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The story had it all. Wartime spies. A beautiful young secret agent going missing in mysterious circumstances. A gallant young pilot. Tragedy and heroism. Drama and sacrifice.

Barry Brown tidied his files. He’d been working all day, even though it was Sunday, a day of rest for most. His research into the air crash in 1943 had been making good progress. Until he’d stumbled across a startling development; a story potentially so strange and unlikely that it might have come from the pages of a whodunnit. But first he needed to make absolutely sure of his facts.

He pushed the files to one side, hauled himself out of the armchair’s warm embrace and went to the fridge to fetch himself a can of beer. He felt he deserved a drink, especially after the awkward encounter he’d just endured. But as he was about to open the fridge door, he heard the doorbell ring.

His heart sank. If it was who he feared it was, he wasn’t sure whether to let him in again. He’d already said all he had to say and he didn’t want to discuss it further. Barry wasn’t a man who enjoyed conflict.

He hesitated for a few moments before opening the front door.

Half an hour later, Barry Brown lay dead amid a jumble of empty files. The debris of his work.

The royal family shot out of the jeweller’s a few seconds after the alarm began to sound. The man in the King Charles mask took the lead, with the Queen and the Prince of Wales following close behind. Soon they reached the getaway car parked in the alleyway at the side of the shop; a top-of-the-range BMW SUV driven by the Princess Royal, who’d pinched it from its rightful owner the previous evening.

The jeweller and his assistant, Janice, cowered behind the counter with their hands on their heads as instructed. But as soon as they heard the roar of the car’s engine receding into the distance, Janice rose from her hiding place to survey the damage. Mr Parker, the jeweller, more cautious by nature, hesitated; he was afraid the raiders would return and punish them for raising the alarm. He’d seen the gun. And the Prince of Wales had looked as though he was prepared to use it.

‘We need to call the police,’ said Janice firmly as she crunched across the carpet of broken glass. The raiders had smashed the display cases before loading the contents into holdalls.

‘They told us not to.’

Janice had always suspected Mr Parker was a coward. She ignored him and picked her way noisily into the back room. It was time to call in the professionals.




2

‘It was them. Honestly, Chief Inspector, it was the royal family.’ The jeweller, Mr Parker, was in a state of agitation, but this was hardly surprising given what he’d just been through. They were sitting in the shop’s back room, sipping the weak tea his assistant had provided before going off to supervise the glaziers, who’d just arrived to repair the damage.

DCI Gerry Heffernan scratched his head, trying his best to keep his face straight. ‘Well, if it is them, they should be easy to find. You say the Prince of Wales threatened you with a revolver?’

‘Yes. And he looked as though he was prepared to use it.’

‘You mean the man wearing the Prince of Wales mask?’ said DI Wesley Peterson. He wasn’t normally a pedantic man, but he felt the need to establish the facts.

Parker managed a weak smile. ‘Yes, yes, of course. I don’t mean the actual royal gentleman himself. That would be ridiculous, wouldn’t it? There were three of them, wearing rubber masks – the kind they sell in joke shops. The King, the Queen and the Prince of Wales. They all wore black – like some sort of uniform.’

‘And according to a witness, someone wearing a Princess Royal mask was driving the getaway car,’ said Gerry. ‘The vehicle was caught on camera and we have evidence that it was nicked from a house outside Neston last night. Now think hard, Mr Parker, is there anything else you can remember about these people? Anything at all? Accents, or . . . ’

‘The person in the Queen mask was definitely a woman. It was only the King who spoke. He ordered me and Janice to crouch down behind the counter and not to try any funny business.’ Wesley saw the man shudder. ‘As they were leaving, Janice triggered the alarm. I was frightened they’d come back and . . . ’

‘But they didn’t.’

‘No. I heard the car starting up. That’s when Janice called the police.’ Mr Parker hesitated. ‘You asked about accents. Well I could be wrong, but I think the King had an accent rather like your own, Chief Inspector. I think he was from Liverpool.’

‘That should help to narrow it down,’ said Wesley. ‘This is the fourth similar raid on jewellers’ shops in the south-west, and the robbers always wear royal family masks. Did anything unusual happen in the weeks leading up to the raid? Any new customers with Liverpool accents, for instance? Anyone who aroused your suspicions?’

Parker glanced nervously in Gerry’s direction. ‘Well, er . . . you came in, didn’t you, Chief Inspector. Purchased a silver necklace, as I recall.’

‘That’s right. Birthday present for my daughter.’

Wesley saw a fond look appear on the chief inspector’s face, as it did each time he mentioned Alison. Gerry hadn’t been aware of her existence until a couple of years ago. It wasn’t until her mother was dying that she’d confessed that Alison’s biological father was a young sailor she’d met in Liverpool when she was eighteen. He had sailed off unaware of her pregnancy, and she’d kept her secret until the end. When Alison discovered her father’s name and searched for him, she found that he’d left the Merchant Navy long ago and was now a senior detective down in Devon. Her appearance had come as a shock, one that Gerry’s other daughter, Rosie, was still coming to terms with. His son, Sam, however, had welcomed his new half-sister with open arms.

