
        
            
                
            
        

    OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      DEATH AT FAKENHAM RACES

    

    
      
        ROSS GREENWOOD

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Boldwood Books]
        

      

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      For Mae Homer

      A kindred spirit

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Norfolk Major Investigation Team Structure

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

      
        Chapter 68

      

      
        Chapter 69

      

      
        Chapter 70

      

      
        Chapter 71

      

      
        Chapter 72

      

      
        Chapter 73

      

      
        Chapter 74

      

      
        Chapter 75

      

      
        Chapter 76

      

      
        Chapter 77

      

      
        Chapter 78

      

      
        Chapter 79

      

      
        Chapter 80

      

      
        Chapter 81

      

      
        Chapter 82

      

      
        Chapter 83

      

      
        Chapter 84

      

      
        Chapter 85

      

      
        Chapter 86

      

      
        Chapter 87

      

      
        Chapter 88

      

      
        Chapter 89

      

      
        Chapter 90

      

      
        Chapter 91

      

      
        Chapter 92

      

    

    
      
        Thank you!

      

      
        More from  Ross Greenwood

      

      
        Acknowledgements

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Ross Greenwood

      

      
        The Murder List

      

      
        About Boldwood Books

      

    

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NORFOLK MAJOR INVESTIGATION TEAM STRUCTURE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Detective Superintendent

        Zara Grave

      

        

      
        Detective Chief Inspector

        Vince Kettle

      

        

      
        Detective Inspector

        Ashley Knight

      

        

      
        Detective Sergeants

        Emma Stones – Jan Pederson – Bhavini Kotecha (Maternity)

      

        

      
        Detective Constables

        Barry Hooper – Sal Freitas – Morgan Golding – Zelda Cartwright – Hector Fade

      

        

      
        Family Liaison Officer

        Scott Gorton

      

        

      
        Uniform Officers

        Sergeant Frank Levine – PC Jenny Groves

      

        

      
        Forensic pathologist

        Michelle Ma Yun

      

        

      
        CID

        DC Jake Parnell

      

        

      
        The public

        Glen Gordon – Racehorse owner

        Fiona Gordon – Racehorse owner

      

        

      
        Alistair Nesmith – Racehorse trainer

        Julietta Nesmith – Racehorse trainer

      

        

      
        Jonny Lowe – Owner of Canarybet Bookmakers

        Kurt McAdam – Jonny’s partner

      

        

      
        Ronan Rafferty – Jockey

        Colette Rafferty – Jockey (retired)

      

        

      
        Eddie ‘The Whip’ Whelan – Jockey (retired)

      

        

      
        Elizabeth ‘Buffy’ El Sewedy – Groom

        Hamdam El Sewedy – Elizabeth’s husband

      

        

      
        Racecourse staff

        David Hunter – Clerk of the Course

      

        

      
        Stephen Hill – Head Groundsman

      

        

      
        Sara Mills – Marketing and Operations Manager

      

        

      
        Amanda Hamilton – Caravan Site / Outdoor Events

      

        

      
        Vicki Harper – General Enquiries and Caravan Site

      

        

      
        Trudi Moulton – Raceday Co-ordinator

      

      

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
        
        To look into the eye of a horse is to see a reflection of yourself that you might’ve forgotten.

        GILLIAN MEARS

      

      

      

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          MONDAY 2ND DECEMBER

        

      

    

    
      The Audi’s tyres slid through the gritty slurry covering the tarmac as Jonny Lowe’s vehicle hurtled around the bend. A sense of weightlessness came over him as the world tilted precariously. He wrestled with the wheel, skeletal branches flashing past, then the tyres gripped and control was restored.

      Jonny sucked in a ragged breath as adrenaline flooded his system. He forced himself to lift his foot from the accelerator. Even in the summer months, the tight country roads on the approach to Fakenham Racecourse were no place for speeding. In winter, the surface became slippery as hell. Blind corners and unforgiving trees meant serious accidents were common, but tonight, snow fell, thick and fast.

      He inhaled slowly as the engine quietened. With Christmas less than four weeks away and the promised weather finally arriving, he should have been feeling festive. Instead, rage pulsed through his veins. If there was one thing he hated, it was the thought of being taken advantage of. He hadn’t got any rest the previous night, just indigestion. Sleep a million miles distant. Concentrating in his office had proved impossible today, and he’d left Kurt and the tense atmosphere to go for a walk. Neither the exercise nor the frigid air had helped, and he’d spent the afternoon stewing.

      As he turned into the entrance and followed the narrow road that led to the racecourse, he passed Fakenham Golf Course, and two large buildings came into view through the thickening snow. The old grandstand wasn’t much more than a shell, but the impressive Prince of Wales Stand towered behind it. Its windows were dark, although a few lights glared in the eaves. The state-of-the-art building contained excellent business and entertainment facilities, but any corporate types would be long gone by six thirty in the evening.

      Jonny hadn’t been invited to any events for years. Not since he closed his betting shop in town. He supposed his carelessness and overconfidence were responsible for his predicament back then, and his lack of judgement was also to blame now. Once more, he was too deep in debt to extricate himself. Kurt bailed him out last time. He couldn’t ask him to do it again. Perhaps Kurt would offer if Jonny explained. Probably not, when Kurt realised what his partner had kept from him.

      The last race meeting took place a week ago. Dog walkers sometimes exercised their pets around the one-mile circular course, but nobody would be out in this weather in the dark. Nobody but him and the person he was due to meet.

      A chain hung across the entrance to the members’ parking area. The customer car park, a large grass field, appeared empty, so he pulled in. A third structure rose between the two stands. Jonny called it the communications tower because it enabled the commentators to call the action over the entire course during a race. The windows of the tall building loomed over him, their countless eyes watching his every move, reminding him of the Eye of Mordor.

      Jonny could still see a few tips of the tallest grass in the snow where he’d stopped at the space closest to the road. Hopefully, he wouldn’t need a quick getaway, but his heart drummed in his chest. Fingers stiff from gripping the wheel so tightly, Jonny flexed them as he recalled the handwritten message he’d received.

      
        
        I know what happened with The Taciturn Man. You’re not the only one who was taken for a fool. I will tell you who was responsible. It won’t be who you think. We shall put things right. Meet me at the parade ring, Fakenham Racecourse. Monday, 6.30 p.m.

      

      

      The words made sense. He would demand that those accountable made good his losses, or he would go to the police with everything he knew, and the criminals would be banished from the racing world.

      His righteous anger drained away. Jonny was no angel himself. If he told the full truth, it would also be over for him.

      He was intrigued to find out who’d done what to him. In the sport’s community, people often had fingers in different pies, and the list of suspects he could consider was long. Well, it wouldn’t hurt to hear exactly what this mystery person had to say. They clearly knew something about what had happened, unless even this meeting was another scam.

      Maybe they’d been exploited too, and working together would be an option.

      If it came to it, Jonny didn’t mind a bit of antagonism. Passion went with the business. There was nothing as emotive as money. Yet he felt out of his depth at this point, and he’d sworn to Kurt he wouldn’t get involved in anything else illegal.

      Jonny shook his head. He recalled the day when it had blown up in his face. Pictured his own beaming smile as he imagined the profits he would make. Anger surged back like a dark tide. He shoved the car door open and stepped outside. A cool wind surrounded him. He welcomed it.

      After a few seconds, he zipped up his ancient black parka. The breeze had picked up, its icy fingers searching for gaps, but the air wasn’t bitterly cold, yet. His Norwich City branded three-quarter-length puffa jacket, which was back at home, would have been much warmer, but that garment was synonymous with his brand. The club crest of a canary proud above his heart. If he was spotted, that coat would identify him like nothing else.

      The two-storey Prince of Wales Stand enjoyed spectacular, uninterrupted views across the racecourse and on to rolling Norfolk countryside. It appeared deserted, but he was a few minutes early, so he might as well look around. Maybe he would discover if it was some kind of trap. He stamped in that direction, cursing his choice of footwear.

      The sky above the building was a vast dense blanket, blending a multitude of greys, bulging with intention. Heavy, alabaster snowflakes, which had merrily danced from the heavens earlier, now tumbled and fought in a ferocious cascade as they battled downwards.

      Norfolk wasn’t used to the prospect of up to a foot of snow. Jonny doubted they would receive the rumoured eight inches, but the sky had lowered with a vengeance. Each step made a slight crunching sound as he walked towards the finishing post. That meant the ice grains within the snow were well below freezing and the downfall was likely far from over.

      It was only as he passed the tower on the way to his rendezvous that a sudden tendril of fear circled his chest. With the thickening flakes, he had a perception of being lost while the ground shifted beneath him. The rolling green racecourse, which he knew so well, had been almost completely transformed into a pristine white canvas, and an eerie silence hung in the air.

      Jonny stopped walking and slowly spun in a circle. Behind him, his footprints were already half filled, the snow enthusiastically masking his presence. Had the flakes hidden the arrival of the message sender? Perhaps he was being set up, and was already in their sights, but the letter hadn’t read like a joke.

      The snow had settled faster than he expected when he left the house, but its deep, crisp whiteness was deceptive. One of his trainers skidded out from under him and he was forced to go on one knee. A damp chill seeped into his jeans. He growled and set off, marching high through the drifts.

      Turning left, Jonny scanned the concrete steps of the old grandstand for lurkers as he crept past, but a lone crisp packet was the only thing moving. When he arrived at the parade ring, it too was devoid of life. To his surprise, relief washed over him. He made a cursory glance at his watch, but knew he was dead on time. They would get five minutes’ grace.

      Not thirty seconds later, a large figure appeared from the direction of the saddling boxes. The person plodded but appeared better equipped for the conditions, with a fur-lined hood pulled up and a scarf concealing their face. Jonny’s mouth had gone dry. He licked dry, chapped lips.

      The shape approached. It wasn’t a tall individual. Maybe the perspective of their thick black jacket against a snowy backdrop had affected his judgement. Nevertheless, Jonny reached into his front coat pocket and checked for the lock knife he’d concealed there.

      Jonny had found the weapon in his brother’s belongings shortly after he’d died in a cycling accident nearly thirty years ago, and kept it, having little else to remember him by. He remembered Alan bringing it back after a school trip to France. Jonny had taken to carrying it with him after he’d been robbed of his takings in the car park at Huntingdon Racecourse five years back, but he’d never come remotely near to using it.

      When the approaching figure stopped a little distance in front of him, even with only their eyes visible, Jonny recognised them.

      ‘You?’

      ‘Don’t be surprised. You’ve been blabbing long and loud about what happened. There isn’t anyone in Norfolk who hasn’t heard your rumour. You’re certainly grabbing attention. Some would say causing trouble.’

      Away from the shelter of the grandstands, the racecourse was exposed. A gust of wind brought a thick flurry between them, so for a moment the figure in front of him was obscured and Jonny was on his own. His feet soaking wet, he shivered violently.

      ‘What did you want to tell me?’ he shouted.

      Another gust lifted the curtain of snow, exposing Jonny’s black-coated acquaintance, closer than he expected, who spoke shocking words in Jonny’s ear. Their speech, about who had done what, lasted only a minute, but the flakes that collected in Jonny’s collar, then melted and dripped down his neck, were forgotten.

      Jonny had been exploited, and not just once. His hand reached for the knife in his pocket again, but this time, he seized it.

      ‘How do you know all this?’ he whispered.

      Jonny couldn’t believe his ears on hearing the explanation. The figure stepped away, watching him cautiously. As well they should. He felt overwhelmed, like a leaf caught in a hurricane, as a wave of helplessness swept through his mind. Jonny understood his future lay in the balance. How he reacted now would determine the way he lived for the rest of his days.

      The person pushed back their hood and removed their scarf.

      ‘Let’s get out of this weather. We can talk in the saddling boxes. The last thing I need is the flu. I’ve set a plan in motion. Someone else is here. A warning has been given. There are others involved. We will all have to prove our commitment.’

      Jonny vigorously shook his head.

      ‘I’m in deep enough already.’

      The reply he received was spoken slowly.

      ‘Not even close.’

      When they turned around and walked away, Jonny lifted his weapon out of his pocket and opened the blade. Adrenaline, only just subsiding after the near miss on the journey there, spiked even higher, coursing through his veins and arteries. For a second he debated dropping the knife, to stop himself doing something he could never take back, but then his grip tightened.

      The blade seemed to urge him onward as he pursued the vanishing form into the swirling snow.
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      PC Jenny Groves tugged her cap back on and gave a last stern look at the couple who stood sheepishly in the doorway. Then she returned to Sergeant Frank Levine, who was already sitting in their marked response vehicle. He flashed her a knowing grin as he pulled away.

      ‘What’s that face for, Frank?’

      ‘You’ve come a long way since you started.’

      She rolled her eyes.

      ‘Are you saying I was rubbish?’

      ‘Inexperienced is the word we’re encouraged to use nowadays.’

      Jenny chuckled because he was right.

      She loved going out with time-served officers and Frank had nearly completed his full service. All in uniform. Nothing fazed him and she fed on that confidence, helping build her own. Becoming an officer had proven tougher than she’d expected, but Jenny still leapt out of bed each day. Every morning, as she inspected her uniform in the mirror, a smile always brightened her face.

      She and Frank had been called to a domestic in Hillington, near King’s Lynn. When they’d arrived at Lynn Road, the wife and husband had answered the door with smiles painted on their faces. ‘No, officers,’ they said. ‘No issues here. The person who rang 999 must have been mistaken.’

      Jenny and another relatively inexperienced recruit had swiftly departed from a similar visit in Swaffham six months ago, not long after she’d finished basic training. They were sent back an hour later with reports the lounge was on fire.

      This evening, Frank had left her to do the talking. She’d coolly nodded at the pair and explained she would be coming in to check. A broken plate on the floor. Sausage and mash surrounding it. That was the wife’s dinner. Most of his meal was decorating the dining-room wall. A joint confession about having a bit of a barney over their finances leaked from them, but they had calmed. For many, the sight of uniformed officers at their door was enough to defuse any remaining anger.

      ‘Listen,’ Jenny had said, her voice firm but calm, ‘you two are this close—’ she’d held up her thumb and forefinger a hair’s breadth apart ‘—to having a criminal record.’

      The couple had exchanged nervous glances.

      ‘If either of you,’ she’d continued, her gaze sweeping between them, ‘raises a hand – even just to threaten violence, even if you don’t actually make contact – it could be considered common assault.’

      ‘Common assault?’ the man had whispered.

      ‘Yes, and a criminal record. That affects jobs, travel, everything. There could be devastating consequences down the line.’

      Luckily, there were no children still at home. The husband and wife had thanked her when she’d left.

      Frank drove them out of the village, pointing out the Ffolkes on the way. ‘That’s a great pub, despite the odd spelling. More a hotel nowadays, but so popular. You have to book for Sunday lunch.’

      Jenny smiled at his expression, which indicated that he could hardly believe such an outrageous concept. ‘Fancy that.’

      ‘My daughter had her wedding reception there many moons ago, but it caused ripples throughout the years.’

      ‘How come?’

      ‘I’m still paying for it!’

      Jenny laughed. ‘Are we going to McDonald’s?’

      ‘Only if you insist.’

      Jenny had been surprised the first time he’d told her to drive mid-shift to the restaurant at Clenchwarton Road, but it was a good place to stop if you were covering King’s Lynn. The location offered quick access to most parts of the town, and the decent coffee was cheap.

      Their radios crackled into life as they joined a queue for the Knight’s Hill roundabout.

      ‘Bravo Delta Control to Victor Kilo Two Five.’

      Jenny pressed her talk button.

      ‘Victor Kilo Two Five, Control. Knight’s Hill, King’s Lynn. Go ahead, over.’

      ‘Yeah, Victor Kilo Two Five, we’ve had a call from a male member of the public, stating there are two people at Fakenham Racecourse having a very angry argument. No more detail than that as the person rang off. Can you take a look?’

      ‘Two Five, Control, yes, we’ll head over.’

      ‘Control, confirmed.’

      Frank pressed his talk button.

      ‘Two Five, Control. I know the racecourse well. It’s easy to access and open on foot from most directions, so they might have gone by the time we arrive. If that’s the case, we’ll do a recce of the area and check the buildings for any breaking and entering. There’s slow traffic on the A148, so likely ETA, forty minutes.’

      ‘Victor Kilo Two Five, that’s noted, thank you.’

      Frank frowned.

      ‘Two Five, Control. Do we have a telephone number for the caller?’

      ‘No, the number was withheld.’

      ‘Likely age?’

      ‘Bear with me.’ There was a pause as Control located the call and listened. ‘Poor-quality line. Male voice. I’d say young, but it isn’t clear.’

      Frank pouted, seemingly deep in thought. Jenny entered their destination into the computer. Frank’s estimated arrival time was spot on. He circled the Knight’s Hill roundabout, heading back along the route they’d come. The weather had been forecast well in advance, so the roads were thoroughly gritted, but the snow had become heavy. An ever-larger ridge of it was building at the roadside, with the fields blanketed in a near-perfect white.

      Jenny recalled her first few months of response work. She’d wanted to switch on her blues and twos and screech to every incident, but officers like Frank had shown her it wasn’t necessary. Run to a fire, walk to a fight was their motto, and driving rapidly under lights and sirens could cause accidents. Chances were, the disagreement would already have been over by the time Control contacted their callsign. Brawls between men didn’t last long, or it might be kids messing around. If the incident was something more serious, then they’d need to approach cautiously, anyway.

      She cast an eye over at Frank, who was driving faster than he normally would in the conditions, and took a deep breath.
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      Frank kept up a commentary as he drove.

