pale blue uniform hustled in, a damp flannel in her hand. ‘She’s got some pain, has she?’

‘Her head’s hot to the touch,’ Pete told her, stepping back.

The nurse moved into the place he’d left and laid the cloth gently over the girl’s brow. ‘There. That’ll help for a bit. We can replace it in a while.’ She adjusted the covers over the girl, smoothing them into place, then stepped away. 

Stone was at the other side of the bed, her hand resting on the girl’s shoulder. Pete returned to his previous position, reaching out to stroke her hair briefly. ‘Is that better?’ he asked.

‘Hmm.’ 

‘What can I call you?’

‘You’ll call me what you will,’ she recited in little more than a mumble. ‘Bitch. Cunt. Useless. He called me Four.’

‘But you had a name before that, where you used to live,’ Pete said, struggling to conceal his horror. ‘A proper one. A nice one, I bet. That your mum gave you. What was that?’

‘Don’t know.’

Her eyes remained shut, but the shivering had calmed, he saw.

You don’t know? He kept his voice soft and soothing. ‘Let your mind go to your mum. Holding you. Smiling. Gentle. One of those moments that you felt her love. What would she say to you?’ He stroked her hair again, trying to stay objective and detached, struggling to use his fatherly instincts rather than let them take control. He needed to get her to talk about herself, tell him anything she could that might be useful.

A tear slipped from the corner of her eye and trickled down into her hairline. ‘I can’t.’

Can’t? he thought. Why? Fear? Fear of weakness, of letting yourself feel something? ‘You said something really important this morning, down by the seafront. You said you were safe. And you were right. You are safe. Here. Now. With me and Emma. It’s OK and it’s going to stay that way. There’s no need to be afraid anymore. Of him. Of anything, all right? Just relax and rest and dream of your mum holding you, talking to you. Loving you.’

In his mind, he was a mile or so away from here, in his own house. His wife – who was currently working not many yards away, in the next ward, was half-lying on their bed, with their daughter, Annie, cradled in her arms, crooning softly to her as she drifted into sleep after being fed at just a few months old.

The young woman’s face twitched, her nose scrunching. She blinked and when she finally looked at him, her wet brown eyes were filled with anger, not love. ‘You don’t get it. I don’t remember my mum.’ Her neutral lack of any accent had slipped just a tiny amount. There was something there now. Just a hint of something northern. He couldn’t be more specific than that as she shook her head, shaking off his hand. ‘Who are you, anyway? You can’t trick me. You don’t care.’

Pete had pulled back just a few inches, no more than it would take to let her see him clearly. ‘I’m Pete. You remember me. We were down on the seafront this morning.’

‘No.’ She looked away. Saw Emma. ‘What is this? Who are you? Where am I?’

‘You’re in the hospital,’ she said. ‘We brought you here to make sure you’re OK. I’m Emma. Pete and I are friends. We’re here to help you.’

‘You’re trying to trick me,’ she accused, shifting on the bed, pulling away from both of them. ‘He’s out there, isn’t he?’ Her gaze flicked to the curtains, then back to Emma, to Pete and back to Emma.

‘He’s not out there,’ Pete said. The amount of blood on that knife, his next stop’s likely to be the mortuary, if we haven’t found him yet. ‘I promise you. You’re safe now.’

‘Liar.’

‘Do you remember hurting him?’ Pete asked. ‘With the knife?’

Horror and fear replaced accusation in her eyes. ‘No. He’ll kill me. He can’t find me here.’ She pushed herself up and back, sitting against the pillows, knees drawn up to her chest, the covers bunched in both her small fists, pulled up to her chin as if they’d protect her.

‘No, he can’t,’ Pete agreed, deliberately misinterpreting. ‘He doesn’t know where to look, for a start, and he won’t be able to anyway.’

‘He’ll come. He won’t let me go. He can’t. He needs me.’

Needs me? What kind of twisted relationship was she talking about? ‘He’s not coming after you,’ he said. ‘He can’t. You hurt him, remember? And you’ve got us to protect you now. Here.’ He reached into his pocket and took out his warrant card. Opened the leather wallet and handed it to her. ‘Do you know what that is?’

She refused to let go of the covers except for two fingers and a thumb. She peered at the police ID then looked up at him. 

Pete tipped his head. ‘Emma’s got one too. It means we’re here to protect you. It also means we’ve got friends and colleagues out there, looking for him – for the man you’ve been with – even now. Tracking him down so we can put him away and you’ll always be safe from him.’

A frown tugged at her brows. ‘I won’t. He said. I’ll never be safe. He’ll hunt me down. If I ever leave, he’ll hunt me down and skin me like a rabbit. He said.’