Parker looked uncomfortable. ‘I’m afraid you’re the only person with a Liverpool accent who’s come into my shop over the past few months, Chief Inspector.’ He hesitated. ‘And the man in the King mask had a similar build to yourself.’

Gerry didn’t seem to have picked up on the man’s implied accusation, and Wesley made a great effort to conceal his amusement. ‘Is there anything else you can think of?’ he asked.

Parker shook his head. ‘Nothing I haven’t put in my statement.’

Wesley caught Gerry’s eye and stood up, satisfied they’d learned all they could for the moment. ‘Thank you for your time, Mr Parker. And if you remember anything else, however trivial it may seem, please don’t hesitate to contact us.’

Parker remained seated, and as they left the room, Wesley turned his head and saw that the man was staring in Gerry’s direction.

‘I’m sure Mr Parker thinks you’ve taken up a new career as an armed jewel robber,’ he said once they were out of earshot.

Gerry snorted. ‘The pay might be better, but I can’t stand the taste of porridge.’

They returned to the police station, where a message was waiting for them. A man had been found dead in a rented holiday cottage a few miles from Morbay. And it looked as though the premises had been ransacked.

Little Rockington was the sort of English village that featured regularly on calendars and attracted camera-happy visitors from both sides of the Atlantic. Sweet thatched cottages lined a village green with resident ducks swimming on its pond. At one end of the green a pretty stone church stood surrounded by memorials to bygone generations, alongside a tiny thatched café that served Devon cream teas to the tourists. It was the last place you expected to find violent crime – unless it featured in the pages of the cosier kind of murder mystery.

A CSI in a white crime-scene suit greeted Wesley and Gerry at the front door of the pink cottage overlooking the green. ‘The victim’s through there,’ he said with a jerk of his head.

‘What happened?’ Wesley asked. All they’d been told was that it appeared that the occupant of the cottage had been injured in the course of a burglary.

‘He was found by the cleaner. She called an ambulance, but it was too late. The doc’s been and said he’s probably been dead since last night. It looks as though the place has been searched, but there’s no sign of forced entry. He sustained a head injury, and that’s probably what killed him.’

‘Do we have a name for him?’

‘Barry Brown. According to the cleaner, he’s renting this place for a few weeks.’

‘OK if we take a look inside?’

‘You’ll need the proper gear,’ the CSI said, chucking a couple of packages in their direction. Wesley caught his neatly, but Gerry fumbled with his and dropped it on the ground. Once Wesley had put on his crime-scene suit, he watched Gerry struggle to fasten his zip over his belly. The DCI kept promising to go on a diet, but so far this hadn’t happened.

As soon as they were ready, the CSI led the way through a tiny hallway into a living room with a low beamed ceiling. The place was a mess. Drawers had been opened and the contents strewn over the floor. A laptop charger was still plugged in, but there was no sign of a computer. Several empty cardboard files lay near the inglenook fireplace, but the detectives’ eyes were drawn to the dark-haired man lying face-down among the debris, a small patch of dried vomit beside his head. In the kitchen area at the back of the living room two clean glasses sat upside down on the draining board but there was no sign of a bottle.

‘Has someone called the pathologist?’ Gerry asked. At times like this he liked to have Dr Bowman’s input.

‘I think the doctor called him. He’ll be on his way.’

‘Any sign of a phone or laptop?’ Wesley asked.

‘Nah. The intruder must have taken them, probably to sell down the pub,’ the CSI said with a roll of his eyes. ‘All this for a few quid, eh.’

Wesley picked his way carefully up a steep, narrow staircase that would cause any modern-day building inspector sleepless nights. Once he reached the tiny landing, he made for the larger of two bedrooms. A double bed took up the lion’s share of the space. Something on the small bedside table caught his eye.

‘Isn’t that a Rolex?’ he said.

The CSI had followed them up and was lurking behind Gerry in the doorway. ‘I noticed that. Worth a flaming fortune, those watches. I’m surprised they missed it. Someone was careless.’

‘They were only careless if theft was the motive,’ said Wesley quietly. ‘Maybe our killer wasn’t interested in valuables. Perhaps he or she was after something else.’

Gerry looked puzzled. ‘But what?’

Wesley turned to face him. ‘We need to find out more about the victim. Maybe the attacker didn’t pinch the laptop to sell on. Maybe he was more interested in what was on it.’

They made their way downstairs again, where a couple of constables were hovering around the front door.

‘Anyone had a word with the neighbours yet?’ Gerry called out, causing the two men to stand to attention.

‘Just about to do it, sir.’

‘Well get on with it. I want to know all about the victim. Name, occupation, home address, whether anyone else is staying here and if he had any visitors. If any of the neighbours saw anything, I want to know. Where’s the cleaner who found him?’

‘Being given tea and sympathy by a neighbour on the other side of the green.’