      ‘Fakenham’s the only National Hunt racecourse in Norfolk.’

      ‘Meaning?’

      ‘Which means it’s the only one in this county where they race over fences, instead of just a flat course.’

      ‘Right. Like in the Grand National.’

      ‘Not as daunting as that track, but they’ve been racing at Fakenham for well over a hundred years. I think there’s a link to the royals, with Sandringham not far away. The Queen Mother always liked her jump racing.’

      ‘Was there a meeting today? It seems a weird location to send the police if it’s a prank call.’

      Frank shook his head. ‘I don’t reckon so. They usually have billboards up saying when the next meeting is. Next one’s this weekend coming, if I remember right.’

      ‘Is it a big place?’

      ‘They have a stand which cost a million quid. Named it after the Prince of Wales, who’s obviously now the king. We occasionally had police training days in the conference rooms there. Always had a lovely lunch. There’s too much cost cutting nowadays. Last session I had was done over bloody Zoom. Had to make my own sandwiches.’

      ‘Sounds like I joined too late.’

      ‘Nah, you’ll be doing your arrests through WhatsApp soon. Working from home – well, your parents’ spare room.’

      ‘Ho ho ho.’

      ‘It’s possible they had a seminar or something today, meaning people could be about.’

      Frank’s jaw tightened as Jewson builders’ merchants loomed ahead, its brightly lit sign a stark contrast to the dark and deserted entrance to the racecourse. Thirty-seven minutes. Not bad considering the treacherous conditions on the A148, which was usually a busy road, but the traffic had maintained a reasonable speed. The quiet lane up to the course was a different matter. Frank slowed to a crawl, but Jenny could still feel the vehicle wanting to fishtail in the thick snow.

      ‘Wow,’ she said as they reached the parking areas and their headlights lit up the vista ahead of them.

      The clouds appeared to be finally taking a rest because the snowfall had decreased to almost nothing. The few flakes that descended fell in a serene ballet. Of the racecourse, only the grandstands and the tower were visible. It was as if a large fluffy blanket had been dropped from the heavens.

      Frank tutted.

      ‘This will be dreadful for evidence collecting, or being out in for any length of time. Lucky someone brought her big coat.’

      Jenny chuckled. She’d left it on the back of her seat at the station until Frank reminded her.

      Frank trundled up to a chained-off area and the car slithered to a stop. Jenny recalled the instructor at police college telling her every location was potentially a crime scene. She got out and collected their jackets from the boot. A deep breath of frosty air filled her lungs, the noticeable plunge in temperature over the last hour sending a shiver down her neck. She passed Frank’s coat to him and pulled hers on. The snow was untouched, a perfect panorama stretching as far as she could see.

      ‘There’s nobody been this way in a while.’

      Frank had put on a pair of thick gloves and was holding a large non-police-issue torch.

      ‘You know, there was a case years ago in Peterborough where someone executed people in similar conditions. Newspapers named the murderer The Snow Killer. It took good detectives quite a while to catch the person responsible. Heavy wet stuff like this will cover someone’s footprints in minutes. There still might be folk about.’

      ‘Is that why you’re concerned?’

      Frank’s eyes flicked over to meet hers.

      ‘Those who ring in and don’t leave their details aren’t the norm. I’ve learned the public like to be thanked or recognised for their help. Anonymous types are occasionally scared of retribution, but that doesn’t sound likely here. Some callers are out to inconvenience other people or waste our time, or, worse, they’re nutters.’

      ‘People with mental health conditions is the term we’re encouraged to use nowadays.’

      ‘Pah!’

      ‘There’s only one vehicle,’ she replied, pointing to a white hump at the edge of the car park. ‘It’s not been moved in a while, or the snow would have melted on the bonnet.’

      ‘Well done, although the heat would dissipate quickly when it’s this cold. Unless it’s an electric car, of course, where the bonnet wouldn’t be hot.’

      Learning every day, thought Jenny as they trudged to the grandstands. Jenny had bought top-of-the-range boots for her role, and they coped well with the surface.

      ‘I’ve never been here before.’

      ‘Don’t you live nearby in Dereham?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Well, you’ve been missing out. I love it. Barry Hooper’s in MIT now, but when he was in uniform, we came two or three times a year.’

      ‘I’ve met him.’

      ‘Is he still a dick?’

      ‘Absolutely.’

      Frank laughed. ‘I like Barry. There used to be a bunch of us who went all over for day trips involving plenty of beer. Barry’s old school in a young body. There isn’t much of that kind of socialising nowadays, although I will admit to the force being more professional. Talking of which, I’m surprised he hasn’t been suspended or sacked.’

      ‘It’s a miracle. He told me a few weeks back I looked like Margot Robbie’s boring younger sister.’

      ‘Who’s Margot Robbie?’

      ‘Now who’s been missing out? She was Barbie recently, in the film of the same name.’

      Frank glanced at her face. ‘Not that I’m an expert, but you aren’t the highly groomed type.’

      ‘I think that was his point.’ Jenny frowned. ‘Jeez. Barry’s such a cheeky twat.’

      ‘Watch out. He was probably trying to chat you up.’

      ‘You’re kidding. He picked his nose in front of me.’

      ‘That’s his technique. Home in on the pretty new girl. Be consistently rude to her, then he’ll do something heroic and be nice, and that’ll be it. Hoops hits a three-pointer. Game over.’

      ‘Hoops?’

      ‘It’s his nickname. Or at least he reckons it is. He likes basketball.’

      ‘I thought only seventeen-year-old YouTubers have nicknames like that. I’d rather sleep with the Yeti.’

      Frank grinned as the snow creaked under the steady step of his boots. ‘You might get the chance in a few minutes.’

      They made slow progress past the tower, which Frank pointed at.

      ‘That’s called the Integrity Tower, but I’m not sure why. The commentators sit near the top. Cameras on the roof.’

      Jenny stared at the large modern building on the right.

      Frank followed her gaze.

      ‘The Prince of Wales Stand.’

      ‘I was kind of expecting to see or hear horses.’

      ‘They only come for race days. There shouldn’t be any nags or horse-racing types here. Hang on.’

      Frank pressed his radio.

      ‘Victor Kilo Two Five, Control.’

      ‘Go ahead, Two Five.’

      ‘We’re at the location. Untouched snow in view. One vehicle likely not moved for a while. Any latest?’

      ‘That’s a negative.’

      ‘Understood, Control. Checking the buildings.’

      Frank smiled at the small torch in Jenny’s hand. ‘They’re good for looking under beds, but not much out in the wilds.’

      ‘Duly noted.’

      Without warning, the snowstorm picked up again, and the air became thick with swirling flakes. All sounds were muffled to a gentle whisper. Frank peered around him with mild concern. Visibility had been cut to little more than twenty metres.

      ‘Here, take my torch. Check out the new stand. This place looks deserted, but there could be addicts looking to get out of the cold, or burglars looking for computer equipment. Anyone gets in your face, hit them with that. Then straight on the radio.’

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘I’ll search the old stand, but it’s basically an empty, open-sided building, so it won’t take a minute. The betting and parade rings are further on. There are toilets and a couple of restaurants and the weighing room’s over there, too, so head over once you’re done.’

      Jenny made an okay sign with her fingers, but Frank was already striding into the spiralling snow. Within seconds, he’d disappeared, leaving her alone. Jenny hefted the torch, steeled herself, then walked in the opposite direction.
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      Jenny made her way up to the glass-fronted building. She shone her torch through the windows, but struggled to pierce the darkness inside. Checking for signs of forced entry, she circled the property, testing any doors she encountered. The car park at the rear was deserted.

      She felt isolated out there in what appeared to be a vast, featureless space. There was another brief lull in the weather, which enabled her to see more of her surroundings. The closest hedge had vanished beneath a thick layer of snow. An evergreen leaned menacingly towards her. She imagined someone hiding under the laden branches, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

      Shivering, she pressed ‘talk’ on her radio.

      ‘Prince of Wales Stand appears untouched. No signs of life. Paths are clear, no tracks in the snow.’

      Except mine, she thought. It wouldn’t take a lot of effort to follow her. Jenny took a couple of deep, slow breaths. The chances of people still being around were slim. She should get back to Frank. He had the bigger area to search.

      The downfall abruptly ceased, almost as if a switch had been flicked. She could make out the rails of the course, which were lined with snow, and the white panorama beyond. The raised view in front of the stand allowed her to pick out ominous shapes at regular intervals, fences, she guessed, stretching off into the distance.

      Now Jenny had a greater visual range, she realised there weren’t a vast number of buildings. She’d been to Aintree once for the first day of the Grand National meeting and had never quite known where she was. In fact, she didn’t remember seeing many horses except on screens. She had seen the bar staff on regular occasions in the marquee, though. Peering left, she spotted Frank’s hi-vis jacket near a circular area about two-hundred metres away.

      ‘Hey!’

      Her shout had no power, as though the elements stole its energy. Frank still gave her a thumbs-up. He’d be hating the weather. He had confided in her during their last shift, mentioning that since turning fifty the cold bothered him. Yet even with his iffy hip, his instincts remained razor sharp, and Jenny found his calm invaluable.

      The biting wind made a soft howl as it passed the cornices of the grandstand. Just before she reached the building, a flicker in her peripheral vision sent her head whipping around. The wind swirled across the empty expanse, scratching at the exposed skin on her face. Her searching gaze found nothing except a lone newspaper sheet dancing across what was probably a path. She edged forward.

      The urge to draw her PAVA spray was strong, but the torch was as good a deterrent as any. Frank would only give her grief if he spotted her tiptoeing past the edge of the building ready to rumble, but the fleeting dark image refused to fade from her mind. She spoke into her radio.

      ‘Frank, I saw movement. A black shape. Could have been something like a rubbish bag, but I don’t think so. I’m heading towards what appears to be a small bar or restaurant. I’ll meet you behind the stand, over.’

      There was a crackle, but other than that, radio silence. Jenny’s skin contracted.

      ‘Frank, are you receiving?’

      After a few seconds, she swore. The radios weren’t faultless, and they were in the middle of the countryside in severe weather, so it might be a signal issue, but her gut said otherwise.

      ‘Victor Kilo Two Five, Control. My partner isn’t responding to his radio. Can you give him a buzz for me, over?’

      ‘Two Five, in progress.’

      There was a pause for a few seconds.

      ‘Two Five, no reply.’

      ‘Okay, I’m going to look for him. I’ll report back within a minute.’

      ‘Understood.’

      ‘Fuck,’ she whispered as her steps took her past the swanky-looking establishment which she noticed was called The Cool Roxy Bar.

      A sudden flurry of white flakes, blown from the bar’s sloped roof, momentarily obscured her vision.

      ‘Frank!’ she hollered. ‘I’m coming around the corner. Shout out!’

      She kept walking, the only sound a shush-shush as her boots slowly slid through the snow.

      ‘Police!’ she bellowed.

      An arena approximately the size of a basketball court materialised. Her torch’s gaze eagerly sought out the dark corners through the disturbed snow. The area was featureless apart from the far corner, where a body in a hi-vis jacket lay sprawled in the starfish position, head towards her. With the cap having fallen off, a white bald pate shone through the thin wet hair.

      PAVA spray in hand, Jenny advanced with the methodical caution drilled into her at the college. Crouched, ready for trouble, checking all sides, looking behind. There was nobody about. No other movement. Reaching Frank, she directed the torch’s beam downwards. A gasp caught in her throat. Crimson stained the pristine snow. Her emotions threatened to escape. She choked them back down.

      Spinning in a slow circle, she spoke loudly but calmly into the radio once more.

      ‘Officer down. Officer down. Parade ring. Fakenham Racecourse. Checking vital signs now.’

      As she crouched next to Frank, Control’s response echoed out, but it didn’t register in her brain. Small puffs of air drifted from Frank’s mouth, but he was out cold. Blood leaked from the back of his head, but there wasn’t a torrent. She removed her right glove to press two fingers against his neck. His heartbeat, reasonably strong and steady.

      ‘Say again, Control.’

      ‘Go ahead, Two Five. Update on the officer’s condition.’

      ‘Erm, Frank’s been knocked unconscious. Pulse stable. Breathing fine. He’s prone in the snow and it’s freezing here.’ She glanced around. ‘There’s nowhere to take him.’

      There followed a brief pause, which she’d come to find reassuring. The sign of an experienced mind processing the facts.

      ‘Understood, Two Five. Ambulance ETA twenty-two minutes. Try to keep his head out of the snow. Has he fallen, or do you suspect an assailant?’

      Jenny had worked in Control herself. She knew exactly what they would need to know.

      ‘I came across the body. There could have been someone else here before I found Frank. I thought I saw someone. They may have hit him.’ She shone the torch around again. The gloom seemed to have encroached, despite the surrounding white-out. ‘I guess he could have fallen because it’s really slippery. Access for responders is okay via the Jewson entrance to the racecourse. There should only be two cars parked up when they arrive. Ours and the one we reported under heavy snow. Direct response straight towards the communications tower, but bear left and walk past The Cool Roxy Bar. They’ll spot us.’

      ‘Be vigilant. Closest patrol vehicle ETA fourteen minutes.’

      ‘Wait! I can see two different sets of footprints converging at the point where I found Frank.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘There’s only one set leading away.’
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      Detective Inspector Ashley Knight closed her laptop and let out a deep breath. That was the last of the preparation for her team’s end-of-year appraisals. She had until Christmas to deliver them, which wouldn’t be a problem with their current workload. The clock on the wall told her it was gone 8 p.m. and time to go home.

      The only other person in the open-plan office was DC Barry Hooper, who’d spent most of the previous hour gawping out of the window.

      She whistled at him to get his attention.

      ‘I take it you’re on ’til nine?’

      ‘Correct.’

      ‘Planning to do any work or just watch the snow?’

      ‘I haven’t decided.’

      She left her seat and stood beside him.

      ‘Damn. It’s really settled.’

      ‘Yeah, the roads won’t be great back to our neck of the woods.’

      Barry lived a couple of villages up from Ashley’s home in Cromer. She knew straight away what he was getting at.

      ‘Oh dear, Barry, your Honda Civic’s really going to struggle, and I was just thinking how bright and shiny it was now it’s been repaired after the Typhon case.’

      ‘Give me a lift?’

      ‘I would. In fact, I’d love to, but I’m leaving now. Shame.’

      Ashley and Barry had enjoyed, if that was the right word, a brief fling when she’d been a sergeant, but their work relationship had survived.

      He glared at her.

      ‘You used to be nicer.’

      She smiled sweetly back. ‘You used to be taller.’

      Detective Chief Inspector Vince Kettle popped his head out of his office before the conversation deteriorated.

      ‘Ashley, a quick word.’

      Kettle was a bald, well-respected, no-nonsense DCI who put in even longer hours than Ashley. She avoided Barry’s death stare and strolled to speak to her boss.

      He sat behind his desk and drummed his fingers on the surface.

      ‘Take a seat, please. Two things have occurred.’

      Ashley couldn’t help her gaze slipping to the wintry scene outside.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘There are no tasks for you tonight.’

      ‘That’s a relief.’

      ‘Although I’m sure your new car would have coped. Very flash. What is it?’

      ‘A BMW X1 M35I. Nought to sixty in about five seconds, leather interior, in case you wanted some details.’

      Kettle seemed to scrutinise her for a moment. He missed little. Ashley almost felt compelled to admit she’d treated herself to a fifty-grand aluminium box because she wouldn’t be having children, or likely find anyone to share her life with who wasn’t a total ratbag, and she didn’t want to move house because her neighbours were lovely.

      ‘Good for you,’ he said. ‘Now, the first thing I have to tell you is extremely concerning, but we don’t have all the information yet. An officer we all know and respect has been assaulted within the last hour or so at Fakenham Racecourse. Frank Levine.’

      Ashley’s face fell.

      ‘No way. Is he all right?’

      ‘His injuries don’t sound life-threatening, but, as you’d expect, Uniform are all over it. You can put your vehicle through its paces tomorrow morning before work and head over there. A detective inspector on the scene will show everyone we’re taking it seriously and keep us abreast of the situation in case it escalates.’

      ‘What was he doing at the racecourse?’

      ‘An anonymous call was received by 999.’

      Ashley raised her eyebrows, and her mind sparked into action as Kettle gave her the details.

      ‘Okay, I’ll head down there at eight in the morning.’

      ‘You might as well leave now and drop Barry at his place, then attend the location with him in the morning. He should be able to drive his car home after his shift finishes tomorrow.’

      ‘What’s the weather forecast?’

      ‘Two degrees max tomorrow until late evening, so most of the snow will stay, but the roads should be cleared. No more snowfall is due, and it’s seven degrees on Wednesday, so it’ll all be gone by midday, if not earlier.’

      ‘Excellent. Poor old Frank. He’s planning to retire soon. What’s the other matter?’

      Kettle leaned back in his seat.

      ‘How do you feel about Hector returning?’

      Ashley grinned. Detective Sergeant Hector Fade had been on the Fast Track promotion scheme and a popular member of their department, recognised as a star of the future.

      ‘I’d love that, but I don’t need any more sergeants. As it is, I’m one too many when Bee returns.’

      ‘You won’t have to be concerned about that. He’ll be a detective constable again.’
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      Ashley wandered back into her office, feeling stunned after hearing Kettle’s explanation.

      Barry had finally returned to his computer. He looked up.

      ‘You all right?’

      ‘Yeah. I’ll do you a deal. I take you home in my new car now, and you act like a human being for the rest of the week.’

      He tipped his head to one side.

      ‘I think I’d prefer to walk.’

      ‘Shut up and get your coat.’

      They went down to the car park and got in Ashley’s vehicle.