‘And yet you did.’ Pete reached out to her again, gently resting a hand on her foot, beneath the covers. ‘You found the courage and you got away and he can’t come after you, even if he wants to, because there a whole team of police out there to stop him, as well as Emma and me in here.’

‘But he’s coming.’

Pete shook his head. ‘If you can give me just a tiny bit of help, I’ll be able to prove to you he isn’t. I’ll go there, I’ll find him and I’ll bring you a picture to prove it. If you can just help me find the house...’

‘No!’ Her eyes widened in horror. ‘Never going back there. You’re tricking me. I knew it.’ She switched her gaze across to Stone. ‘Help me. He’s tricking me. Don’t let him trick me.’

Stone shook her head gently. ‘He’s not tricking you, darling. And he’s not taking you anywhere. He just meant, if you could tell him about the house so he can find it, that’s all.’

Pete glanced across at Stone, then back at the girl on the bed. He was sorely tempted to back up what Stone had said, but he knew he shouldn’t. He needed to stay silent, let her make up her mind for herself.

As he watched, holding himself still, waiting for her mind to wrap itself around her new reality, she began to tremble. Her eyelids started to flicker, blinking rapidly. The trembling turned to shaking. His ID fell from her hand and he picked it up. Stepped back and pushed through the curtains. 

‘Nurse! We need help in here. Urgently.’

He heard the scrape of Stone’s chair on the floor behind him and the rattle of the metal bedframe. 

‘Patient fitting.’
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Pete switched his phone back on as he walked back to his car. He’d just rounded the corner of the building when it pinged with a message. He checked it. Dick Feeney, the most senior of his three detective constables and two PCs. He dialled as he went down the steps to the roadway around the hospital. 

Dick picked up on the first ring. ‘I was trying to ring you.’

‘I was on the ward with our girl from the seafront. She seems to be going into withdrawal, but they can’t give her anything because they don’t know exactly what she’s been taking so things aren’t going so well for her. What’s up?’

‘The van Dave’s following. It comes back to a Paul Bettany, age 43. No convictions. I cross-checked the PNC. Address is the one it was parked outside of.’

So, was the cleaned van just a coincidence? Much as Pete disliked them, he knew they happened occasionally. ‘OK. Give the house a knock, see if anyone else is in and what they’ve got to say. Have you heard from Dave as to where he’s got to?’

‘A few minutes ago. He’d dropped one of the bikes off at an address in Withycombe and he’s heading out towards Brixington.’

‘Just regular deliveries, then.’

‘Looks like it. And that’s supported by what the shop owner said to Dave.’

‘Still, just because he’s a delivery-man doesn’t mean he’s not our man.’

‘We’re bearing that in mind.’

‘Anything else to report?’

‘No, that’s it.’

‘OK. I’m leaving PC Stone with our girl and heading back to the office, see if I can come up with anything in the way of an ID while we wait for forensics to do their bit with her. The rest of you stay as you are for now. The more boots are on the ground, the quicker it goes. Let me know how you get on at Paul Bettany’s.’

‘Will do.’
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The squad room was on the first floor of the new police station in the eastern outskirts of the city. It wasn’t hugely different to the old one at Heavitree Road, now they’d been in it almost a year. Clutter and noise had long since overwhelmed the order and neatness it had started with. The main differences were the lack of direct access to the DI’s office, which was now along the corridor with a separate door, and the bright blue interlocking display panels that separated the work areas of the different teams. 

He shrugged out of his jacket and dropped it over the back of his chair. The desks were all pushed together in a block, as they’d had them in the old place. His was the first one in on the left. He sat down, switched on his computer and took out his phone, using his email account to transfer the photo of Number Four to the computer. He saved it to a new case folder before logging into the PNC database and uploading it. He hit the search key, then brought up a new window and did the same with the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. A third window served to enter the picture into a search for matching images in the missing persons database.

Thank God for facial recognition software, he thought. It might have been deemed unethical, or at least politically sensitive, if attached to CCTV cameras, but within official databases it could save hours, even days of valuable time.

The computer pinged and he switched back to the PNC screen.

White print in a red banner spread across the centre of the screen. “No Matches Found.” 

She had no criminal record and no driving licence.

He’d barely finished the thought when another ping had him switching windows again. And slumping with disappointment. She hadn’t been reported as missing. He shook his head in disbelief. She was clean, well-nourished, extremely pretty. She had to be somewhere around nineteen or twenty years old, at a guess. How was it possible that no-one had missed her?

Then the FCO database gave him his third answer: no matches. She didn’t hold a UK passport.

So he had to go back to basics. The old-fashioned methods. 