‘In that case, that’s where we’ll start. We’ll handle that one ourselves, but I want a team over here going door-to-door asking questions.’
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It was a warm late-July morning. No mist. No rain. Only a pale blue sky dotted with light clouds and a slight breeze blowing over the vast expanse of Dartmoor. According to the email sent to all participants the previous evening, it was expected to be perfect digging weather.

Michael Peterson, at the age of thirteen, had feared that his classmates would scoff at his plans for the summer holidays, so he’d said nothing. It was bad enough being the only mixed-race boy in his class and having a father who was a police inspector, without spending his vacation engaged in something that might be associated with the old and untrendy. Michael desperately wanted to fit in, and he’d been worried that his mates would tease him if they knew that his honorary uncle, his dad’s old university friend Neil Watson, had persuaded him to take part in an archaeological dig over the summer. Not that Michael had needed much persuading, because excavating the site of a crashed wartime aircraft sounded exciting. Besides, he’d always thought of Uncle Neil as a bit of a hero, an unconventional Indiana Jones figure. But he knew others might take a different view.

His mother, Pam, had given him a lift to Neston and he’d caught the local train to Exeter, where Neil had picked him up in his battered car and driven him to the village of Moor Barton. When they reached the Gornay Arms, the old white pub where everyone was to meet, Neil gave a welcoming speech. According to records, the plane they planned to excavate was a Lysander. It had been en route from an airfield near Millicombe on the south coast to a base in north Devon when it had crashed in September 1943. The pilot had somehow managed to escape but later died of his injuries. There was no record of anyone else being aboard, and as no body was found in the wreckage, it was assumed that the pilot had been flying the short hop from one Devon airfield to another alone.

After Neil had said his piece and delivered a short briefing about health and safety, the group made their way to the crash site, Michael keeping close to Neil’s side. The people nearest his own age were a group of archaeology students who chatted together as they walked. For a moment he began to wonder whether signing up for the dig had been a mistake. But he knew Uncle Neil and his father would be disappointed if he gave up on day one.

When they arrived at the site, a desolate patch of moor a quarter of a mile outside the village, Michael stood to one side and watched as members of the local metal-detecting society swept the ground with their machines while Neil marked out the location of the trenches he wanted to open. A small mechanical digger stood by, ready to delicately remove the top layer of earth as soon as he gave the signal.

While he waited, Michael studied his fellow diggers. As well as the students, there were the members of a local archaeology society, who were mostly in their post-retirement years. Then there was a group of well-built men who seemed to stick together. He guessed these were the former soldiers Neil had mentioned. They were participating as part of a project, but Neil hadn’t told him much about it.

The soldiers stood slightly apart from the others and their conversation seemed terse and serious, as though they’d lost the habit of small talk. The volunteers from the archaeology society, in contrast, gossiped merrily and laughed at jokes Michael couldn’t quite hear. He noticed that one member of this group was standing a little way from the rest, watching them warily. He was probably in his late sixties, although Michael found it hard to tell. He was lanky, with a long, pale face and a small grey beard, wearing an open-necked checked shirt and an old beige bucket hat. Michael did his best not to catch his eye, because he looked like the kind of man his parents used to warn him against talking to when he was younger.

The man turned his head to look at him as though he’d realised he was being scrutinised, so Michael shuffled closer to the group of students. One of the girls, petite and pretty, with auburn hair tied in two long plaits, gave him a wary smile, as though she’d sensed his embarrassment and taken pity on him.

‘Hi,’ she said. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Michael,’ he answered, aware that his cheeks were burning.

‘I’m Harriet. Pleased to meet you.’ She offered her hand and he shook it, surprised by the formal gesture.

‘Come and join us. We don’t bite.’

He gave her a grateful look and sidled towards the group of students. They were chatting about things he didn’t quite understand, but he stood there trying to look as though he belonged and wishing something would happen. He hadn’t expected there to be so much hanging about.

Feeling a little bored, he couldn’t resist glancing round to check whether the man in the bucket hat was still watching him. To his surprise, he saw him sneaking away towards a dip in the landscape as though he didn’t want to be seen.

Neil was still in deep discussion with the metal detectorists, so Michael thought it would do no harm to find out what the man was up to, providing he kept his distance.

‘Where are you going?’ Harriet asked when he tried to slip away. It seemed she’d appointed herself to look after him.

‘I thought I’d take a look round; get the lie of the land,’ he said, trying to sound casual and wondering whether his father’s work was a bit like this. Following suspects.

‘You won’t have time for that. Come on. We’re starting.’

His guardian angel had spoken.

Landscapes shifted and changed over the years, but Pelham Jenks knew at once that this was the right place. He shielded his eyes from the sun and turned slowly until he saw a large rock shaped like a sleeping sheep half hidden behind a bank of yellow gorse.

The only sounds he could hear were the bleating of sheep and the mewing of a pair of buzzards circling the green and empty landscape like harbingers of death. He thought the tall granite tors in the distance looked like the brooding towers of satanic churches. But he told himself he was being overimaginative; a flaw in his character that had left him friendless during his distant teenage years – and made him wake screaming in the night, convinced he was being buried alive.