      ‘Try not to touch anything.’

      ‘Jeez, fancy being so precious about a possession.’

      Ashley didn’t rise to the bait. Barry loved things, not people.

      They set off and were pleased to see the roads empty, but the grit on the quieter sections was losing the war against the settling snow. Ashley couldn’t help smiling. Her four-wheel-drive BMW clung to the road as if it were on rails.

      Barry cleared his throat.

      ‘I heard a bit of gossip this afternoon.’

      ‘Anything juicy?’

      ‘Very. It concerned Fast Track. Apparently, he punched someone in London on a work night out.’

      Ashley scowled at the efficiency of the police grapevine. She might as well tell Barry the news. He’d know soon enough.

      ‘I think the altercation was a bit of handbags, but Hector has taken responsibility for his actions. He was out of order. His role had practically finished there anyway, so he’s coming back to MIT.’

      A physical bust-up was the last thing she’d expected to hear about Hector. Kettle hadn’t told her what the fight had been over, but she could hazard a guess.

      ‘Wait a minute,’ said Barry. ‘Whose team is he going on?’

      ‘Ours.’

      ‘Eh? We have Jan and Emma. We don’t need another sergeant.’

      Ashley gave him a tight smile. ‘More pressing news is someone assaulted Frank Levine tonight. He and his partner attended an anonymous call concerning an angry exchange at Fakenham Racecourse. Frank received a whack over the head.’

      ‘Shit, I hope he’s okay.’

      ‘Hopefully just a concussion. I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning at seven thirty and we’ll attend. CID will have the case unless there’s more to it. The crime scene’s going to be tricky with this weather, but they’ll need to start somewhere.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘When they arrived, nobody appeared to be there. They split up to check the buildings, then his partner found him on the ground.’

      Barry pondered the information for a few seconds.

      ‘So, there are a few possibilities here. Maybe the caller’s a Good Samaritan, performing their civic duty, or it could have been a troublemaker, looking to waste our time. My favourite theory is that it was a set-up by someone with a grudge against the police.’

      ‘That’s my concern, although my guess is that Frank disturbed a crime in progress, but there’s been no information to support that. Could be anything, so be on point tomorrow, Hoops!’

      ‘Piss off.’

      Ashley grinned. She only used the nickname he liked when she was being sarcastic.

      Barry ran his hands through his slightly receding hair, which he denied was thinning. His features had always reminded Ashley of a young Zac Efron, but he was definitely ageing.

      ‘Ah, I get it!’ he exclaimed, a broad grin spreading across his face. ‘Fast Track’s been demoted.’
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      Ashley thought she’d overslept when she first opened her eyes, but quickly realised the light would be from the snow outside. She jumped out of bed and opened the curtains to reveal a beautiful winter scene. Snowy gardens always gave her a melancholy feeling. Her upbringing, with only one parent, hadn’t been easy, and she didn’t have too many happy memories of that time. Certainly none of making snowmen in the back garden with her father, who had rarely dressed before midday.

      She grabbed a shower and ate a bowl of muesli, then walked outside. Her neighbour’s son, Oliver, had built a huge snowman in their small front garden. She chuckled at a banana for the nose – so his mum must have been out of carrots. The view up the street was breathtaking, and she shook off any negative feelings about what the day might bring. Enjoy the moment.

      With a shop further up the road, there’d usually be plenty of traffic at seven fifteen, but the scene was hushed and devoid of movement, save for an old man and a seemingly older dog navigating the path opposite. Trees in the street were adorned with delicate, frosty branches, and the rising sun shone out of a small patch of deep blue sky in the dense blanket of grey clouds.

      At work recently, Sal had told her the blues in winter were more vivid due to the lower humidity. It made her think of mountain air and she hauled in deep breaths, which left her invigorated.

      She returned inside and finished getting ready, then slid happily into her new car, which dealt with the thick snow on her road with ease. She met no traffic on the way to Barry’s home in Sidestrand, and for once he wasn’t waiting for her at the end of his cul-de-sac. Ashley had parked when he hustled out of his nan’s bungalow.

      ‘Morning,’ she said as he got in.

      Barry nodded. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Thanks for picking me up, Ashley. No worries, Barry. You’re the best, Ashley.’

      Barry only grumbled and frowned.

      Ashley peeked over. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Nan couldn’t get going today. She felt too weak and tired. I was about to ring for an ambulance, but she insisted it’s just her being old.’

      Ashley headed back out of his road and returned to Cromer so she could join the A148 to Fakenham.

      ‘Has that happened before?’

      ‘She admitted to a few times,’ he said, worry creasing his brow, ‘but I had no idea. She’s secretive about her health. Thankfully, she has an appointment at the N&N tomorrow to discuss the ultrasound she had.’

      The N&N was how locals referred to the Norfolk and Norwich Hospital.

      ‘Let’s hope it’s a boy.’

      Barry chuckled. ‘Devious old biddy. She caught the bus to Norwich last time she had a check-up without telling me. I finally got her to confess she’d felt rough for months, but she didn’t want to bother me. I can’t believe I failed to notice.’

      ‘That’s normal behaviour. A big fear for a lot of ageing people is being a burden.’

      ‘I kind of expected her to go off bang with her smoking still, but it’s like a slow decline. She’s terrified of ending up doolally in a home, begging to die.’

      ‘What was the ultrasound for?’

      ‘Carotid artery disease.’

      ‘Sounds serious. Why don’t you take her to the hospital appointment?’

      ‘I’m working. I’ll pick her up when my shift finishes.’

      ‘I know your ego struggles with the concept, but there’s a slim chance we could function without you. Be with her.’

      Barry twisted slightly in his thick coat. ‘Thanks, Ashley.’

      Once they reached the busy roads, the grit and traffic had kept the route relatively clear, and they made reasonable progress. Barry swiftly clicked into work mode and rang the hospital for an update on Frank. He was informed he’d spent the night under observation without incident.

      Ashley drove slowly through the entrance for Fakenham Racecourse and trundled through the snow to the car park nearest to the office. She pulled up beside a CSI van, which had the engine running. A Vauxhall Insignia, which Ashley guessed was a detective’s pool car from CID, was parked next to it with someone in the driver’s seat. There was another vehicle fully covered by snow, and what they could just make out as an empty police estate, stopped by the chained entry to a car park.

      Ashley got out at the same time as the driver from the Insignia. He was a young man she didn’t recognise.

      ‘Morning. I’m DI Ashley Knight. MIT.’

      ‘DC Jake Parnell, ma’am. CID.’

      Ashley shook his hand, which was a little limp. ‘Is your partner at the scene?’

      ‘No. We have manpower problems today with this weather. They’ve left me to sort this out. I suppose they aren’t confident of success with the snow here, and there were a lot of thefts and burglaries yesterday, with the poor visibility.’

      ‘Okay, no problem.’ Ashley smiled at him. He had a round, friendly face and light brown hair in a side parting. He seemed like the type of guy you’d want your daughter to date, apart from the fact he was a police officer. ‘Have you been in CID long?’

      Parnell shrugged. ‘A year.’

      The front door of the small CSI van opened. A middle-aged woman appeared.

      ‘Hi, I was here yesterday and came to double-check there’d been no change. I took videos and photographs, but the scene had been compromised by about a thousand footprints from the paramedics dealing with the injured party. I’ll come back tomorrow morning when the snow’s fully melted. I assume there’ll be a guard here until then, but, short of finding a weapon near where Frank was found, I’m not hopeful.’

      ‘Where are the Uniforms?’ asked Barry.

      ‘Doing a recce or leaving more footprints.’ She smiled. ‘Call it what you like. To be fair, I wouldn’t have wanted to spend the night here, and the ambulance crew and first responders usually make a mess in the snow.’

      ‘So, there’s nothing to see.’

      ‘Not really.’

      Ashley said goodbye and beckoned to Parnell. They wandered up to speak to two officers who had appeared next to a building called The Cool Roxy Bar.

      ‘Morning,’ she said to them.

      ‘Morning, ma’am,’ replied one whom she knew from the Paradise Park murders.

      ‘Anything overnight?’

      ‘Quiet as the grave.’

      ‘CSI have requested a continued presence while this snow melts. In case something turns up or the perp comes back. Make sure that happens.’

      ‘Yes, ma’am.’

      ‘Anyone run the number plate yet for the covered vehicle in the car park?’

      Both men shook their heads.

      ‘Well, there’s a little job to keep you warm first thing. Where was Frank found?’

      The one she’d met before pointed to their right.

      ‘We cordoned off that section, but it’s well walked. The outer cordon is the entrance, and we’ll stop everyone there except the office staff. Numerous small buildings are dotted around. There are big drifts everywhere, and it’s thick snow on the course with access from all angles.’

      ‘Okay, carry on.’

      She watched them trudge off, no doubt keen to get away. She felt the same.

      Ashley, Barry and Parnell reached the area where police tape hung limply in the still air.

      ‘What’s your plan, then, DC Parnell, as lead investigator?’ she asked.

      ‘I’m not sure how a place like this is run, but I’ll find out. I checked online and there’s an office open nine to five. They have camping all year round, but there can’t be much demand at the moment. I guess there will be a groundsperson for maintenance, even if they aren’t mowing the lawn.’

      Ashley smiled. It seemed Parnell was capable. She thought back to the 999 call.

      ‘If something fishy has gone on here, maybe the owner of the stranded car was involved somehow with the argument.’

      ‘We’ll follow up on that registration with a visit if it’s local. I’ll have a word with Frank’s inspector and review police reports for the general area going back the last few months. See if Frank nicked anyone who might want revenge or if a con has recently left jail and fancied some payback.’

      Ashley gave him a respectful nod. ‘I can pop into the N&N with it being close to head office, and chat to Frank if he’s awake. We’ll talk this afternoon and compare notes.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Parnell rubbed his chin. ‘It’s annoying the caller’s number was from an unregistered phone, which obviously gives us further concerns.’

      ‘I assume someone’s rung it.’

      ‘The phone’s been turned off ever since the call was made.’

      ‘I agree that’s suspect, although I don’t see how anyone could know it would be Frank attending, unless it was someone who was aware he covered this area and knew he was on shift. At this point, the culprit is unlikely to be a colleague, which means…’

      ‘The person didn’t care which officer was hurt.’

      ‘Excellent, but let’s assume our witness was an honest dog walker, taking their pooch for a walk in the snow. What are your thoughts?’

      ‘If the argument caught the notice of a passer-by, it must have been loud and heated. There’s no sign of breaking and entering, so theft seems unlikely. Yet a policeman in hi-vis has been assaulted. Who would do that? It’s such a serious offence. Anyone could have sneaked away in that weather.’

      Ashley agreed. Parnell hadn’t explicitly said so, but the implication hung heavy in the air that those responsible were up to something sinister.
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      Ashley and Barry walked back to her car and were about to depart when one of the uniformed officers knocked on their window.

      ‘What is it, constable?’ asked Ashley.

      ‘I’ve run the plate on the parked-up Audi. Belongs to a Jonny Lowe. Forty-five years old. Insurance is valid and current MOT.’

      ‘Thanks. Give the details to DC Parnell. He said the office here opened at nine. Perhaps they’ll know who Jonny is.’

      ‘There’s a bar at the sports club.’

      Ashley pictured the building.

      ‘The one we drove by near the entrance to get here?’

      ‘Yes. He might have had a beer too many and left his vehicle.’

      ‘Wouldn’t he have parked next to the club if he was there?’

      ‘I’ll check if they had a function on and the car park was full.’

      Ashley smiled.

      ‘Good thinking. Remember, keep everyone away from the parade ring, saddling boxes, betting ring and stables. The staff can hopefully return to business as usual tomorrow afternoon, but not until then. This snow is nearly a foot thick in places, even where it hasn’t drifted.’

      ‘Should we shovel the snow?’

      ‘Where would you start?’

      The officer glanced around at the expanse of white. ‘That’s a good point. I’ll request a dog for searching, but a bloke and his two kids are missing in the marshes, so it’s unlikely we’d get them until tomorrow.’

      ‘By which time most of the snow would have melted here.’

      ‘Right.’

      Barry stated the obvious as she pulled away. ‘That’s a confusing crime scene.’

      ‘True. We have no idea what’s gone on. Let’s hope Frank disturbed drunken burglars looking for loot who panicked, and that’s the last we hear of it.’

      Barry fidgeted as they headed to the N&N.

      Ashley gave him a look. ‘Head or body?’

      ‘Eh?’

      ‘Where the lice are partying?’

      ‘Hilarious.’ He blurted out his next comment. ‘Are you going on holiday next year?’

      Ashley eyed him suspiciously.

      ‘I haven’t booked anything.’

      ‘Jan asked me if I fancied a trip to Moldova with him. Hiking and camping in the mountains.’

      ‘Rather you than me. It sounds like the type of place you’d wake up to find a scary bear in your tent, although you’re probably used to waking up besides frightening critters.’

      ‘Maybe we should take a break together?’

      Ashley frowned.

      ‘Do you mean go to a hotel where we have separate rooms, and you agree to behave like a gentleman?’

      Barry tutted. ‘I’ll have to hope the Moldovan wildlife is pretty.’

      Again, with empty roads, reasonably swift progress was made. They parked, then entered the hospital and headed to the critical care unit where Frank had been put under observation. He was awake, but groggy. A nurse ordered them to keep their visit short.

      ‘Morning, Frank,’ said Barry. ‘You’ll get him next time.’

      Frank hitched himself up. ‘I’ve got a bigger hangover than when we went on Gary from Custody’s stag weekend in Amsterdam.’

      Even Ashley remembered the state the male members of her team returned in from that. Barry curled his lip at the memory. ‘Must have been some whack. Did you see anything or anyone, or don’t you remember?’

      ‘I saw nothing and heard nothing.’ Frank scratched his stubble. ‘That’s it for me. Game over.’

      ‘Don’t say that, mate. We all get crept up on. It comes with the profession.’

      Frank grimaced. ‘Nah, not this time. I’ve been pretending my nous makes up for my lack of mobility, but my hip hurts more than my head, and that didn’t suffer any direct hits. If they offer me a handshake after this, I’ll take it.’

      Ashley perched on the bed next to him.

      ‘You’re a brilliant officer, but your wife will be glad to get you back in one piece.’

      Frank tried to laugh, but tears welled in his eyes. He wiped them away.

      ‘Bugger off, you two. Ask young Jenny for the exact details. I can barely remember why we were there in the first place.’

      The stern-faced nurse reappeared and reminded Frank of his high blood pressure, so Ashley and Barry left him to rest. They bumped into Jenny in the corridor. She appeared different to how Ashley had seen her before, with fitted jeans and light make-up that accentuated her green eyes. Even though she was mid-twenties, Ashley recalled her as being like a teenager, but that girl had grown up. Working a beat did that.

      ‘Hi, Ashley.’

      ‘Hi, Jenny. Sorry we’re not meeting again under better circumstances.’

      Jenny had previously told Ashley that she’d motivated her into leaving her previous role to become an officer.

      ‘That’s fine. I suppose it’s part of the job. Is he okay?’

      ‘Tired. I doubt the nurse will give you long. She said he’s already had too many visitors and that was before we arrived.’

      ‘I wanted to check he’s all right. It felt as though the ambulance took forever to arrive.’

      Jenny was about to leave when she paused.

      ‘I’m not in today, but I was wondering if there had been any developments. Actually, there must have, for you guys to be involved.’

      Ashley gave her a reassuring smile. ‘Relax. It’s chaos when the weather’s like this, and Frank’s well loved, so we all muck in. I don’t live far, and my car’s a four-by-four, so it can cope with the roads. Nobody’s getting away with assaulting him, but CID have this for the moment. Are you in tomorrow?’

      ‘Yes, overtime,’ Jenny replied. ‘I’ve picked up a late shift.’

      ‘Is there anything else you’ve remembered that isn’t in your report?’

      ‘No, I’m sorry there’s not much to it, but there were definitely someone else’s footprints leading to and from Frank’s body. I don’t think he slipped.’

      ‘Understood. I’ll drop you an email tonight, so you’re kept informed.’

      ‘Thank you. Speak soon.’ Jenny turned to Barry. ‘Bye, Hoops.’

      Barry gave her a sweet smile. ‘Bye, Rookie.’

      When they arrived outside, Ashley didn’t unlock the car straight away. She was only half joking when she said, ‘You leave that sweet, innocent girl alone.’

      ‘How do you know she’s sweet and innocent?’

      ‘Well, she’s sweeter and less sinful than you.’

      ‘Maybe.’ A light bulb seemed to come on in Barry’s brain. ‘Wait a moment. If Hector’s been sent back here as punishment, what the hell does that say about our jobs?’

      ‘Don’t be so precious, and try not to be mean to him. It won’t be easy to return here under his circumstances.’

      Barry didn’t reply, which was concerning.

      It was only around a ten-minute drive on main roads to Norfolk Constabulary Police HQ in Wymondham. Staff referred to it as OCC: the Operations and Communications Centre. They reached the building by nine thirty. In the corner of their office, a subdued Hector was sitting on his own at a terminal. He was the only one in the room who didn’t look busy. They walked over.

      Ashley smiled at him. ‘Hi, Hector. Give me twenty minutes, and I’ll get you up to speed.’

      The young man nodded.

      Barry couldn’t help himself. His eyes sparkled with mischief.

      ‘Welcome home, Back Track.’
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      Twenty minutes later, Ashley took Hector to an empty office. In a way, he had been her protégé. Well spoken and overconfident of his view of life, he’d experienced some tough lessons, learning the hard way, but progress and development had been rapid.