Hopefully, the thorough search of the area in Exmouth that she must have emerged from would throw up a witness or two, but he couldn’t waste valuable time waiting for that to happen. He had to get her face out there to the public. It was a risk. If what she’d emerged from wasn’t simply a domestic situation gone wrong – if she’d been the victim of some kind of organised criminal enterprise or even a simple abduction – then publishing her photograph would alert whoever she’d been with that she was out there somewhere. Yet, what other choice did he have?

They had to find out who she was and where she’d come from.

He opened his desk drawer and took out a notepad, drew a breath and began to write.

After a few false starts and corrections, he transferred what he had to a new page and read it back.

Police are seeking information on this woman, last seen in Exmouth on the morning of 2nd March 2021. She appears to be in her early twenties, five-feet tall and slim, was wearing a denim skirt and a white T-shirt, and is being sought in connection with a dangerous assault.

That would do the job, he thought. He sent it and the photo to the printer on the back of Ben’s desk, a few feet away. It clunked and whirred, then spat out two sheets of paper. He got up and fetched them, checking they’d printed correctly before heading out of the squad room.

DI Colin Underhill’s door was a dozen steps along from the squad room. He knocked sharply.

‘Come.’

Pete went in.

The big man was at his desk, facing the door. He set down his pen as Pete closed the door behind him, and sat back in his chair. Pete knew better than to expect any form of greeting from the taciturn older man. It wasn’t that they didn’t get on – just that Colin said no more than was strictly necessary. 

‘Guv. Ops Support are busy in Exmouth, knocking on doors. My lot are with them. We haven’t managed to get anything out of the girl yet and she seems to be going into withdrawal, which suggests long-term usage rather than just an occasional or a one-off dose, so we’re not sure if, even if we do get her talking, she’ll be able to tell us anything useful. Given the urgency of the situation with regard to any potential victim, as well as the risk to her safety, I reckon we need to involve the public as soon as possible. I’ve drawn this up. What do you think?’

He handed the two sheets of paper over.

Colin barely glanced at the photo before slipping it behind the printed sheet. He read it and looked up. ‘Not bad.’

‘I’ll get it over to the press office then.’

Colin grunted. ‘There’s been no intelligence to suggest any trafficking activity in the area.’

‘Doesn’t mean it’s not happening,’ Pete pointed out. ‘Either way, we’ve got to prioritise her safety until we can establish the facts. And it’s not the only option, is it? We could be looking at a lone crazy, a transit point for trafficking from here or further afield, or something as simple as a domestic situation gone from bad to worse. God knows there’s a lot of that about, this past year.’

‘Or she could be a sex-worker who took a dislike to a punter for whatever reason.’

‘She’s not known to us. I checked the PNC.’

Colin shrugged. ‘She’s not that old. Might be new to it.’

Pete tipped his head, accepting the point. ‘She was found in Exmouth but, if you’re right, that could just mean her john was from there or he fancied a bit on the beach. I’ll get her picture out to the Exeter plods, too. I’ve put it on the PNC and Missing Persons, but a specific request at shift briefings wouldn’t hurt, to back it up. Somebody might recognise her.’
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Back at his desk, Pete picked up his phone and dialled. 

‘Boss?’ DC Jane Bennett said when she picked up.

‘Something you could do for me – or at least arrange to get it done.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Get the hunt going for CCTV in the area. Going back from 8.30 this morning through yesterday evening. It was a cool night and she was only in a T-shirt, but she was also dosed up with something so there’s no telling how long she’d been out there. Any leads we can find on where she came from would help.’
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She was curled up on her side on the bed when Pete stepped into the CDU side ward. With her face screwed up in pain, she glanced up at him and moaned faintly. He nodded to PC Stone and stepped forward, reaching out to place a calming hand on the girl’s shoulder. It was almost 7.00pm. He and his team had been on the way back to Exmouth, to continue their search for witnesses when his phone rang with the call to say that the girl they knew only as Number Four had regained consciousness.

‘Hello again,’ he said gently. ‘How are you doing?’

The answer was obvious, but the question wasn’t about that. It was about making a connection.

‘It hurts.’

‘What does?’

‘Everything. My hands, my arms, my legs, my neck. My stomach.’

‘Have you been sick?’ 

‘No.’

‘She’s been retching a fair bit, but not brought anything up,’ Stone told him quietly.

Pete nodded. It was one of the symptoms he’d found when he looked up the side-effects of withdrawal from benzodiazepines on-line. ‘Nothing to bring up, I expect. Have you eaten today?’ he asked the girl.

She moaned and shook her head. 

‘Have you drunk anything?’

She gave the same reaction.

‘You need to drink,’ he said. ‘You might not feel like it, but you need the fluid. It’ll help with the cramps.’

‘Can’t. I’ll be sick.’

‘All right. I’m not going to push you. I need to
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