He’d brought a trowel with him, but he hesitated. What if the archaeologists ventured this way and noticed that the ground had been disturbed? But the dig was some distance away, so with any luck, nobody would spot what he was about to do.

As he made his way over to the rock, he carried out some swift calculations. He’d only been six years old at the time and memory could play tricks. But the dip in the ground a couple of yards in front of the boulder looked horribly familiar, and he could see that the spot was marked by a small heap of tumbled stones, as though someone had once built a little cairn, which had collapsed over the years.

He closed his eyes, and the scene flashed through his head: the sound of the spade hitting the ground and the scent of disturbed earth as he hid behind the rock watching the unceremonious burial of his own older brother.

Tears stung his eyes as he realised that the memories were real and not a product of his overactive childhood imagination.

And now he needed time to consider what to do next.

Little Rockington was normally filled with tourists taking selfies, and it occurred to Wesley that it would make an excellent setting for a cosy TV crime drama. Although the word ‘cosy’ hadn’t sprung to mind when he’d seen the state of his latest crime scene.

The cleaner who’d found the dead man was called Kylie Mountjoy; a single mother of two who worked for an agency that, in her words, sent her all over. She was obviously shaken by her discovery but still alert enough to make a good witness. She sat in the neighbour’s chintz armchair puffing on a vape as though she was in need of comfort. Every so often she picked up the mug on the table beside her and took a sip, pulling a face as she did so.

‘Linda knows I don’t take sugar, but she insisted. Said it was good for shock.’ She spoke in a whisper to avoid offending their hostess, a slim middle-aged woman with expensively streaked blonde hair and the tanned, lined complexion of a habitual sun-worshipper, who was now busying herself noisily in the adjoining kitchen.

‘Some people believe that,’ said Wesley, who was sitting beside Gerry on the sofa opposite. It was a small room with low beams, similar to the dead man’s cottage. He looked round and noticed a trio of photographs featuring a smiling little girl on the mantelpiece.

Kylie put down her mug and leaned forward anxiously. ‘I saw blood on his head. Do you think the burglar hit him? Is that how he was killed?’

‘We’re not sure yet, I’m afraid. We need to ask you a few questions, if you’re feeling up to it.’

She nodded. ‘Of course. Fire away.’

‘What can you tell us about the victim?’

‘Only that his name was Barry Brown and he said he was here to do some work. He’d booked the cottage for three weeks and I was sent in by the rental company to clean once a week. I only saw him the once before today. That time he was busy on his computer. And before you ask, I’ve no idea what he was doing. I just got on with my cleaning. I haven’t got time to be nosy about what my clients get up to.’

‘Of course not,’ said Wesley. It would have been good if she’d snatched the opportunity to look over the man’s shoulder to see what was on the screen, but he knew from long experience that life was rarely so obliging. ‘He didn’t say anything to you about his work?’

‘No. He wasn’t the chatty type.’

‘Can you tell us any more about him?’

Kylie considered the question for a moment. ‘He wasn’t that old – mid thirties, maybe. And he was pleasant enough. Polite but distant, if you know what I mean. I got the impression he was here to do a job and didn’t want any distractions. He had a nice car – a red BMW. It’s still in the residents’ parking spaces down the street; I noticed it earlier while I was parking on the road,’ she added, looking at her watch. ‘Look, I’m already late for my next client. They’re only in the next village, but . . . ’

‘Just one more thing? This cottage is on the other side of the green. Why didn’t you go to one of the neighbouring cottages?’

Kylie smiled. ‘That’s easy. I headed straight here because the other places are holiday lets and I don’t know the people who are staying in them. I know Linda because she’s one of my clients.’

‘That makes sense. Well, I don’t see any reason to keep you any longer. We have your contact details if we need to speak to you again.’ He hesitated. ‘Are you sure you feel up to carrying on after the shock you’ve just had? We can always get someone to notify your agency.’

She sat up straight and took a deep breath. ‘Thanks, but I’d rather carry on. Take my mind off it.’

At that moment, their hostess entered the room. ‘Is everything all right, Kylie?’ she asked. She had a London accent. Wesley guessed there’d be a lot of incomers in Little Rockington. Most locals couldn’t afford anything so picturesque.

‘Everything’s fine, thank you, Mrs . . . ’ he said, hoping he sounded reassuring.

‘Pugh. Linda Pugh.’ She folded her arms. ‘I haven’t given a statement yet.’

‘My officers are conducting house-to-house enquiries,’ said Gerry quickly, detecting a note of veiled criticism of the police’s efficiency. ‘But I told them we’d call here ourselves to have a word with Ms Mountjoy.’

Kylie stood up, more composed than she had been when Wesley and Gerry first arrived. She was still wearing her cleaner’s tabard. ‘Thanks for the tea, Linda. I’m feeling a lot better now and I’d rather get back to work.’

Wesley accompanied her to the front door, where he watched her pick up her plastic box of cleaning equipment and walk off down the pretty front path lined with colourful blooms.

When he returned to the living room, Gerry had made himself at home, sitting back on the sofa, legs splayed. Wesley could hear the clattering of crockery from the direction of the kitchen, and guessed that more tea had been offered and Gerry, as usual, had accepted.