      He remained immaculately dressed and highly groomed, and still smelled nice, but she sensed a distance in him as he sat primly on a chair behind the desk. He rested his chin on his fists. ‘Did you hear what happened to me?’

      ‘I’d like to know your version,’ Ashley shot back.

      Hector puffed out his cheeks. Then he shook his head.

      ‘It’s embarrassing.’

      ‘Excellent.’

      Hector stared at the wall.

      ‘We went out for drinks to celebrate the end of the first phase of the project. Our work had been a success, but a few of us were leaving, including DCI Sarah Cox, who’d been running the operation. The guy from our team who started dating Gabriella after we left Norwich got steaming drunk and started bragging. You understand, being vulgar. I told him to be quiet.’

      ‘I assume he didn’t listen.’

      ‘No. He became obstreperous.’

      ‘That’s a new word for me.’

      ‘Noisy and difficult to control,’ Hector explained sarcastically. ‘Red mist came down, which led to a bit of shoving, some pushing, maybe a little punch.’

      Hector wasn’t one to avoid eye contact for so long.

      ‘A reasonably big punch?’ Ashley knew the answer before it came.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘You’re lucky not to have been dismissed for gross misconduct.’

      ‘Cox was there. I think she’d already had a word with the guy to stop his comments before I hit him. He would have been in trouble for his misogynistic remarks, so he was happy to let the matter slide, but the incident reached Cox’s boss anyway. They allowed me to choose returning here as punishment for my scuffle.’

      ‘What were the other choices?’

      ‘Leaving, or – actually, that’s it.’

      ‘Well, you’ve been fortunate.’

      ‘I reckon someone upstairs realised that, in providing and paying for the alcohol, they were partly culpable. This seemed a fair solution to all concerned.’

      ‘I’m surprised you didn’t quit.’

      ‘I almost did,’ said Hector flatly. ‘Perhaps I still will.’

      Ashley reached over and squeezed his arm.

      ‘Let me guess, you want to leave on your own terms, even though dealing with Barry and others like him might be difficult.’

      Hector slowly returned his gaze to her.

      ‘Yes, but I also have to accept I was in the wrong. I need to face up to what I did. They hinted I could regain my rank if I performed well here.’

      ‘Well, we have nothing exciting or dramatic right now, just tying up another county lines case.’

      ‘I heard Frank Levine was attacked.’

      ‘That’s true, but it’s CID’s for the moment. Settle in. Show your face. Get any mickey-taking out of the way. Demonstrate you’re serious and ready to be your brilliant self. I have a feeling the Frank thing might escalate.’

      ‘Why is that?’

      ‘Because I’m great.’ Ashley chuckled. ‘Welcome home. Try not to worry. I’ll have you back on track.’

      Hector finally managed a smile. ‘Don’t you start.’

      Ashley beamed at him. ‘Where are you staying?’

      ‘I’ve been at my aunt’s since I was suspended. You can imagine my father’s response.’

      Ashley didn’t want to think about that, with Hector’s father having been high up in the Met before he retired.

      ‘You’ll be all right. Trust me.’

      Ashley tried to give him a reassuring look as they left the room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The afternoon went swiftly as she delivered one-to-ones with her team. It wasn’t until her phone rang at four that she remembered Parnell was going to call to update her, or was it vice versa?

      ‘Afternoon, ma’am.’

      ‘Thanks for ringing, Jake. Any news?’

      ‘Well, some. Even though it’s getting dark, the rising temperature means the snow’s starting to melt. There are drifts everywhere where the wind blew it, so it’s possible a clue will show up. Sadly, no CCTV at the course except at the reception. There weren’t any events at the sports club and Jonny Lowe isn’t a member. We need to find something, or whoever assaulted Frank’s probably going to escape scot-free.’

      ‘Bit premature for that, isn’t it?’

      ‘I’ll only be given a few days to investigate, but, without anything concrete, other cases with a higher chance of conviction will take precedence.’

      Ashley tutted, but he was right. CID didn’t have the resources MIT had.

      ‘Fair enough. Where’s your focus, then?’

      ‘I’ve arranged to meet the clerk of the course at nine tomorrow to obtain the full picture of what happens when racing isn’t on. He’s worked there for twenty-eight years. The camping part is open year-round, so folk are coming and going at all times.’

      ‘Surely nobody camped out in that weather.’

      ‘No, but I discovered a campervan stayed that night. We’ll check out their story.’

      ‘Okay, anything in Frank’s arrest history to indicate this might be revenge?’

      ‘You know Frank’s rep. Even the people he nicks like him. His inspector said he’d have someone delve further, but he agreed the public wouldn’t have been aware he was on duty in that area. At this point, the only lead we have is that stranded car. I’ve just been to the registered address in Great Ryburgh to speak to Jonny Lowe. His partner answered the door, a guy called Kurt McAdam. He told us Jonny Lowe was away for a day or two. I asked for a contact number, which he grudgingly gave, and I’ve tried a few times, but it goes straight to voicemail.’

      ‘Did you ask why his boyfriend’s car would be at the racecourse?’

      ‘Of course. He reckoned he often has business there.’

      ‘Any explanation why his motor would be abandoned under a foot of snow?’

      ‘Maybe he got stuck and grabbed a lift. I was told the car’s been playing up lately. Apparently, Jonny regularly stays at various friends’ places.’

      ‘Hmm. Wouldn’t he have texted to let his other half know?’ Ashley considered the scenario for a few seconds. ‘Kurt gave too many reasons. Definitely sounds dodgy.’

      ‘Yeah, but not illegal. I was tempted to mention someone assaulted a police officer there, but the incident hasn’t been released to the press yet, so I kept schtum. I’d say Kurt presented as cagey, if not outright lying, but perhaps they just had a row. Jonny is bound to turn up, so I’ll get to quiz him eventually. Maybe Kurt will need interviewing, but we’ll see.’

      ‘Great work. Keep in touch.’

      Eager for a full night’s sleep, Ashley fired off a quick email to Jenny, updating her on DC Parnell’s investigation. She then grabbed her coat and headed home, bumping into Hector in the car park.

      ‘How was your first day back?’

      ‘Actually, rather decent. Even Barry went easy on me. I need something juicy to get my teeth into. Show everyone I’m still useful.’

      ‘A tricky case will come up soon. They always do.’

      ‘Let’s hope so.’

      ‘Goodnight, Hector.’

      Ashley watched him drive away. Tomorrow, she suspected, would give him the opportunity he desired.
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      Head groundsman Stephen Hill tried to relax as he arrived at work. Wintry weather always made him nervous. He had an irrational fear that when it thawed, he would arrive at the racecourse and find a landscape from a World War One battlefield.

      There was still only one other vehicle parked up. The Audi that had been there for a few days. The detective in charge, Parnell, had spoken to Stephen, but he’d shrugged blankly at his questions. He knew nothing.

      Stephen stepped from his car and gingerly walked up towards the grandstand first, as he always did. Most of the snow had already melted during what had been a mild night, but his knees weren’t the best, so he trod carefully. His boots sank into the softened grass, but the place appeared as it usually did. Green and pleasant. The land drained well, which made his job easy. Stephen was proud to be able to provide great ground for racing, whatever the weather conditions had been like.

      At the railings, the undulating countryside stretched out ahead of him. The white blanket was a distant memory, his only company the faint cawing of rooks.

      His casual stroll back through the parade ring, thoughts occupied with the morning’s tasks, was abruptly disturbed when a dark lump caught his eye up near the stables. It was sticking out of the last of the snow where it had heavily drifted against one of the walls. His pulse quickened as he took a few steps forward and swiftly realised it was a person’s shoulder. Drunken punters occasionally collapsed in the quieter corners of the course after a long day’s drinking, but there had been no racing.

      Stephen, ever a practical man, knew there was nothing else to do but have a look. He approached the prone figure, its form obscured by a thick black coat. The hood was down, revealing the back of a man’s head.

      Stephen removed his beanie as a sign of respect, the winter air biting at his own exposed scalp. He grew up being heavily chastised by his religious parents for using the mildest of swear words, and the habit hadn’t emerged as an adult.

      Even so, a profane curse hissed from his mouth and stained the air.
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      Ashley had nearly made it into work when Control called. She took it hands-free.

      ‘DI Knight speaking.’

      ‘Morning, ma’am. There’s been a body found at Fakenham Racecourse. We have your name flagged to ring if there were any incidents there.’

      ‘What details do you have?’

      ‘The last of the melting snow revealed the victim.’

      ‘Definitely a crime as opposed to natural causes?’

      ‘Yes, the 999 caller’s words were “someone’s been killed next to the stables”.’

      Ashley checked her watch.

      ‘Right. I should be at the scene by nine thirty. CSI have a van heading down there already. I’ll arrange for the pathologist to meet us at the scene if possible.’

      ‘That’s confirmed.’

      Ashley reached OCC, parked, and strode to the office. Most of the team were in. She had a quick chat with one of her sergeants, DS Emma Stones, then gave Hector the nod. They returned to the car park and set off. Ashley noted the snow was gone from other vehicles in the traffic and even the roofs facing away from the morning sun were now clear. All would be revealed at Fakenham Racecourse.

      Hector’s gaze roamed appreciatively around her BMW’s plush interior.

      ‘Nice car.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘About time you treated yourself.’

      ‘Spit it out.’

      ‘Didn’t they have an electric option?’

      ‘Hector, I’ve been a police officer for over twenty years, and a murder investigator for over ten. I do my bit for society.’

      ‘I don’t believe you can ever do too much.’

      ‘Did I say it was lovely to have you back?’

      Hector grinned.

      ‘We should chat about solar panels for your house later.’

      Ashley changed the subject and updated him with the scant information she had from Control. ‘What are your thoughts?’

      ‘Sounds like someone took out the owner of the abandoned car, Jonny Lowe. Frank disturbed their escape, so they knocked him out. The snow concealed the evidence. We probe into Jonny’s life, beginning with his partner. When Kurt confesses to everything, we’ll be eating celebratory carrot cake at The Jetty Café in Cromer by nightfall.’

      Ashley smiled, remembering a trip to the café with Hector not long after he’d joined MIT.

      ‘I’ll be buying if that’s the case. Can you give Jenny Groves, Frank’s partner that night, a ring? I’ve got her number in my phone. Jenny’s working later today and lives local, so she’ll likely be about. If she heads down, it’ll save us chasing around for her later.’

      Hector called her from Ashley’s mobile, and she agreed to drive to Fakenham straight away. Ashley kept silent afterwards in case Hector felt like talking, now they had time alone together, but he didn’t take up the opportunity.

      She decided to delve into Hector’s general sense of well-being instead.

      ‘Are you dating?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘Got your eye on anyone?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Shame. You need to have a private life.’

      ‘Are you still seeing Seb?’

      Ashley had enjoyed a few dates with a man she’d met during the Horsey Mere investigation. She didn’t particularly want to get into her and Seb’s non-relationship.

      ‘It’s a casual thing. He’s not here much. I doubt there’s a future. His job comes first.’

      Hector seemed to be considering a reply, then merely gazed out of the window as they passed brown fields and trees whose naked branches pointed at the dark clouds.

      Ashley felt the urge to share her feelings, having asked about Hector’s.

      ‘I like him a lot. Would be nice if he wanted to be with me more.’

      ‘Right.’

      Ashley flashed a glance over.

      ‘No advice for a poor old spinster?’

      ‘I don’t think I’m in any position to give any.’

      ‘Then ask thoughtful, open questions. Be interested.’

      ‘Fair enough. What are you hoping for out of the relationship?’

      Ashley opened her mouth to reply, but then spent the next few minutes being the quiet one, before concluding that, even though she didn’t exactly know, whatever it was she wanted, she was unlikely to receive. Perhaps sticking to work topics or admiring the view was safer.

      ‘Ring Michelle, please. See if she has time to come down.’

      Hector put the forensic pathologist on speaker when she answered.

      ‘Hi, Hector. Great to speak to you again. Have they promoted you to supreme leader of the universe and you’ve returned to perform miracles?’

      A red hue rose on Hector’s cheeks.

      ‘Something like that. Sorry to be abrupt, but there’s a victim found in melting snow at Fakenham Racecourse. We were wondering if you wanted to meet, ten-thirtyish?’

      ‘How long has it been there?’

      ‘At a guess, I’d say forty hours.’

      ‘I could attend, but I’ll probably be of more use getting rid of the urgent case I have on my table this morning. I should then be able to fit your body in this afternoon. Make sure the GP does an internal temperature.’

      Ashley was indicating to turn into the racecourse and shouted out, ‘Deal!’

      The road up to the grandstands was different this time, with the sports club car park being a third full. There were twenty vehicles parked at various places when they reached the course’s reception area. Judging by the diverse cars and trucks, some would be office workers and maintenance, but most were police estates and marked vans, with the lone CSI vehicle from the previous day having returned. An officer stood behind blue and white tape with a clipboard.

      Ashley parked up and approached the man, who Ashley and Hector had both worked with before.

      ‘Morning, Sam,’ said Ashley.

      ‘Morning, ma’am. They notified us you’d be here soon. DC Parnell is expecting you at the stables. He was due here anyway.’

      ‘Ah, yes. To meet the clerk. Is he with Parnell?’

      ‘No, he’s waiting in the office with the maintenance guy who found the body. Follow the taped path and you’ll see Parnell.’

      ‘Okay. PC Jenny Groves should arrive shortly. Send her to me, please.’

      ‘Will do.’

      Ashley and Hector followed the signs for the stables. She spotted DC Parnell, and another person in a sharp black suit, chatting to a pair of uniformed officers who moved away before they arrived. Parnell pointed at the departing women PCs.

      ‘Morning. They’re going to keep people from entering the outer cordon, which we’ve reassessed as the car park up to the winning line, then down to the first fence and across to the road, which incorporates the parade and betting ring, then round to the stables and back up to The Cool Roxy Bar. But the area’s too big for tape, so we’ve done our best with officers posted at various points. We’re forced to have two inner cordons. One where Frank was assaulted, and the other here. I’m not sure if you want the course walking. With the break in the weather, I’ve already seen members of the public about. This is my partner, DC Sasha Kaminski.’

      They all shook hands.

      ‘Morning. DI Ashley Knight and DC Hector Fade. Where’s the body?’

      Parnell took them around a corner. Ashley waited for the CSI, who was taking photographs of the ground around the lifeless figure, to finish. Then she crouched and stared at the victim. Even from three metres away she could see a fragment of white skull bone protruding from the injury to the back of his bald, tanned head. There would be no trouble in ascertaining the cause of death, although identification might be an issue.

      This man was clearly much older than forty-five.
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      Ashley glanced up at Parnell.

      ‘Not Jonny Lowe, then.’

      He shook his head.

      ‘CSI looked in his pockets, but no ID. There’s some money, but not much else.’

      Ashley carefully examined the victim’s clothes, noting every detail. Well-worn wellingtons and corduroy trousers made her think of country folk. The damage to the rear of his head was gruesome.

      ‘Murder weapon?’

      ‘It wasn’t left nearby.’

      The crime scene investigator had been listening. She stepped forward.

      ‘We’ll search from the parade area and betting rings, to the saddling boxes and out to the car parks. I have another team coming here. It’s probably going to be a hammer.’

      Ashley stared back down. There were few tools that caused such obvious injuries.

      Parnell cleared his throat.

      ‘I guess you’ll be taking over the investigation.’

      ‘Oh, yes, but don’t worry, your day isn’t over.’

      Ashley took in the surrounding area. The absence of snow transformed the place. Apart from the old grandstand, everything looked modern and in good order. She thought about the parked-up Audi. It had been the only car. How had the dead man arrived here that night? Did he come in the Audi with Jonny Lowe, or meet him, or was Lowe nothing to do with this?

      Ashley knew the first step was identification.

      ‘So,’ she said. ‘The groundsman didn’t recognise the deceased?’

      The detective shook his head.

      ‘Stephen said he looked vaguely familiar, but there was ice on his face.’

      ‘I suppose the victim’s been dead a couple of days too.’

      ‘Yeah. Stephen doesn’t get too involved with the public, so suggested we ask the clerk. A guy called David Hunter.’

      Ashley rubbed her hands together.

      ‘He should be able to help. After twenty-eight years, David’s likely acquainted with everyone.’

      ‘David arrived at the same time as me for our meeting. I had a quick chat. He said he locked up at five thirty the previous night and all was normal. The door was still secure, so I directed him to the offices, which are above reception. Any other staff have been told to wait up there with him, except the receptionist, Amanda, who is fielding calls.’

      Ashley snapped a picture of the dead man’s face with her phone, then asked Parnell to show them to where the employees were waiting. Hector hadn’t said anything since they arrived. Ashley touched his elbow.

      ‘You all right?’

      ‘I will be. It takes a minute not to focus on the person’s life and their loved ones when you haven’t seen death for a while.’

      Ashley understood. Hector had been staring at spreadsheets and social media, not the victims of ferocious attacks.

      At the building, the receptionist directed them up the stairs with the landline phone in one hand and a mobile in the other. She appeared around fifty-five and sounded calm and capable as she told the person on the other end of the landline to visit tomorrow.

      When they reached the offices, Parnell took them straight past a large room that had four people inside, two in green overalls. They reached another office, which had a tall, grey-haired man behind a desk. He wore jeans and a polo shirt but gave off a confident air. The other person present, slumped at a round table, also had overalls on. Parnell introduced the officers.

      The grey-haired man rose and shook hands with Hector and Ashley.

      ‘David Hunter. Clerk of the course. What terrible news.’

      ‘Agreed,’ replied Ashley. ‘I assume you don’t get many deaths.’