As he sat in the armchair vacated by Kylie, Linda Pugh entered the room again with a laden tray.

‘Thanks, love, you’re a lifesaver,’ said Gerry, rubbing his hands together as he watched her pouring tea into mugs. ‘We’re hoping you might be able to help us. The man in the cottage opposite was called Barry Brown. Did you speak to him at all?’

‘No. People come and go from the holiday cottages. They rarely want to pass the time of day.’

‘Our doctor thinks he died sometime last night, and the lights were on in his cottage so it must have happened after it got dark. Did you see anything suspicious?’

She handed the mugs round and sat down before answering.

‘I think I saw someone calling there.’

‘At Mr Brown’s cottage?’

She nodded. ‘I’m not quite sure of the time, but it was probably between nine thirty and ten. It was getting dark, so I decided to draw the curtains, and when I looked out, everything was quiet because the tourists had gone home for the day, you see. They drive you mad in the summer months, coming up the path and staring in through the windows as though the village is some kind of museum. They don’t seem to realise that some people actually live here all year round.’ She gave a long sigh. ‘Most of the houses are holiday lets, and it’s a ghost village in winter. But in summer we’re inundated. Coach tours stop here most days in the season.’

‘I can imagine,’ said Wesley with some sympathy. His own modern house in Tradmouth could hardly be described as quaint, but Gerry lived in a cottage on the picturesque waterfront, and he often complained about the influx of tourists in the warmer months. ‘Can you describe the person you saw?’

‘Like I said, it was getting dark, so I was drawing the curtains,’ she gestured towards the floral drapes at the little lattice window, ‘when I noticed someone at the front door of the cottage opposite – the one Mr Brown was renting. Of course I didn’t know his name then. As far as I was concerned, he was just another holidaymaker. Although it struck me as a bit odd that he was on his own. Usually it’s couples. Or families. He didn’t even have a dog,’ she added, as though this was an unforgivable omission.

‘You’re sure it wasn’t Mr Brown himself you saw?’

‘Oh no. Every time I saw him, he was wearing a leather jacket, and this person didn’t have one on. And they were tall, around six feet, I think. Mr Brown was smaller.’

‘Could it have been a woman?’

She considered the question for a few moments. ‘No. I’m sure it was a man.’

‘Can you tell us anything else? What was he wearing?’

‘Light-coloured trousers, I think. Some kind of jacket. Sorry, I wasn’t really taking much notice?’

‘Approximate age?’

She shrugged. ‘I only caught a glimpse. And it was getting dark.’ She looked crestfallen, as though she feared she’d let them down.

‘Did you see this person actually enter the house?’

‘No. I drew the curtains and settled down to watch TV. There was a good detective programme on.’

‘Well if you like detective programmes, you’ll realise the importance of every little detail,’ said Gerry, looking her in the eye. ‘The smallest thing could be important.’

She closed her eyes as though she was trying to envisage the scene. Then they flicked open and she shook her head as though the idea was too ridiculous to say out loud. ‘It might have been a trick of the light. It was dusk and . . . You’re going to think I’m stupid.’

‘Not at all. Just tell us, love,’ said Gerry. ‘It can’t do any harm.’

‘OK. I could only see his profile, you understand – he’d turned his head a little. And it was some distance away.’

She fell silent for a few seconds, and Wesley and Gerry waited with bated breath for her to continue.

‘I can’t be sure, but I got the impression he was wearing some sort of mask.’ She gave a little laugh. ‘Do you know, I think he looked a bit like the King.’




Diary of Flight Officer John Carmody

3 May 1943

There’ll be a new moon tonight and plenty of cloud. Perfect. A clear night with a full moon makes you vulnerable. What we really need is a murder moon. A moon so dim that you can sneak in and out undetected. A moon that provides complete cover.

Tonight I’m to pick up my precious cargo somewhere in Normandy. I won’t write any more, even though this diary is private – for my eyes only – and is kept safely in my locker. I know that careless talk costs lives, and in the unlikely event of somebody with bad intentions coming across it, I’d put certain people in jeopardy if I add too many details. And that’s the last thing I want to do.

The landing site will be lit with torches as usual. Sometimes when I’m on the approach, I experience a moment of panic. What if it’s a trap? What if we’ve been betrayed and the Nazis have captured the cargo and tortured the truth out of them? What if they’re lying in wait for me, ready to burst out of the surrounding trees, guns blazing? It hasn’t happened yet, thank God. But the possibility is always at the back of my mind whenever I see those two rows of dim lights set out in an isolated French field.

I’m flying out from Bolt Head tonight. It’s a beautiful spot overlooking the sea, and on a fine day with the gulls crying and the waves sparkling you can almost believe we’re not at war. On my return, I’ll head back to my usual base further inland. Devon seems to be full of Americans at the moment, and it’s just my luck that the girls can’t resist them. There’s a dance at their base on Saturday night, and I’ll go provided there isn’t another drop. Business before pleasure.

I wish I could tell Ma, Pa and Sis not to worry about me. If loose lips didn’t sink ships – and bring down aeroplanes – I’d tell them that my kite is a little darling, painted all in black so hopefully the enemy will never know I’m there. I’d tell them I’m indestructible, and it’s my cargo the enemy want to capture, not me.
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Neil Watson was pleased to see that the students from the university had taken Michael under their collective wing.

Pam and Wesley had been keen to get their son away from his screen and out into the fresh air during the summer break, but Neil had hoped Michael wouldn’t feel bored and out of place. He remembered that his own archaeological career had begun at a similar age, when his history teacher had encouraged him to volunteer at the excavation of a Roman villa. Even though he’d been the youngest there by far, he’d soon caught the archaeology bug, and after that he’d never looked back. He was nursing a hope that the experience would fire a similar lifelong enthusiasm in Michael. Neil had always been an optimist.

He’d watched Michael studying the geophysics printouts with the students, showing a genuine interest and asking questions. What kind of plane was it? How did it come to crash? Had it been shot down? Neil answered patiently. It was a Lysander, the kind of plane used to transport SOE agents and drop them off in France to embark on secret missions. This appeared to catch Michael’s imagination, although he’d looked mildly disappointed that the crash had been due to an accident and not enemy action. According to contemporary reports, thick fog had descended suddenly over Dartmoor that night and the pilot misjudged the terrain; either that or his instruments malfunctioned. He managed to crawl from the wreckage and was found unconscious by locals and taken to the Gornay Arms, where he passed away from his injuries. His name was John Carmody, and he’d been buried in the local churchyard.

The incident was well documented, and there were accounts of locals going to the crash site to gather souvenirs after the RAF removed the bulk of the wreckage and before what was left was buried. As nobody had died in the plane itself, souvenir-hunting hadn’t been regarded as disrespectful back then.

Neil had ordered three trenches to be opened where there’d been strong geophysics signals. He’d put the soldiers in charge of trench one, where they worked quietly and professionally. Dave, his second-in-command, was supervising the students and Michael, while a couple of postgraduate students had been placed with the enthusiastic members of the local archaeological society. Neil himself went from trench to trench dispensing advice and examining what had been found. A marquee had been erected to provide shelter during tea and lunch breaks, and a couple of Portaloos had been brought to the site to cater for any calls of nature. Neil looked upon his work and felt rather pleased with himself. It was a rare experience for one of his digs to be focused on such recent history, something there was a chance someone still alive might have witnessed, and he was looking forward to it.

When it was time for the tea break, he went round telling everyone to down trowels for a while. Sometimes people needed reminding. As everyone made for the marquee, he fell in beside Michael.

‘Are the students looking after you OK?’

‘Yeah. They’re great.’

Michael seemed to be about to say something else, but then changed his mind. Neil stopped walking. ‘Something the matter?’

He saw the boy glance towards the group from the local society, who’d already reached the marquee and were taking flasks of coffee out of their rucksacks.

‘No. Nothing. I just thought I saw that man in the bucket hat wandering off over there.’ He pointed to the big rock in the distance. He looked a bit . . . shifty.’

‘Probably didn’t realise the Portaloos were in operation and was looking for somewhere private to have a pee. Did he say anything to you?’ Neil asked, suddenly feeling protective towards his best friend’s son, a side of his nature he hadn’t known he possessed.

‘No. Nothing like that. Just thought I’d mention it.’

Neil nodded. Panic over.

‘What do you think?’ Wesley asked as they were walking back to the car.

‘Ms Pugh admitted that she was too far away to see properly. And it was dusk,’ Gerry replied. ‘Can you really see those jewellery robbers changing their MO and targeting holiday cottages? And don’t forget the Rolex that was left in plain sight on the bedside table; that must be worth a couple of grand at least. Not that I know much about it. Can’t afford that sort of thing on a policeman’s salary.’

Wesley chuckled. ‘Whenever Pam mentions my pay, I point out that our financial position would have been a lot worse if I’d stuck to archaeology.’

‘Your Michael’s on a dig at the moment, isn’t he?’ Gerry asked as he opened the car door. ‘Heard how he’s doing?’

‘No doubt I’ll find out tonight.’

‘It’ll keep him out of mischief over the school holidays.’

‘That’s the plan.’ Wesley returned his attention to their case. ‘We need to know more about the victim.’

‘The team are trying to track down his next of kin as we speak.’

He was about to start the car when his phone rang. After a short conversation, he pressed the speaker so Gerry could hear what was being said, and DS Rachel Tracey’s voice filled the car.

‘Thought you’d like to know right away,’ she said. Wesley could hear the excitement in her voice. ‘We’ve traced Barry Brown’s next of kin – his sister. I’ve spoken to her, and she says he came to Devon a week ago on an assignment.’

‘What kind of assignment?’

‘She wasn’t sure, but she says he’s a freelance author and that he writes a lot about celebrities.’