      ‘No, I’ve been here a long time. We’ve had a few heart attacks, but they all at least made it to the hospital. Stephen here said it was murder.’

      Stephen didn’t get up. He nodded at them.

      Ashley considered her options.

      ‘It appears that way. David, is your resolve up to looking at the face of the victim?’

      ‘Yes, of course.’

      Ashley could tell as soon as the photo was in front of him, he recognised the man. David slumped back into his office chair and clasped his hands.

      ‘Gosh. That’s unexpected. I was expecting a youngster.’

      Ashley guessed the clerk was a competent individual who would help them understand how the business operated.

      ‘Who is it?’ asked Hector, taking a seat opposite David and opening his pocket notebook.

      ‘Glen Gordon. A local owner.’

      ‘Local as in lives close by?’

      ‘Yes, in the town. Nice guy.’

      ‘Do you mean an owner of racehorses?’

      ‘Correct. Staunch supporter of the sport and Fakenham in particular.’

      ‘Surely you’ve met him, Stephen?’ asked Ashley.

      ‘Actually, I have, but I didn’t recognise him. I don’t tend to mingle on race days. My guys like to beaver away unnoticed in the background.’

      David nodded. ‘And very good they are at that, too.’

      Ashley considered the information.

      ‘How big is your team, Stephen?’

      ‘Three of us.’

      ‘Are you all in today?’

      ‘Yes, the other two are next door.’

      ‘And you, David. How many workers in the offices?’

      ‘There’re six. A mix of full and part time, which includes my office manager, Trudi.’

      Out of the window, Ashley noticed a large CSI van arriving. Another marked police car was parking up. A busy crime scene was best left to those used to dealing with them, working closely with CSI.

      She turned to David.

      ‘As I’m sure you can guess, today will be severely interrupted. The quicker and more efficient we are, the faster we’ll be out of your hair. Four more of my team will come here, and they’ll take preliminary statements from your staff. I’ll need to visit Mr Gordon’s next of kin, but I’d also like a little background on what exactly happens at a racecourse before I leave.’

      David smiled. ‘I’m your servant. Luckily, the weather scared off most of the campers, but we do have a race meeting here this Saturday. The course must be prepared, rotas checked, catering confirmed. It gets hectic, so having this done pronto would be of major help.’

      ‘I can give you some time alone first if you’re shocked from finding out about Glen.’

      David straightened his shoulders.

      ‘I did peacekeeping work a lifetime ago in Cyprus. Saw a few sights there. I’ll be fine.’

      Ashley thought about what needed doing. ‘Stephen, do you walk the entire course before a race meeting?’

      ‘Yes. The team does it in a line. We check there’s no rubbish and the fences are in order. Sometimes there can be patches of false ground after significant rainfall.’

      ‘How do you fancy completing that right now under the supervision of Mr Parnell and Ms Kaminski?’

      ‘I’d be glad to be busy and getting on with things.’

      ‘Do you feel okay after what you’ve seen?’

      ‘Yes, I’m pretty stoic. A few brandies later will help.’

      Ashley waited until the CID officers and Stephen had left before she asked David a pertinent question.

      ‘One quick further question. Do you know a Jonny Lowe?’

      ‘Not well, but we’ve met.’

      Ashley’s eyes flickered briefly with interest.

      ‘Any idea why his car would be here for two days?’

      ‘No, not a clue.’

      David held out his hands in a gesture of indifference, but Ashley had seen the tiniest of frowns at the mention of Jonny’s name.
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      Ashley closed the office door and moved Stephen’s seat opposite David.

      ‘Talk to me about Glen Gordon, please.’

      ‘As I said, decent fellow. Lives in a big house on Norwich Road with his wife, Fiona. She’s the brains behind their union. Glen’s had horses in training for years. Enjoyed plenty of success until recently. Experienced some bad luck.’

      ‘Bad luck?’

      ‘You know, injuries, last-fence falls.’

      Ashley thought about how that might affect the owner.

      ‘Having racehorses can’t be cheap.’

      ‘Are you wondering if he’s rich?’

      Ashley laughed. ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Glen’s well off. It’s approximately twenty-thousand pounds a year to have a horse in training. He has five of them.’

      ‘Some maths there to make your eyes water.’

      Hector had been waiting to ask a question.

      ‘But first, he’d need to buy those horses. Just how much would that set him back?’

      ‘I think that’s been Glen’s problem. He spent more on them years ago. Paid a pretty penny for mostly ex-flat horses. They always possess a bit of speed, you see. The dilemma is whether they can jump.’

      ‘Can’t most of them?’

      David chuckled. ‘It’s similar to asking if humans jump. All horses are competent, but the issue is, are they capable of doing it at pace? That’s a particularly pressing challenge at Fakenham.’

      Hector took the bait. ‘Why is that?’

      ‘Fakenham is a tight left-handed course. You need a nimble mount. One who can put themselves right and not make mistakes, or they fall behind.’

      David’s passion for the sport shone through, but Ashley needed to steer the conversation back to Glen Gordon.

      ‘You’re saying Glen stopped buying promising horses.’

      ‘Yes. He went from fifty-grand purchases to merely ten, or even five. You might get lucky with one of them, but they could all be ordinary. Meanwhile, it’s a constant payout to the trainer, regardless of talent. To be honest, the types with potential usually leave you in the red too, but you’ll have a lot more fun in the process.’

      ‘Okay, I appreciate the background.’

      ‘Pleasure.’

      Ashley knew the course wasn’t far from the centre of Fakenham. ‘Could you stroll here from where Glen lives on Norwich Road?’

      ‘Easily. There are lots of lovely rambles in the area. The River Wensum is close by and picturesque. Glen occasionally walked here on racing days so he could have a drink, but why he’d do that on a Monday night and in terrible weather is beyond me.’

      ‘Can you give me a brief insight into exactly what uses the course has?’

      Again, David’s face lit up.

      ‘We’ve been situated at this location for over a hundred years. We have racing here around twelve times between October and June, weather permitting, but the camping and caravan site is operational all year, as is the excellent Prince of Wales Stand, which does many corporate events outside the meetings, as well as at them. The Cool Roxy Bar is used for the same purpose.’

      Ashley remembered passing the bar.

      ‘Why Cool Roxy?’

      ‘Named after our most prolific racehorse, who won here eleven times. Even made an appearance when the bar first opened.’

      Hector paused taking notes. ‘Does it mean there’s nearly always someone around with all that going on?’

      ‘Between nine and five, yes. It’s busy with campers in the summer and quieter in winter. The office is staffed Monday to Friday year-round, but the grounds staff are still about at the weekends.’

      ‘And anyone can walk their dogs here?’

      ‘Yes, there’s a dog-walking field for the customers, but the course isn’t enclosed, so the public have access. We ask people to keep their hounds off where the horses race, but it’s fine along the edge as long as they clean up their mess.’

      Ashley decided to bring the meeting to a close.

      ‘Excellent. Last few questions for the moment. Tell me about Jonny Lowe.’

      She again detected a slight narrowing of David’s eyes.

      ‘He’s a bookmaker. Been around for years. Used to have a betting shop in town.’

      ‘What type of man is he?’

      ‘I’m sorry. What do you mean?’

      ‘I’ve also been in this role a long time, David. What is it about him you don’t want me to know?’

      David squinted, then relented.

      ‘I’m not one for passing on idle gossip. There have been rumours about Jonny, but he has a gambling licence, and they never give them away. He seems a reasonable person to me. Maybe a guy who stumbled a few times, but ultimately redeemed himself.’

      ‘What sort of mistakes did he make?’

      David dipped his head. ‘Do you mind if I have a look into him for you? Ask around? I wouldn’t want to provide an unfounded negative write-up when his car is here, and someone’s died.’

      ‘Fair enough, but I need to hear everything,’ Ashley explained firmly. ‘Let me be the one to discover what’s gossip or truth. The reality is we’re not dealing with just a dead body. This is murder.’
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      Ashley swiftly made a plan.

      ‘Hector, take David’s contact information, and we’ll need a staff roster. I’ll call OCC and request backup. David, can we use your offices for privacy when my team arrives?’

      ‘Of course.’

      As she opened the door, a uniformed sergeant came up the stairs.

      ‘Morning, ma’am. DC Parnell has briefed me. I’ll assume control of the scene.’

      ‘Thanks. David, four of my officers will shortly be en route to take statements. We’ll keep a low profile here in the reception building and be out of your hair as soon as possible.’

      ‘Understood.’

      David also gave them the house number where Glen Gordon lived. Ashley offered a quick hello to the other staff members in the room next door and explained what was going to happen. Then she and Hector said goodbye and walked back to her car.

      Ashley checked her phone for messages, but there weren’t any.

      ‘Can you give Jenny a ring? I was hoping she’d have arrived by now.’

      Hector gestured at a figure getting out of a vehicle further down the car park.

      Jenny’s cheerful demeanour and radiant smile seemed to brighten the grimness of the situation as she approached. Her greeting to Hector was almost flirtatious until Ashley’s pointed cough caught her attention.

      ‘Thanks for coming, Jenny. We’re heading to deliver the death message to Glen Gordon’s wife.’

      ‘So that’s who died?’

      ‘Yes. Do you know him, or a Jonny Lowe?’

      Jenny shook her head. ‘Neither.’

      ‘Okay, speak to DC Parnell from CID. Revisit the routes you took here. Check if anything becomes clearer now the snow has gone. Perhaps something will trigger a memory. I heard your team were double-checking whether Frank upset anyone recently, or a prisoner had been released who Frank had banged up.’

      ‘The guys back at the office did. There’s nothing obvious. A drink-driver was fuming with Frank six months ago after we received an anonymous call. We found him passed out in his car in Dersingham. He was on his drive with the key in the ignition. Obviously that’s still a crime. Turned out he was already serving a second disqualification in five years. He was given four months inside and a further driving ban for three years, and was livid.’

      ‘That still doesn’t sound like cause for attempted murder,’ Ashley said.

      ‘Wounds fester. I’ll drop in and talk to him tonight.’

      ‘Won’t seeing you again rile him up?’

      ‘No, I wasn’t working that day.’

      Ashley wondered if it would be better to send one of her detectives, but Dersingham was a long round trip for most of her officers, and Jenny knew the details.

      ‘Okay, be careful.’

      ‘Thank you, I’ll be taking the biggest PC I can find. I feel responsible, so doing something helps.’

      ‘Try not to be so hard on yourself, Jenny. You handled the incident with remarkable composure. Don’t let anyone else’s actions burden your conscience. I’m willing to bet you and Frank nearly caught the perpetrator red-handed. They simply exploited the fact you’d split up.’

      Jenny relaxed.

      ‘At least Frank’s going to be okay. He’s on a general ward now his BP has stabilised and should be home by tomorrow.’

      ‘That’s brilliant news.’ Ashley felt genuinely relieved. ‘We’d better set off. Ring me if you think of anything.’

      ‘I will do.’ Jenny’s face bloomed crimson. ‘Are you back for good, Hector?’

      Hector nodded. ‘For a while.’

      Jenny’s eyes seemed to shine.

      ‘Right. Great. I’ll see you around, then.’

      Hector took a slight step away from her. ‘Okay.’

      When Ashley and Hector reached Ashley’s vehicle, Jenny was still standing in the same spot. She shouted out. ‘Can I friend you on Facebook?’

      Ashley grinned. ‘I assume she means you.’

      Hector’s face was the next to flush. He gave Jenny a curt nod before ducking into the car. To his mortification, Ashley responded to Jenny’s enthusiastic wave with an equally exuberant response when they passed her.

      ‘Nice girl.’ Ashley chuckled.

      ‘I hadn’t noticed.’

      ‘Today is a perfect example of our crazy world.’

      ‘How so?’

      ‘In one cruel instant, a life is extinguished. Yet, a mere stone’s throw away, new love blossoms, defying the darkness. Clouds part, revealing a glimmer of hope. A new chapter begins.’

      Hector scowled at her. ‘How long are you intending to go on about what just happened?’

      Now it was Ashley’s face that lit up. ‘Oh, forever!’
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      Ashley easily appreciated how Glen could have walked to the racecourse, even in the inclement conditions, because they arrived at his property within five minutes. The low metal gates were open, so she drove straight in and parked beside a ten-year-old top-of-the-range Volvo. They were close to Fakenham town centre, but the well-maintained shrubs and established trees gave the place a peaceful feeling. A robin, sitting on a fence, watched them with interest.

      ‘Not bad,’ said Hector, eyeing the garden. ‘Tranquil.’

      ‘Yes, but Glen’s been lying next to the stables for two nights. Won’t he have been missed?’

      Ashley guessed the residence to be well over a hundred years old. Hector’s ‘not bad’ comment was unfair. Understated elegance whispered from every corner of the house. Morning light glinted off the windows and smoke curled invitingly from a chimney.

      While the property seemed pleased to greet them, the person who came around the house in gardening clothes didn’t. Her eyes narrowed.

      ‘Yes?’

      Hector introduced themselves and offered his hand. Fiona didn’t glance at it.

      ‘What do you want?’

      Hector pursed his lips.

      ‘Are you Glen Gordon’s wife, Fiona?’

      ‘I am.’

      ‘Can we come in and discuss something with you?’

      ‘No, you may not.’

      ‘It’s about your husband.’

      ‘You can explain out here what that fool’s been up to.’

      Hector’s expression shifted subtly.

      ‘Do you know where Glen is?’

      ‘Get to it, I’m busy.’

      Before Ashley could attempt to sweet-talk her way inside, or at least ask Fiona to sit on the ornamental bench in front of the building, Hector lost his patience.

      ‘I’m sorry to tell you he’s dead.’

      The woman froze. ‘Pardon?’

      Ashley moved in, and the lady allowed herself to be escorted to the seat.

      ‘Take a few deep breaths,’ Ashley said calmly.

      ‘Dead, you say?’

      Ashley softened her features.

      ‘I’m afraid so. I’m very sorry. The groundsman discovered him at the racecourse. The clerk recognised Glen.’

      ‘What was he doing there?’

      Ashley shrugged. ‘We thought you might know. When did you last see him?’

      ‘Three days ago. I’ve been away. When I returned yesterday evening, he was out. We sleep in separate rooms, and I was tired from travelling. I didn’t get up until eight today, and assumed he’d already gone out.’

      Sharp eyes switched from Ashley to Hector. ‘Don’t give me that look. We’ve been married for forty-five years simply because we each have our own interests.’

      A tear trickled down Fiona’s cheek. Her voice quietened, and a Scottish burr could be heard within it.

      ‘Did he kill himself?’ Fiona was beginning to look pale, probably as the shock set in. ‘He’s been ever so grumpy lately.’

      Ashley rested a hand on the lady’s arm. ‘Shall we have a cup of tea? We can talk more inside.’

      The tears became a flow. ‘Okay.’

      Fiona’s energy drained completely, and Ashley ended up helping her into the house. Fiona directed them to a room that Ashley struggled to name. It had a grand fireplace, but no TV. A large bay window flooded the floor with light. It was furnished with a mix of antique and modern pieces. A plush green armchair, a patterned sofa, and a loveseat upholstered in neutral fabric. The vintage rug added warmth to the space. Framed prints adorned the walls, most depicting horse-racing scenes.

      Fiona slumped into the armchair, but kept her eyes on Ashley.

      ‘How did he die?’

      ‘I’m sorry to tell you, but it looks like he was murdered.’

      ‘Murdered?’ Fiona’s eyes widened. ‘By whom?’

      Ashley would say Fiona looked surprised, but not completely shocked, although Ashley understood people often reacted in ways you wouldn’t expect.

      ‘We were hoping you would have an idea.’

      Hector took a seat on the sofa and quietly opened his notebook.

      Fiona’s jaw had set. Her eyes drifted past Ashley to the bay window.

      ‘What do I do now?’

      ‘I appreciate this is a difficult time,’ said Ashley, gently, as she noticed a photograph with the grinning couple appearing relaxed and happy next to a sweating horse. No wonder the groundsman hadn’t recognised Glen. He had looked different in life.

      ‘We’ll need you to identify the body,’ said Hector.

      Fiona had followed Ashley’s gaze. She sniffed.

      ‘Yes, yes, I meant without him. He was a fool, but he was my fool.’

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Ashley needed to get Fiona talking about her and Glen’s life together.

      ‘I’m sorry for your loss. David Hunter mentioned Glen’s passing would be felt in the racing community as well.’

      ‘Yes, we both loved the sport.’ Fiona’s voice sounded weak. ‘Glen received a large inheritance when he was forty, including this house. We didn’t need to work any more. In fact, we thought we could spend forever, but it does run dry if you’re not careful.’

      ‘I suppose horses are an expensive hobby.’

      Fiona pursed her lips.

      ‘Yes, it’s been a costly endeavour. Glen couldn’t resist chasing glory, which meant he always had his eye out for more prospects, even buying them behind my back. I set a budget a while ago, but recently had to draw a tougher line. We were rapidly approaching the end of our financial tether. I didn’t fully grasp the severity of the situation until recently.’

      Hector tapped his pen against his teeth, deep in thought. He scrutinised Fiona.

      ‘Is it possible Glen got into debt to the wrong people?’

      Fiona waved a hand in the air. ‘Things weren’t that bad.’

      ‘Did he have any enemies?’

      ‘No, he was a jolly type. The horses were his thing, really. His passion. I enjoyed it, too, but I love antiques. That’s where I’ve been. Harrogate, at a fair.’ Fiona put both hands over her eyes. ‘You must think me awfully cold, chatting away like this.’

      ‘Not at all,’ said Ashley. ‘You’re obviously a strong woman, but it would help if you had people to be with after we’ve gone. Are any family or friends close?’