‘Thanks, Rach,’ Gerry called over from the passenger seat. ‘We’ll be back with you in half an hour.’
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The large window took up almost the whole of the far wall of the CID office and overlooked the Memorial Gardens with the sparkling ribbon of river beyond. It was a view that would add considerable value to any Tradmouth house or flat, but everybody who worked at the station had become so used to the stunning vista that they barely noticed it any more.

When Wesley and Gerry had arrived back in Tradmouth, they’d found the office humming with purposeful activity as officers spoke quietly into phones or typed on computer keyboards.

As they walked in, they were greeted by Rachel. ‘Here are the victim’s details,’ she said, handing Wesley a printout.

Gerry plucked it from his fingers and began to read. ‘Barry Steven Brown, aged thirty-five. Address in London. Your family’s neck of the woods, Wes.’ He thrust the paper under Wesley’s nose. ‘Know it?’

‘Can’t say I do. I was brought up in Dulwich. He lived in Docklands. New development, by the sound of it. It wasn’t one of my childhood haunts.’

‘Sorry, forgot you came from the posh bit. How does your dad like being “Sir Joshua”?’ Gerry, the son of a Liverpool docker, could never resist the urge to tease Wesley affectionately about his classy upbringing by parents who had come over from Trinidad to attend medical school and went on to forge extremely successful careers in medicine.

Wesley gave the boss a modest smile before reading the address again. ‘He must have been well paid. Those Docklands flats don’t come cheap.’

‘Nothing in London comes cheap, so I’ve heard,’ Gerry said with a dismissive sniff. ‘What else have we got on him?’

It was Rachel who answered the DCI’s question. ‘Naturally his sister’s very upset, but I managed to have a good chat with her. She lives in Walthamstow with her family, and she said she didn’t see Barry as often as she’d have liked because of kids and work.’ Rachel, with her police career, a farm to help run and a baby who’d soon be celebrating his first birthday, understood what it was like to be a busy mother. ‘She said he’s ghostwritten books for celebrities and it paid really well. But she doesn’t know any details.’

Wesley and Gerry exchanged a look. ‘I expect it’s too much to hope that she gave you the names of these celebrities,’ said Gerry.

Rachel shook her head. ‘No, but she’s coming down here tomorrow, so it’s something we can ask.’

‘If he was here for work, I think we can assume someone gave him a commission. If we can find out who that was . . . ’

‘Any clues found at his accommodation?’ Rachel asked.

‘The search is still ongoing,’ Wesley answered. ‘But it looks as though his laptop was taken, and there’s no sign of a phone either. There were a few cardboard files lying about, but they were all empty.’

‘His sister gave me his phone number, so the service provider might be able to give us a list of his calls. Although from experience, we know that could take time.’ Rachel thought for a moment, smoothing her blonde ponytail, an unconscious habit. ‘If the contents of his files were missing, it suggests that the killer was after his research. Whatever he was planning to write about, somebody might have been trying to stop him.’

‘Sounds likely,’ said Gerry, scratching his head.

‘What time’s the sister arriving?’ Wesley asked.

‘She’s catching the train first thing and she’ll let me know what time it’s due in. I’ll arrange for someone to pick her up from Neston station to take her to do the formal ID.’ Rachel shuddered. ‘Trish has booked a room for her in Tradmouth.’

Wesley could see DC Trish Walton sitting a few desks away, studying her computer screen with great concentration. Her fiancé, DC Paul Johnson, was sitting at the adjacent desk. They were due to get married in a few weeks’ time, and Wesley hoped this latest case wouldn’t drag on and put a damper on the proceedings.

‘Don’t suppose anything new’s come in on the jewel robberies?’ Gerry shouted across the room.

When DC Johnson replied that they were still in the process of gathering CCTV footage from premises around Parker’s shop, the DCI thrust his hands in his pockets and slouched into his glass-fronted office.

‘Boss isn’t in a good mood,’ Rachel commented to Wesley as she watched him go.’

‘The chief super’s expecting progress on the robberies. Trouble is, all the likely local candidates have been interviewed and eliminated, and now we’ve got this murder . . . ’

‘I think the jewellery gang are from outside the area. But when Rob checked whether any similar crimes had been reported in other parts of the country, he drew a blank.’ She glanced towards the window, where DC Rob Carter was speaking on the phone. When Rob had first started in CID, he’d been keen and sharp, reminding Wesley of an enthusiastic sheepdog eager to please his farmer. But since his partner, Harry, had passed away after a long illness the previous winter, he had seemed subdued, as though he was overwhelmed by a cloud of grief. Recently, however, they’d begun to see small glimpses of his old self. And now, whenever he smiled at one of the DCI’s awful jokes, Wesley’s spirits rose a little.

When Rob ended his call, he turned to face Wesley and Rachel, his cheeks reddening slightly as though he realised they’d been watching him.

‘The bad news is that there’s no CCTV or door-cam footage from around the murder scene, and no witnesses.’

‘And the good news?’ Wesley asked hopefully.

Rob shook his head. ‘There isn’t any.’