      ‘We didn’t have children. My fault. My neighbour’s a boring old fart, but she’s supportive. I shall go round there.’

      Fiona clenched her fists, then shoved herself off the chair.

      ‘You will find who did it?’

      ‘We will,’ said Hector. ‘Someone out there knows something. He must have gone to meet a person he knew. Murder victims are rarely killed by strangers. Even a small detail could make all the difference in bringing Glen’s killer to justice. Who do you think might want him dead?’

      Fiona shook her head. ‘That’s a dreadful thought, but I’ll have a think. Can you give me a business card?’

      Ashley followed her to the front door. She decided to probe one more time.

      ‘Has anything happened in his life recently to cause him trouble?’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘You said he’d been grumpy lately. Some kind of significant stress, a heavy loss, or maybe he fell out with someone?’

      Fiona went quiet for a second. ‘No, Glen’s an amiable soul, and not much of a punter. Where’s the buzz in winning a hundred pounds when the purse is worth thousands?’ Fiona’s shoulders shuddered. Her face paled. ‘Sorry, I need to be alone. Would you mind leaving?’

      Behind her commiserating smile, Ashley couldn’t help but wonder how deep Glen and Fiona’s financial troubles truly ran.

      ‘Later today, we’ll assign you a family liaison officer,’ Ashley explained. ‘They’ll arrange for you to visit your husband in the mortuary at the hospital tomorrow morning. Please ring me if anything pops into your head in the meantime.’

      At the door, Fiona, despite her obvious grief, took the proffered business card with a small smile. Ashley was handed one in return, which had both husband and wife’s details on. Fiona gave each officer a firm handshake before disappearing back into the house.

      Ashley, settling into her car, found herself pondering the enigmatic widow. What thoughts were swirling behind those tearful eyes?

      Was it a hope for justice, or something else entirely?
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      Hector waited until they’d pulled out of the drive before commenting.

      ‘She’s holding something back.’

      ‘Yeah, I agree, although women like her are tough to read.’

      Hector smiled. ‘She reminded me of my aunt. A stiff-upper-lip type who’ll be sobbing now, then stoical tomorrow. I doubt she’ll go round the neighbour’s either.’

      ‘Her resilience might be invaluable in finding the killer. We need a list of Glen’s acquaintances, but now’s not the time to pry. She was in shock, and any hint of pressure could push Fiona away. Call Scott. See if he’s free to reach out this afternoon as her family liaison officer. She’ll hopefully open up to him and provide us with leads. Also, Glen was found without a phone – did he own one? Did he leave it at home? Make sure Scott discusses those things.’

      Hector nodded. ‘I’ll ask. Isn’t this level of involvement a bit hands-on for you nowadays?’

      ‘Yes.’ Ashley smiled. ‘I don’t find as many chances to get out in the field, but we aren’t overrun at the moment. A fellow officer was assaulted, too. It’s personal and this case in particular needs solving fast.’

      ‘Why do you say that?’

      ‘Most murders are done for obvious reasons, which are?’

      ‘Money, sex, and revenge.’

      ‘Correct, but Fiona couldn’t immediately suggest anything. David’s responses weren’t quite right, either. The killing doesn’t appear to be a heat-of-the-moment incident. Someone got Glen to the racecourse, assuming he didn’t arrange the liaison. That person is most likely to be this bookmaker who left his car.’

      Hector fiddled with his tie as he contemplated what she’d said.

      ‘I take it we’re heading to Jonny’s address now.’

      ‘Yes, we’ll put out a BOLO and get everyone looking for him if he’s still not there. Parnell said his partner, Kurt, was cagey.’

      ‘Which isn’t far from lying.’

      ‘Right.’ Ashley thought for a moment. ‘Interesting technique back there, by the way. Harsh news, brutally delivered. Is this going to be the new Hector? Roughing guys up in the cells, backhanders across the interview table, and a hip flask in the glove compartment?’

      Hector looked put out.

      ‘She was being rude.’

      ‘We’re police. We unsettle people. Remember, this is not about egos or upset. It’s about massaging information from suspects and witnesses. There’s a moment for sledgehammer diplomacy, but it wasn’t today.’

      Hector rubbed his temples. ‘God, you’re right. I must sort my head out.’

      ‘It’ll take time to readjust to life back on the front line. You’ve been investigating databases, not the public. This could prove to be a complicated case, making it ideal for you.’

      ‘Let’s hope so.’

      They travelled in silence for a few minutes before Ashley had a thought.

      ‘Do you know anything about horse racing?’

      ‘I went to the Derby once.’

      ‘I’m not sure that counts,’ she replied. ‘Sal quite enjoys flat racing. I know he visited Yarmouth races last year because he boasted about winning afterwards. Barry definitely loves a bet and likes watching the jumpers, so those two should be helpful.’ She paused. ‘You’re aware that Barry was passed over for promotion, so you’ll finally have something in common.’

      ‘That being, we’re a pair of losers.’

      ‘No!’ Ashley laughed. ‘You both need to pick yourselves up. Do some bonding with him. Now, get your head in the game. Ring Scott, then update Jan back at HQ. What are the next steps in a murder investigation?’

      ‘Dissect the victim’s life.’

      ‘Correct. Do they drive? Where have they been? Where are they spending their hard-earned cash? Are they in debt? Do they have shady friends? Has their routine altered? Whose mood has changed? Fiona, kept sweet, should give us most of those things, which will save searching for them.’

      ‘Maybe a crazed Jonny’s slumped at his kitchen table, hammer in hand.’

      ‘There is that. Sometimes it’s the obvious answer.’

      Ashley focused on the traffic while Hector made his phone calls. Great Ryburgh was a small, peaceful village ten minutes away. Jonny Lowe’s house was located on Mill Road. She drove past The Blue Boar Inn, where she’d once been with an ex. It had low ceilings and an inglenook fireplace. She smiled, then remembered what a two-timing rat the guy was.

      She pulled into the driveway of a modern property, but it was pretty, and the view past the garage led to open fields.

      Hector had finished his calls.

      ‘Scott will ring this afternoon.’

      ‘Excellent.’

      Stepping out of the car, they approached the front door and knocked. The man who answered was tall, his dark skin glistening with perspiration.

      ‘Morning,’ he said with a raised eyebrow.

      ‘Are you Kurt McAdam?’ asked Hector.

      ‘I am.’

      ‘DC Fade and DI Knight. We’re looking for Jonny.’

      ‘Aren’t we all? You’ll forgive me for not shaking hands, but I’ve been taking out my frustrations in our little gym. You’d better come in.’

      They stepped inside to a tidy lounge with leather recliners and a sofa. Kurt rested his palms on his hips.

      ‘What’s he done now?’

      Ashley held eye contact with Kurt. ‘DC Parnell said you last saw Jonny on Monday. Hasn’t he returned yet?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘Are you concerned?’

      ‘A little, but not enough to panic. He has bouts of what I call Jonnyisms, where he drinks and crashes out. If that’s what happened, this will be his fifth event.’

      Hector asked the pressing question.

      ‘Where’s he likely to be?’

      ‘A hotel somewhere.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell DC Parnell this?’

      Kurt abruptly dropped into an armchair and held his head in his hands. ‘I suppose my instinct is to protect him. Look, I’ve had enough of Jonnyisms. His antics used to be fun, or at least entertaining, but it’s all wearing thin now. We’re in our forties. I want to plan for the future, travel, be sensible. He’s still taking risks. I’m not certain what happened over the last seven months or so, but money’s been tight, and his boozing has increased. He’s also secretive and withdrawn, and, to be honest with you, I’ve reached my limit.’

      Ashley frowned.

      ‘You’re splitting up with him?’

      ‘The moment he comes back.’

      Ashley suspected it was an opportune time for questioning. She and Hector sat on the sofa opposite him. Ashley wore a reassuring smile.

      ‘You have a lovely home. Nice photographs.’

      Kurt smiled. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘How did you guys meet?’ Ashley continued.

      A nostalgic expression crept onto Kurt’s face.

      ‘I met him at Fakenham Races. My parents took me when I was young, and I kept going as an adult. I find the place kind of quirky and small, but friendly and fun. It’s not as corporate as some of the courses are. You get to know everyone if you go often enough. I placed a bet with Jonny, his eyes sort of twinkled at me, and I felt a connection. He must have had the same feeling, because when he paid me out, he put his business card with my winnings.’

      Kurt was talking without thinking too much, so Ashley kept him going.

      ‘So, things were brilliant at the beginning?’

      ‘Wonderful, but he’s always enjoyed a huge argument now and again, which is not really me. We all like fun when we’re younger, but eventually, the thrill of the roller coaster fades.’

      ‘That’s a fitting analogy.’

      ‘You must think Jonny’s involved in something bad, for an inspector to be here.’

      ‘We aren’t sure what he’s caught up in. What time did he go out on Monday night?’

      ‘Bit before six thirty.’

      ‘Did he say who he was meeting or where he was going?’

      ‘No. He has been more furtive lately, but we’re not joined at the hip.’

      Ashley thought back to Fiona making a similar comment.

      ‘Can you tell me about his acquaintances?’ asked Hector.

      ‘He doesn’t have many, but that’s mostly through choice. His is a stressful job.’

      ‘He’s a bookmaker.’

      ‘Yes, and not a successful one. Actually, that isn’t true. It’s just, occasionally, he takes extreme, unnecessary risks. That’s the cause of his Jonnyisms.’ Kurt bobbed his head to the side. ‘Maybe they are the Jonnyisms.’

      Hector scratched his head.

      ‘Sorry, I don’t understand what you’re saying.’

      ‘Nor do I, entirely. In layman’s terms, he gets it in his mind that a favourite is going to lose, then he accepts too many bets on the horse, leaving a large liability if it wins. It’s like an urge to go mad every once in a while. To win big, even if the potential downside is steep. It’s a personality flaw.’

      Ashley knew the type. She’d seen them before, people who needed a release, a way to blow off steam. She wasn’t immune to the need herself, and the pub served that purpose for her most weekends.

      ‘You’re saying he can lose a chunk of cash when that happens?’

      Kurt hesitated. ‘Something like that.’

      Ashley’s ears pricked up at the delay in his response. What was he hiding?

      ‘How much are we talking?’

      Kurt bared his teeth as he fought an internal war over loyalty.

      ‘We need to know everything,’ said Hector. ‘Lives may be at stake.’

      ‘Over money?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Okay, okay. Simply put, he exposes himself to losing plenty. I believe he got away with it in the past when the favourite lost, and he made bundles, but his luck has been bad of late.’

      Ashley watched Kurt’s focus slip.

      ‘When was the last time?’

      ‘Perhaps March or April, although I’m not certain. We don’t have joint bank accounts, so I don’t know exactly how much or when, but I’m guessing that’s what set him off on his excessive drinking. He owned a betting shop, but he lost that five years ago. I had to bail him out so he could continue being a rails bookie.’

      ‘Sorry, what’s a rails bookie?’ Ashley asked.

      ‘When a meeting is on, he takes cash bets from racegoers with credit punters mixed in. He has a stand in the betting ring, usually in a line with the other bookmakers against a rail, hence the name. There aren’t many racecourses in Norfolk, so he has to travel out of the county and often stays away overnight. If it’s a big meeting, serious amounts change hands.’

      ‘It sounds like money troubles would unsettle…’

      Ashley’s question died on her lips as the sound of a key turning in a lock echoed through the room. A man, lean and dishevelled, with blond hair in disarray, stumbled through the doorway.

      A dark red stain marred the front of his shirt.
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      Ashley rose from the sofa.

      ‘Jonny Lowe?’

      The new arrival slowly put his right hand near to his outside coat pocket, where it remained poised. A gunfighter on the draw.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’

      ‘We’re police. We’ve been concerned for your welfare.’

      ‘You don’t look like police.’

      His fingers, which hovered over the pocket, slipped inside.

      Hector, though desk-bound for the best part of a year, reacted with surprising speed and agility. He pounced towards Jonny, his grip locking around the man’s wrist.

      Jonny, fuelled by rage or fear, it was difficult to say, let out a hoarse cry. His free hand tangled in Hector’s collar and tie, pulling him closer.

      ‘Help me, Kurt,’ he shouted.

      ‘They are the police, you idiot.’

      Ashley waved her warrant card in Jonny’s puce face. She put her hand on the one that had Hector by the collar and gently lowered it. She caught a whiff of alcohol-infused breath as Jonny shook off Hector’s grip and raised both of his hands.

      ‘It’s for protection. It was my brother’s.’

      Hector slipped his hand into Kurt’s pocket and removed a black metal object. Ashley recognised it as a lock knife. She took a pair of handcuffs from her jacket and spoke quietly and calmly.

      ‘I’m going to place these cuffs on you now, for your safety, and ours. Carrying that type of knife is a criminal offence, so I have no choice but to arrest you on suspicion of possessing an offensive weapon.’

      ‘But I’m in my house.’

      ‘That’s immaterial,’ said Hector as Ashley guided Jonny’s arms down and, with a swift motion, secured the handcuffs around his wrists.

      ‘This is crazy. My solicitor will sue you for wrongful arrest.’

      ‘Have you got one?’ asked Hector.

      ‘No, he hasn’t,’ said Kurt. ‘Nor the money to pay for one.’

      ‘Kurt!’

      ‘I want you to leave.’

      ‘Come on, Kurt! I never even got it out.’

      ‘It’s not about that. I’ve had enough.’

      ‘Kurt,’ said Ashley, loudly but calmly. ‘Now’s not the time for that discussion. Jonny, we need to take you to the station, where you’ll be interviewed under caution. You’ll get a chance to comment, and a solicitor is provided free of charge. If you calm down and cooperate, I might be prepared to forget about you assaulting one of my officers.’

      Jonny deflated. Ashley was secretly pleased. She could get Jonny to an interview room and facing a camera while asking him about the knife. Then she could effortlessly manoeuvre the conversation on to the murder at the racecourse.

      Kurt had been staring at the stained shirt on his partner.

      ‘Jonny, whose blood is that on you?’

      For a moment, Jonny stared down and seemed to observe it for the first time. ‘Mine. You know I get nosebleeds when I’m stressed.’

      Kurt glowered at him.

      Ashley caught Hector’s eye and signalled at him to go outside, where he could make some calls. She wouldn’t have had Jonny in her old car, never mind her new one, so Hector needed to request a van and additional officers. Kurt’s day would be ruined further because his property had to be searched for other banned items. In particular, hammer-like objects.

      ‘Take a seat, Jonny,’ Ashley directed. ‘Can you get him a drink of water, please, Kurt?’

      Ashley monitored Kurt through the doorway that led into the kitchen. It was possible he was involved, but unlikely. With him no longer in the room, Jonny rolled onto his side on the sofa where he had perched. His face collapsed. The weight of whatever had happened crashing down on him, his expression a mask of despair.

      Ashley sat in a chair opposite him. She planned to grill him later, but she might be able to take advantage of his weakened state.

      ‘Do you have anything you’d like to get off your chest?’

      Jonny slowly shook his head. She needed to get him talking.

      ‘What other offensive weapons are in the property?’

      ‘None!’ He pulled himself upright, so he was sitting properly. ‘Seriously, it’s only a little knife. I thought you could carry one if the blade was less than three inches.’

      ‘That’s folding pocketknives, not flick or lock knives.’

      ‘I didn’t know.’

      Ashley doubted that. Even the kids who carried them looked up which blades were illegal. The law had changed recently to include possessing one in private places, like homes, but he’d obviously been keeping it with him in public, and ignorance was no defence, anyway. She would keep any more questions about the weapon until the camera was rolling.

      Ashley surveyed him with a practised eye, noting the subtle signs of sleepless nights away from home. Faint grime on his once-polished shoes, creases etched into his rumpled shirt, the faded glory of his unbuttoned sports jacket, which was partially hidden by his worn coat.

      No doubt the same clothes he’d been wearing on Monday evening. Even so, she sensed strength in his character.

      Kurt returned with a bottle of water from the fridge and held it to his partner’s lips. Jonny gulped down the contents, making a gasp after he’d finished.

      Kurt had calmed himself. He bit his lip as his boyfriend leaned back on the sofa and closed his eyes. Kurt looked at her.

      ‘A man mugged him a few years ago, you know. Is it really such a big deal for him to have that tiny thing for security?’

      Though tempted to avoid the topic, Ashley couldn’t help herself.

      ‘People who carry knives tend to be willing to get them out, even when they aren’t in mortal peril, like when Jonny reached for his just now. Any kind of weapon escalates a disagreement. That person can end up killing someone. I’m sure it was terrible for him to be robbed, but him stabbing the guy responsible is hardly a sensible resolution.’

      She expected Kurt to argue that muggers deserved whatever they got, but instead he uncrossed his arms.

      ‘No, I suppose you’re right. Better to give you guys a description and leave you to deal with the matter.’

      Hector’s return to the lounge put an end to that conversation. ‘Five minutes. How is he?’

      ‘Exhausted,’ interjected Kurt.

      A layer of sweat had appeared on Jonny’s forehead and his closed eyelids twitched. He reminded Ashley of when Barry had come into the office on the Monday after that stag do in Amsterdam.

      Jonny’s expression betrayed him. It was difficult to judge his capacity for murder, but there was a definite unease in his shifting eyes when he opened them, a suggestion of something hidden. Something forbidden.

      She recalled his face when he’d first stepped through the door and noticed the strangers in his lounge. Ashley had met her fair share of shady characters, but never had she encountered someone whose guilt was so palpably etched onto their features.
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      An hour later, Ashley had returned to OCC, leaving uniformed officers to secure the property. A thorough search by a specialist team was crucial – the murder weapon, likely a hammer, could be there if Kurt was lying and Jonny had returned after the incident. As the house had filled with police, Kurt’s composure had crumbled, a shift in disposition that hadn’t escaped Ashley’s notice.

      Could he be more than just a concerned partner?

      The most important thing was to talk to Jonny. He’d cried when he was marched outside and put in the back of a van. As an inspector, Ashley rarely conducted interviews, but this one she insisted on doing herself. It often helped if an officer who hadn’t been present for the arrest took the questioning, so she asked DS Jan Pederson to accompany her into a room and spent half an hour preparing for what promised to be a delicate cross-examination.

      Jan, a solid, sensible copper with a lot of common sense, fell silent as he absorbed Ashley’s comments. His fingers traced a path across his forehead. He was a man who carefully weighed his words, his mind constantly turning over the facts, searching for patterns and connections.

      ‘So, our interviewee has just discovered he’s being chucked out of his home?’

      ‘Yes. If he’s also responsible for the murder on Monday, then that’s quite a rock bottom.’

      ‘And you don’t think his partner is involved?’

      ‘Not in a major way. Few are that good an actor. I believed him when he said he thinks Jonny went on a mad one due to his financial situation.’

      ‘Okay. Right, I’m ready.’

      They headed to the interview room and waited for their suspect to arrive. The duty solicitor arrived with him. Jan cautioned Jonny and explained the interview would be recorded. The solicitor seemed relaxed, but, unsurprisingly, his client did not. Like most who had handed over their clothing, he appeared diminished in the tracksuit the police had provided. Ashley had decided to go gently with him, to start with.

      ‘How are you feeling?’

      ‘I can’t believe all this fuss over a small knife. Why were you in my house anyway?’

      ‘I’ll come to that. Let’s deal with the weapon first.’

      Jonny let out a drawn-out sigh.

      ‘What’s the punishment?’

      ‘It depends on how you plead.’

      ‘Assuming I can trust the brief you provided is on my side, she’s advised me I have no choice in the matter. The knife was in my pocket. It is mine. I was outside with it for what you’d consider no decent reason. Ergo, I plead guilty.’

      Ashley glanced over at his solicitor, who she’d worked with on numerous occasions. Jeanette Curran was a sensible, reasonable woman.

      ‘Anything to add, Jeanette?’

      ‘My client is of good character. There are no aggravating factors. Now he understands the consequences of carrying a knife, he’s apologetic. Nobody’s been hurt. I’ve told him he’ll probably get a community order and a fine.’

      Ashley glanced back at Jonny. The solicitor was right. That was the likely result, but Jonny seemed upset. Maybe he was so skint, even a smallish court fine would push him over the edge.

      Jan was on the ball. His tone casual.

      ‘Is a licence necessary to be a bookmaker?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Would a conviction for a weapon affect that?’

      ‘My licence would be put under review. I can’t afford a fine either. It’s over. All of it.’

      Ashley nodded at Jan, whose expression had turned serious. His focus remained on Jonny.

      ‘Let me address the other matter we need to discuss with you whilst you’re under caution.’

      Jeanette spread her fingers out on the table. ‘I hope you’re not planning to blindside us.’ She turned to her client. ‘I suggest you refrain from commenting until we’ve discussed this in private.’

      ‘That’s a reasonable warning,’ said Jan. ‘What we have to discuss is extremely serious, but we don’t know if Jonny is involved.’

      Jeanette glanced at Jonny, who appeared as if a warm spot in hell would be preferable to his current location. ‘Go on.’

      ‘Well, the first points I’d like to mention are simply facts. Kurt told us Jonny went out on Monday before six thirty, and he didn’t return until today. Jonny’s car was spotted at Fakenham Racecourse, and it’s still there.’ Jan smiled at their diminishing interviewee. ‘Can you confirm that?’

      Jonny did not appear in much of a state for subterfuge. His Adam’s apple shuttled up and down as his eyes roamed the corners of the room. ‘Yeah, I went there to clear my head. I’ve had a lot of problems.’

      ‘Care to share those problems?’

      ‘They’re private.’

      ‘And that was six thirty on Monday?’

      ‘About that.’

      ‘Were you meeting anyone?’

      ‘No, I sometimes go there for solitude. It’s a peaceful, green, natural place. Balm for the soul.’

      ‘It wouldn’t have been very green on a night when a thick blanket of snow had fallen.’

      ‘I didn’t know it was going to settle.’

      ‘Why did you leave your car?’

      Jonny cleared his throat repeatedly. It was a dry sound.

      ‘It wouldn’t start. That was the straw that broke the camel’s back.’

      ‘Can we have your keys? We’ll confirm that.’

      ‘I’ve misplaced them. They must have dropped out of my pocket when I was walking.’

      ‘Your spare set will do.’

      ‘Lost them seven months ago, after a particularly heavy session.’

      Jan slowed his speech for emphasis.

      ‘Something awful occurred on Monday night at Fakenham Racecourse.’

      Jeanette placed her hand on Jonny’s arm. ‘What happened?’

      ‘The police were called following reports of an argument. Officers attended, and one of them was badly assaulted.’

      ‘What’s that got to do with Jonny?’

      ‘He was there around then.’

      Jonny leaned forward. ‘Assaulted with a knife?’

      ‘What makes you ask that?’

      ‘Why do you bloody well think?’

      ‘No, it wasn’t a blade that did the damage.’

      Jeanette tutted and crossed her arms.

      ‘Are you implying Jonny attacked that officer with a different weapon?’

      ‘Based on our current information, he’s the only individual unaccounted for who was present at that time. It’s fair for us to ask him what or who he saw there.’

      Jonny looked ready to argue, then muttered, ‘No comment.’

      The solicitor frowned. ‘There’s more, isn’t there?’

      Jan nodded. ‘Do you know Glen Gordon, Jonny?’

      ‘Yes, he’s a racehorse owner.’

      ‘Are you close?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Does he gamble with you?’

      ‘He’s been on the scene for decades, so yes, he would have had a bet with me.’

      ‘Do you owe him money?’

      ‘No.’

      The solicitor swiftly leaned towards Jonny and whispered loudly.

      ‘You don’t have to answer these questions.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ Jonny replied, keeping his eyes on Jan. ‘Why are you asking about Glen?’

      Jan didn’t comment so Ashley could take over, stopping their suspect from settling.

      ‘He’s dead.’

      Jonny’s body tensed. His hands rose to the stubble on his face.

      ‘How did he die?’

      ‘He was found at the racecourse.’

      ‘When?’

      ‘Today, but we think he died on Monday night, probably around six thirty.’

      Jeanette slowly leaned away from Jonny’s side of the table. She twisted in her seat so she could watch his reply.

      Jonny licked his lips.

      ‘I didn’t see him there.’

      ‘Those are the facts.’

      ‘Whereabouts? The racecourse is pretty big, and there was no visibility.’ Jonny’s rate of breathing escalated. His index finger prodded the table. ‘I tell you, I never saw him.’

      ‘Where exactly were you at the racecourse?’

      ‘Close to the grandstand. It was snowing harder than I thought, and it was colder.’

      ‘Did you go near the parade ring?’

      Jonny grimaced. ‘I may have walked through there on the way back to my car.’

      ‘That was where one of our sergeants was assaulted.’

      ‘I was only there for a few minutes. He wasn’t there then.’

      ‘What about the stables?’

      Jonny shook his head. He swallowed deeply. ‘No, I didn’t go near them. Why would I?’

      Ashley held out her hands. ‘We have two people attacked around the time you were there. Nobody else was in the area. No cars in the car park. Apart from yours, of course.’

      ‘I had to leave it. The car had been struggling to start, but I cancelled the service at the garage. Didn’t renew the breakdown cover. Everything costs, you see.’ Jonny ran his fingers through his damp hair. ‘Did someone kill Glen?’

      ‘The post-mortem is this afternoon.’

      ‘With a knife?’

      ‘You arrived at home with blood on your shirt.’

      ‘I told you. It’s mine. Check it. Type A positive. I bought a bottle of whisky and checked into The Crown at Fakenham. My head was wrecked. My financial troubles are too much. I just wanted to forget for a few days.’

      ‘Yet, you paid for a hotel.’

      ‘It’s cheap out of season. I know them, but I almost drank the whole bottle. When I came to, I was bloody. I must have rolled out of bed and banged my face on something.’

      Ashley frowned. A GP had checked him over at the station but hadn’t found any injuries, although Jonny hadn’t been helpful during the examination.

      ‘That’s not what you said before.’

      ‘I panicked and made the nosebleed stuff up. I just wanted you to go.’

      Ashley supposed how he felt would have been understandable, but it was more evidence of deceit.

      ‘Okay, that was Monday evening. You would have woken on Tuesday with a blazing headache. Why didn’t you go home then?’

      ‘The hangover made my anxiety worse. I bought another bottle. It’s stupid, I know. You don’t understand what addiction is like.’

      Ashley leaned back in her seat. She knew all too well about alcohol problems. In fact, it was the only part of Jonny’s story that rang true. Still, it was easy enough to ring The Crown. DNA sampling would confirm whose blood it was. The main issue was, Ashley couldn’t see an obvious motive at this point. It was likely to concern money.

      Jan asked the million-dollar question.

      ‘What did you discuss with Glen Gordon that night?’

      ‘I didn’t see him, so nothing. No way would I be involved. I liked him.’

      Anyone could tell Jonny was in a desperate state, but there was significant planning involved in this. Perhaps a cruel intent to get an elderly man to Fakenham Racecourse to murder him. It was arguable a knife was a defensive weapon, but a hammer less so. Jan carried on.

      ‘Did you have anything to do with the assault on Sergeant Frank Levine?’

      ‘I don’t know a Frank Levine.’ Jonny turned to his solicitor. ‘This is rubbish. I haven’t hurt anyone.’

      With his sweating, red face, and bulging eyes, it wasn’t a convincing denial. Ashley would defer her opinion on whether Jonny was the type to kill someone with a blow to the head, then assault an officer, but he was clearly lying to them about something. Whatever happened, he would be spending the next few days in the cells below.

      ‘Jonny Lowe, I’m arresting you on suspicion of murder.’
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      Jan rang the custody sergeant, and they waited while Jonny was returned to the cells. His solicitor gave them a pensive look as she left.

      ‘That was odd,’ said Jan after Jeanette had gone. ‘Not what I expected. He’s holding information back, but I don’t think he knew Glen was dead.’

      ‘I agree, but did he know Glen was there?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’

      ‘We’ve certainly got enough to hold Jonny until we find out if the blood on his shirt is a match with Glen’s or Frank’s, but further tests for something like Jonny’s DNA on Glen’s clothing, perhaps after a struggle, are going to take time.’

      ‘How long can we keep him here otherwise? Friday morning?’

      Ashley gave it some thought. It was a common misconception that the police could hold a person for a certain amount of time without charging them. The period, which depended on the type of crime, was the maximum. There needed to be a reason for putting someone’s life on hold. People had rights. Waiting for confirmation from tests or personal records was fine. Putting them in a cell while you ran around hoping to find better evidence so you had a tighter case, was not.

      ‘Yes, no longer. I’m not optimistic the CPS will charge on what we have either. We’ll need to put more pressure on Jonny. There’s no clear motive for him to commit murder, and, unless the search team has made a significant discovery, we still haven’t located the weapon.’

      Jan smiled. ‘I reckon we’re only staring at the tip of an iceberg.’

      ‘It seems so,’ Ashley agreed. ‘Let’s return to the office and get the guys together. They should be back from the racecourse after interviewing the staff. Ring The Crown straight away. If that story was fiction, he’s toast. I’ll grab Hector and head to see Michelle at the mortuary on the way home to see what she has to say.’

      Half an hour later, Ashley was staring around the meeting room at her team, which comprised her two recently promoted sergeants, Emma and Jan, and her DCs, Sal, Morgan, Zelda, and, of course, the demoted Hector. Even with Barry back in the morning, they were short-staffed and had been for eighteen months. Kettle had been reassuring her for a long time that she was next in line for new people. With the police going through a period of flux with the ever-changing technology needed to crack modern crimes, the latest arrivals had gone elsewhere.

      ‘Okay, Emma. How did the interviews at the racecourse go?’

      Emma had brought in a whiteboard. At six feet and very curvy, she was a formidable presence as she stood next to it.

      ‘Let’s split the people we spoke to into two areas. There’s the office staff, who are responsible for the admin, race-day tickets, corporate events, catering, bookmakers, cleaning, and that kind of thing. They’re a tight-knit team.’ Emma wrote their names on the board. ‘We sensed they were conscientious. No red flags in any discussions, but obviously it’s early days.’

      ‘Their movements Monday night?’ asked Ashley.

      ‘All accounted for. The ones who were working Monday had gone home at five to their families. Addresses were provided for the staff, so we can always visit further down the line to corroborate alibis.’

      ‘Which one dealt with the bookmakers?’

      ‘Trudi Moulton. She said most of the bookies have been with them for years. They’re a good lot, making a living, not much more, but Silver Cup Day can be lucrative.’

      ‘Excuse my ignorance, but do the bookies just show up and take bets?’ asked Zelda.

      ‘Trudi gave me the low-down. She reckoned with licences, digital board, computer, software, printer for betting tickets, the set-up is about ten grand. A full-time licence is around fifteen hundred pounds a year. Then you’ve got fuel and all the other costs, and they have to pay the course six times the entry fee to use their rail pitch, which they have to buy in the first place.’

      Ashley had always suspected money would be a factor in the case, but how did it link to Glen being killed?

      ‘Did she explain how the bookies make their money?’

      ‘Yes. The idea is they take bets on all the horses in the race and adjust their odds, so whichever one wins, there should be a profit. They’d make more if the fancied horses lost, but they should still come out a little ahead even if every favourite won. Consider it a percentage on turnover, so the busier they are, the better their day.’

      ‘Kurt said Jonny sometimes took positions on the favourites if he was confident the horse would win or lose.’

      ‘That’s interesting, because Trudi mentioned the same thing. She knew a few of them who did that. Often the ones with bigger pockets, so if they get it wrong, it’s not such a huge deal. It averages out, but people hear snippets around the racecourse. There’s plenty of gossip. My mate heard this, and I’ve got a pal who knows the trainer, or the stable girl reckoned a horse is pulling her arms out on the gallops.’

      Ashley frowned.

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘The animal is in rude health.’

      ‘So, you’re talking about inside information?’

      ‘Yep. That type of thing has been going on for centuries. Some of it is real, and other people spread rumours, possibly to get a bigger price on their selection.’

      ‘It becomes like Chinese whispers,’ said Sal. ‘With each telling, the facts are distorted. He’s in good form morphs into he is a dead cert, or, she has improved for her last run can distort to her being virtually unbeatable.’

      Zelda cleared her throat. ‘You shouldn’t say Chinese whispers any more.’

      Sal frowned at her. ‘Really?’

      ‘Yes, it’s a harmful stereotype.’

      ‘Right, gotcha. What do I use instead?’

      ‘Game of telephone.’

      Sal didn’t appear convinced. Ashley was pleased Barry wasn’t present.

      Hector kept the meeting on track.

      ‘You’re saying that with this huge amount of information circling, people might have heard something little better than idle gossip. In fact, some might even get the wrong end of the stick.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Sal. ‘And it affects the betting markets. If lots of gamblers hear the same tip, it causes the price of that horse to collapse. Everyone would bet on it.’

      ‘What about the bookmakers with smaller pockets?’ asked Morgan. ‘Wouldn’t they be stung badly if the tip was spot on and the horse had been trained especially to win a particular race, or had been running under par in previous races, so its odds were high?’

      Emma smiled.

      ‘That’s what I thought, but if a steady stream of punters line up to put decent bets on the same horse, the bookie rapidly suspects something. The bookmakers are well aware of who the big gamblers are at each course.’

      ‘Are they generally people who know what they’re doing or fun bettors?’ asked Ashley.

      ‘Some are clever or have links to yards. Others are wealthy and just like a hefty wager.’

      ‘Right. If you have a business worth millions, there’s no thrill in a five-pound punt.’

      ‘Precisely. You can imagine which type of gambler the bookmakers prefer. What the bookmaker does is take the first few bets, then drop the odds they’re offering, for example from 10/1 to 5/1. Then the individuals in their queue would see the lower price and switch to the bookmaker next to them and get, say, 7/1. Then they cut, and so on. Soon, the horse could be backed into much shorter odds, and there’s not the same risk from taking bets at those levels.’

      Ashley considered the idea of putting a big sum down on a jumps race.

      ‘Doubling your money doesn’t sound great if a horse has to jump a load of fences at speed with the possibility of other horses falling at the front and bringing them down.’

      ‘Exactly,’ replied Emma. ‘Plenty can go wrong. There’s the possibility of injuries or making a mistake which knocks them out of position, jockey error, and horses aren’t machines. Like any athlete, they have off days. Form can be inconsistent.’

      It was a lot of information. Ashley let everyone absorb what they could before she spoke next.

      ‘I think it’s important to state that someone might do the opposite of what we’ve discussed.’

      ‘Sorry,’ said Zelda. ‘My head’s spinning.’

      ‘If someone can spread the news a horse is going to win, then it’s also possible to pass on the knowledge that one will lose. Disinformation. The trainer could also have no intention of their mount winning.’

      ‘Not helping.’

      ‘It’s called pulling a horse and can be done in a few ways,’ said Sal. ‘The jockey deliberately doesn’t try hard. Maybe keeps his mount at the back of the field and only makes his run when it’s too late. Occasionally in the past, trainers have slowed horses down by overfeeding, or given them too much water before a race, but there’s a risk to the horse’s welfare with something like that. Unconnected people have also been caught sneaking around having slipped the nags drugs in food or a spray, but security is much tighter nowadays.’