Lunch break. Pam had packed sandwiches for Michael. Tuna – his favourite – along with crisps, an apple and a small carton of orange juice. He’d often heard his mother complaining that she hadn’t time for anything more imaginative because she was a busy woman: a teacher with a husband who worked long hours whenever there was a major case to investigate.

Then there was his mum’s mother, Della, whose weird crazes and arty clothes proved a great embarrassment to her teenage grandson. Michael always offered up a silent prayer to the God he’d learned about at his Uncle Mark’s Sunday school that his gran – she hated being called that – wouldn’t turn up when he brought friends home.

He’d been sitting on his own, but Harriet came and sat beside him. He felt himself blushing and hoped she wouldn’t notice.

‘How’s it going?’ she asked.

‘OK.’

‘Want one of these cheesy things?’ She held out a plastic box and he took one, muttering his thanks.

‘I just wanted to ask you, is Dr Watson your uncle?’

‘Sort of. He’s a . . . friend of my dad’s. They were at uni together.’

Michael had known Neil all his life and he’d never given him much thought. He was a fixture, rather like his parents, his sister, Amelia, Uncle Mark and Auntie Maritia and the embarrassing Della.

‘Someone told me your dad was a detective.’

‘Yeah.’

‘I heard on the news that a man’s been murdered in Little Rockington. Is your dad working on that case?’

‘I expect so.’

There was a short silence before Harriet spoke again. ‘Must be exciting, having a dad who’s a detective.’

‘You get used to it,’ said Michael, trying to sound nonchalant.

‘Do you know anything about what happened? With that murder, I mean.’

‘I haven’t seen my dad since this morning. But he might mention it tonight,’ Michael replied, mildly disappointed that he wasn’t able to impress her with a spot of inside knowledge. ‘Why?’

Harriet smiled. ‘Everyone likes a good murder, don’t they? Ever read an Agatha Christie book?’

Before Michael could answer, one of the other students had joined them: a boy called Greg with fair hair and freckles. He gave Michael a wide grin.

‘Hey, have you heard that the royal family are going round robbing jewellers’ shops? It’s all over social media.’

‘You mean a gang dressed up as the royal family. Not the real ones,’ Michael corrected. ‘My dad’s working on that case,’ he added proudly.

Harriet stood up. ‘See you later.’

‘Where’s she going?’ Michael asked as he watched her disappearing back.

‘Don’t ask me. I think she’s got a secret boyfriend. Maybe one of those hunky soldiers. I saw her giving one of them the eye before. A woman of hidden depths is our Harriet.’

Michael knew Greg was joking, but he couldn’t help feeling a tiny pang of jealousy.
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Ellie, one of the newest DCs in the team, knocked on the open door of Gerry’s office. When Wesley looked round, he could tell from her eager expression that she had news.

‘The car’s been found, sir. The one used in the robbery at Parker’s Jeweller’s.’

‘Where did it turn up?’ Gerry asked, hoping the location might give them a lead. Up until now, the robbers had covered their tracks well, stealing cars and abandoning them once the job was done, leaving no forensic traces. Presumably they transferred to another vehicle, but so far they’d been careful not to choose a place covered by CCTV.

‘A lay-by just outside Belsham. It’s between Neston and Morbay.’

‘I know where it is,’ said Gerry, looking at Wesley. ‘Inspector Peterson’s sister lives there.’

Wesley nodded. His sister, Maritia, was married to the Reverend Mark Fitzgerald, the vicar of Belsham, so he knew the village well. Several years ago he’d even investigated a murder at the large Victorian vicarage that had later become Maritia and Mark’s home.

‘Please tell me the lay-by’s bristling with CCTV cameras,’ said Gerry, his chubby face full of hope.

‘Sorry, sir. Nothing. It’s just off the main road, and there are no houses nearby.’

‘I don’t suppose anyone saw another vehicle waiting there? A car they might have used after they’d abandoned the stolen one? No observant farmers driving past in a tractor first thing this morning, for instance?’

‘The nearest farm is some distance away, so . . . ’

‘Pity, but it was worth asking.’ Wesley was trying to sound encouraging. ‘Is the car damaged at all?’

‘No. It’s just like the other raids. High-end car nicked nearby then abandoned in a deserted place. It had been thoroughly cleaned, just like the others. The patrol who called it in said it looked as though it’d just been valeted. The forensics people are going over it, but they’re not holding out much hope.’

‘Considerate thieves who clean up after themselves. At least the owners’ll be relieved to get it back in one piece once the CSIs have finished with it,’ said Wesley, who was well aware that many getaway cars ended up burned out, with all possible evidence destroyed.

Ellie hurried out, looking relieved. Gerry could seem intimidating at first to new officers who hadn’t yet got to know him. But Wesley had discovered his softer side early on in their working relationship. It was Gerry who’d welcomed him into Tradmouth CID when he’d first transferred to Devon after serving as a detective sergeant in the Art and Antiques Unit at the Met, and Gerry who’d made it quite plain to everyone that any hint of racism towards the new arrival wouldn’t be tolerated. Even so, the DCI didn’t hesitate to put the fear of God into incompetent officers and uncooperative suspects whenever necessary.

Gerry let out a long
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