      Jan cleared his throat.

      ‘Surely there are serious consequences if a person is caught cheating.’

      ‘Yes,’ replied Emma. ‘Bookmakers or trainers can lose their licences, get fined, even end up in prison. Another punishment is that any individual can be banned from all UK racecourses.’

      She prodded the board behind her.

      ‘Every now and again, the bookmakers get it so wrong on the day, they run out of readies to pay out. They might borrow from the others, but there’s the odd sharp practice, such as sneaking away from the track.’

      Ashley thought of Jonny’s worries.

      ‘Has Jonny ever done that?’

      ‘No, but Trudi mentioned a few customers over the years have complained he owed them money. These tend to be punters who bet big. No cash will change hands on the day. It’s like a credit account. At the end of each period, a month usually, either the bookmaker pays them out, or the gambler settles their losses. Jonny hasn’t always been on time, but she said he eventually squares up. She’ll put the word out in case one of the other bookmakers is owed a debt, but she doubts he would stiff a fellow bookie because they all talk to each other.’

      Jan caught Ashley’s eye. ‘Just to let you know that Jonny’s alibi at the hotel checks out. He paid the first night in cash and left without paying after the second evening.’

      ‘Sounds like this Jonny’s a bit of a wrong’un. I got the impression David wouldn’t put up with anything that placed the course in a bad light.’

      ‘The statements I took confirm that,’ said Sal. ‘He runs a tight ship.’

      ‘Perhaps this was what David was referring to when he told me he’d heard some things,’ said Hector.

      Ashley wasn’t so sure.

      Emma tapped her marker pen on the board. ‘Trudi explained another angle to me. Huge corporations, like Ladbrokes and Coral, also have their representatives at the courses. They manipulate the starting prices by betting with the rails bookies, and they deal in substantial sums. Five hundred pounds at a time isn’t uncommon. More maybe. Sometimes the rails bookies split these amounts between them, other times, they’ll take a position themselves.’

      ‘It appears the job pays nicely some days, but can slip the other way,’ said Morgan.

      Ashley had to agree. Despite everybody thinking bookmakers were rich, their careers seemed far from easy. At least for the honest ones.

      ‘Well done, Emma. That’s great background. Before we come to our dead owner, what did the groundsmen have to say?’

      ‘A couple of things before we get to that,’ said Emma. ‘Trudi said she had numerous punters who hadn’t been paid by Jonny around seven or eight months ago. She’s looking into the date for me. Finally, there’s Amanda, who handles reception, as well as caravan and camping. Only one campervan stayed on the site that night, and they were far away from the parade ring. They left in the morning, but she’ll send me the contact details.’

      ‘Parnell’s following that up, although booking yourself in before a kill wouldn’t be the smartest move. Fabulous work, everyone. Morgan?’

      ‘Zelda and I chatted to the groundsmen. They were a helpful crew. David sets exacting standards, which they meet. There’s pride in their work. The course has excellent drainage, so the ground is nearly always raceable, but they still have to be careful. A worry is a horse getting injured. If the grass isn’t safe enough to race on, racing can be cancelled or abandoned. That’s obviously disappointing before the meeting, or expensive if they abandon on the day.’

      ‘Which means refunds to racegoers?’

      ‘To everyone. Caterers, trainers, bookmakers, you name it. So, they’re cautious as hell. They might let a trainer use the course after a meeting to school a young horse, or give one confidence after a fall, but other than that, only staff are allowed on the racecourse proper.’

      Ashley frowned.

      ‘But there’s access all over. How could they stop picnickers or ramblers from having a wander?’

      ‘They can’t, but a groundsperson is generally out and about there from eight in the morning to six at night all year round, and later in the summer, so if they see someone on the grass, they go and have a nice but firm word.’

      ‘Get ’orf moi land,’ said Emma.

      Sal chuckled. ‘Exactly. This is Norfolk. Most know the rules of the countryside, so it doesn’t happen too often.’

      Ashley gestured to Hector.

      ‘Seeing as Hector’s recently returned, can you remind him of those rules, please?’

      Sal wagged a finger at him.

      ‘Be respectful to others, and always be polite.’

      Hector laughed. ‘They could do with that spirit where I was living in London.’

      Emma’s eyes widened. ‘Imagine if there was dog poo all over the grass on race day. Kickback would be very unpleasant for the jockeys.’

      Ashley smiled. She was beginning to get a feel for how the course operated.

      ‘Back to the case. It seems a six-thirty meeting was arranged when nobody else would be there, so the person responsible was familiar with when staff went home. Have any of the people you’ve spoken to given you cause for concern?’

      Ashley glanced around at a room of shaking heads.

      ‘Okay. That brings us to the nub of the matter. Why would anyone kill the racehorse owner Glen Gordon?’
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      Ashley wasn’t surprised when everyone kept quiet.

      ‘That’s right. We haven’t uncovered any clear justification for murdering Glen. People like him are rarely hurt for minor grievances, so a strong reason will exist. Did Glen’s past finally catch up with him after all these years? What’s the first thing to consider?’

      Jan clicked his fingers. ‘Who might gain from him dying? That includes financially, romantically and reputationally.’

      Ashley nodded at her sergeant.

      ‘Correct, Jan. I’m having trouble understanding how Jonny benefits from this situation, especially given his Audi was left behind in the car park. His interview wasn’t particularly coherent, but Glen’s death appeared news to him.’

      Hector had been concentrating.

      ‘Perhaps,’ he said, ‘his vehicle breaking down was rotten luck. How would we have known he’d been there if not for that?’

      ‘That’s a valid point,’ replied Ashley, ‘although I hate to rely on good or bad luck. So, it’s plausible he had an argument and things got out of hand. What else could have happened?’

      ‘Maybe Jonny was meeting someone different there,’ said Sal. ‘It’s also possible there were lots of people attending. Jonny might be a victim in all this, as well as a suspect. He may not dare tell us what occurred or who he met.’

      ‘Perhaps,’ said Hector, nodding in agreement, ‘fear amplified the misery of Jonny’s hangover.’

      Ashley bobbed her head.

      ‘Nicely put. How about, when we talk to him tomorrow, we try to get him onside? Reassure him we’re here to help.’ Ashley suspected with Jonny being less hungover, he would be more cautious. ‘Let’s leave Jonny for the moment. Who else do we need to speak to?’

      ‘Glen’s wife again, or should I say widow,’ said Zelda. ‘Probe more into his background.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Ashley. ‘What are her actual views on the racing game? Does she like their trainer? Was she telling the truth about Glen not being a gambler? Has she heard any rumours? Link up with Scott, who’s going to be her FLO, and explain what we’re interested in. Let’s hope Fiona’s shock has turned into anger, and she’ll be open to answering all his questions. Anyone else?’

      ‘David, the clerk of the course,’ said Emma. ‘He’d have murderous thoughts himself if someone damaged his grass, but, other than that, I think he’ll be able to explain how people are linked to Jonny and Glen.’

      Ashley smiled.

      ‘Yes, there’s a job for you. Find out what David discovered about Jonny. Even if it’s hearsay, we still need the details. I reckon there’ll be more issues in the racing community. Maybe there are other bookmakers in trouble. Perhaps David knows about a few punters losing a lot of money and not settling their debts. I take it the search of the track itself didn’t turn up a hammer?’

      ‘No,’ said Morgan. ‘Despite the heavy snow melting, the head groundsman was pleased with the surface. I was surprised by how pristine it was, so any large objects would have shown up when his team and the police walked the course.’

      ‘I’m stating the obvious,’ said Sal, ‘but whatever was used to stun Frank Levine likely killed Glen.’

      Jan spoke next.

      ‘Agreed. The proximity of the River Wensum and acres of farmland mean disposing of a weapon would be simple.’

      ‘That’s true,’ replied Ashley. ‘Who else should we interview?’

      ‘The owner will have a trainer,’ said Sal. ‘Although why he’d knock off the person paying him to train five horses is anyone’s guess. Didn’t someone say that was twenty-thou a year per horse?’

      Ashley was pleased. Her team were functioning well. ‘They did. Barry’s back tomorrow. He’s the only one of us really interested in jump racing. I’ll accompany him to the training stable. Hopefully they’ll be helpful, or we’ll make a bit of a nuisance of ourselves. See what pops up. It’s possible Glen was behind on his bills. Maybe someone was sent to put the frighteners on him and got carried away.’

      Sal widened his eyes. ‘Imagine the heavy returning to his boss and saying, sorry, guv, I only meant to tap him.’

      Ashley grinned as those present chuckled. This could be the first big investigation since the resolution of the brutal people-smuggling operation a month ago. That case had affected everyone involved. Banter was in short order when so many people’s lives had been ruined, so it was pleasing to hear it.

      ‘Jan and Sal, interview Jonny first thing. A night sleeping in the cells might erode his resolve. I’ll take a last crack on Friday morning if the tests don’t implicate him, but we may possess more ammo after our conversations elsewhere tomorrow. Then both of you have another word with Kurt.’

      Ashley had a quick think, then continued.

      ‘Morgan, Hector and Emma, you’re responsible for the usual. Social media, the news, articles, even gossip magazines. Public records. Jonny Lowe’s business is liable to be a limited company. So might the trainers’. Check their annual returns. Where there’s muck, there’s brass.’

      ‘Isn’t that phrase to do with jobs where you get your hands dirty?’ asked Sal.

      ‘I bet it applies to horse muck, too. Some wealthy individuals are mostly asset rich. Perhaps available funds were a problem, and the lure of easy cash was irresistible. Don’t rule anything out. This could be blackmail, even smuggling. The HOLMES room will be set up tomorrow, so get these statements uploaded asap. Hector and I are going to visit Michelle now for Glen’s post-mortem. Pray it’s the last one.’
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      Hector and Ashley left the office an hour later and drove to the mortuary at the N&N. One of Michelle’s assistants directed them straight to the changing room and said to put on protective clothing. Observing a post-mortem would be good to help Hector get back into the swing of things, and Ashley felt it helped focus her energy. Seeing the victims of crime was different from reading even the most graphic of reports.

      Ashley walked into the examination area and her eyes adjusted to the cold, clinical light. The scent of antiseptic and formaldehyde pervading the air barely registered, so familiar had it become. Without their gowns, the smell would cling to their clothes long after they vacated the room.

      Michelle Ma Yun was standing next to Glen’s body and peering intently at his head. She looked up. With her mask on, only her crinkled eyes betrayed her smile when she noticed them arrive.

      ‘Hi, guys. I was starting the preliminaries. Scott rang to say he’s bringing the wife to identify Glen first thing tomorrow, so I won’t do the internal investigation until after that. She’s at a neighbour’s and couldn’t face it today.’

      Scott Gorton, MIT’s usual family liaison officer, had been dating Michelle for nearly twelve months. Ashley and Scott almost had a fling many years ago, and Ashley had always felt there was unfinished business between them. That seemed unlikely now Michelle had bumped into him at OCC. Ashley often experienced a twinge of regret when she saw them together, and had been evasive when Michelle had tried to make arrangements where both were present.

      ‘No problem. You know Hector, of course.’

      ‘It’s so lovely to see you, Hector. Nice that you’ve come back to visit us mortals.’

      Ashley smiled at her comments, but suspected Hector’s mask hid a frown. She made a mental note that Fiona had gone next door for support.

      Staring down at the remains of Glen Gordon, she noted he appeared in good condition for his age. Another woman in scrubs arrived. A hushed stillness settled over them as the assistant performed the last preparations for the preliminary post-mortem.

      Michelle checked the overhead microphone was operating.

      ‘You remember my anatomical pathology technician, Sally? Let’s get started.’

      Michelle’s voice, a steady monotone, filled the room as she dictated the details. A methodical list of those present, a precise description of Glen’s position within the body bag, the state of his clothing, any tears or marks that could prove relevant. With the body bag removed, Sally moved in, her camera capturing every angle of Glen, front and back. Each image a potential clue, a piece of the mystery.

      ‘We’ll take samples now. I’ve watched the video of the scene and read the report, so there’s no gunshot residue likely, but we’ll use the swabs for DNA reports and lab testing generally.’

      Michelle and Sally undressed Glen and emptied the pockets from his clothes. Forty pounds in notes in the back pocket of his trousers, and a small bunch of what were probably house keys in the front; nothing else. Michelle and Sally cleaned the skin, then measured the height and weight at 180cm and 78kg. She described the outside condition, from the feet upwards.

      ‘No obvious injuries found upon the trunk of the body or the arms and legs, which indicates there was probably no defensive response to an attacker. Victim likely unaware of what was going to happen and hit from behind.’

      At the head, she glanced up to make sure Hector and Ashley were focused.

      ‘Severe blunt trauma to the back of the skull causing a significant cut in the skin and a depressed fracture. I’ve seen numerous similar wounds, most of which have been caused by a hammer. We’ll investigate further tomorrow after his wife has been, to find if there are any other internal injuries, but the impact on the head will have resulted in extensive brain haemorrhaging. Appears a single blow, but that should be clearer in the morning.’

      ‘I assume death would be virtually instantaneous.’

      ‘Perhaps not instantly, but fast. Nobody survives this type of wound. We’ll have to wait for the tox screens to find out if the subject was conscious.’

      Ashley imagined the person waiting in the inclement conditions. ‘I suppose it’s possible he was drunk or drugged, but unlikely, considering the location.’

      ‘I haven’t noticed an obvious needle injection point, but we’ll check the skin under magnification. Even if he was driven to the racecourse, he would have likely walked to the stabling area.’

      ‘Snow would make a body much easier to drag,’ said Hector.

      Michelle nodded at him.

      ‘True, but human bodies are covered in soft tissue. Both exposed and unexposed skin would show damage and there’s no evidence of that. Let’s see. Preliminary guesswork to help your investigation. It’s clearly an unusual crime for a woman, but not unknown. Wounding up close in this way is personal. The attacker was likely angry and determined, but they hadn’t lost complete control.’

      ‘Or a flurry of blows would have been likely?’

      ‘That’s right, Hector.’

      ‘Strength needed to do that kind of damage?’

      ‘I’m afraid that’s a little like swinging a baseball bat. It’s all in the timing. We’ve just said Glen was nearly six-feet tall. He received the blow squarely at the rear of his head. That would indicate the aggressor was significantly shorter than him. Mime the action on Hector, please, Ashley.’

      Hector turned around and Ashley performed an imaginary hammer strike on the back of his head in the same spot Glen had been hit. Hector turned back and did the same to Ashley.

      Michelle described the blows as they landed, with Hector’s impact on Ashley’s crown, not the rear of her skull.

      ‘That’s not a definite hypothesis. As Hector said, it was snowing, so the victim could have been pushed or slipped over and then assaulted. Perhaps he had a heart attack, and they assaulted him whilst incapacitated. Again, we’ll know more on deeper examination.’

      Ashley thought of Frank Levine. He was about the same height as Glen. She guessed Jonny Lowe stood slightly taller than both. The puzzle pieces did not quite fit. It didn’t indicate Jonny wasn’t present for the assault, or that he didn’t do it, but maybe someone else delivered the killing blow, then badly concussed Frank.

      It was an unsettling thought. Even Kurt was similarly tall. That might mean they hadn’t met the person responsible, which suggested they remained a long way from solving this case, and, perhaps more pertinently, the danger was far from over.
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      Ashley considered what other questions to ask.

      ‘I take it the time of death will be vague.’

      ‘Rapidly dropping temperatures, then a thaw over a few days, is problematic. The cold weather causes extra unexplained deaths, which is why I didn’t have time to come to the scene. A couple of seemingly healthy people passed away in their beds over the cold snap, possibly from not wanting to put their heating on. Others became lost in the snow, or fell over, and died of what I suspect was hypothermia. Shovelling the path is also a classic cause of a heart incident.’

      ‘Your best guess?’

      ‘The fact Frank was knocked out nearby makes early Monday evening as good an estimate as any.’

      ‘Great. I’ll be keen to see the rest of the results. We’ll get going.’

      ‘Ashley, could you give me five minutes before you go? Just you and me.’

      Ashley turned to Hector, but he was already heading towards the door.

      ‘I know when I’m not wanted. I’ll wait in the café near the exit.’

      Sally followed him out.

      ‘Sounds ominous,’ said Ashley, when she and Michelle were alone.

      ‘It’s not work-related. It’s Scott-related.’

      ‘Do we need to have this conversation over a corpse?’

      Michelle’s forced laughter, a brittle sound masking deeper emotions, stirred a pang of regret within Ashley. Their last serious chat, a candid discussion about Scott’s wavering commitment, seemed a lifetime ago. The distance between the two women had grown, fuelled by Ashley’s evasiveness, and she couldn’t help feeling guilty.

      Michelle beckoned for Ashley to follow her.

      ‘Sorry, I forget where I am. My assistant gets nervous when she hears me singing love songs in here.’

      They went and sat in the changing room, which Hector had just left, and pulled down their masks.

      ‘What’s up?’

      ‘It’s late, so I’ll be quick. I don’t have too many female friends for advice, so I hoped you wouldn’t mind being a sounding board.’

      ‘Fire away.’

      ‘I was going to ring, then this case came up.’

      ‘Shoot!’

      Michelle took a deep breath.

      ‘You remember Scott and I were taking our relationship easy, with me giving him space to decide if he wants kids or to get married?’

      Ashley pondered the point at which a relationship ceased to be relaxed, particularly when children or marriage were on the table.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I kind of sprung an ultimatum on him, so he’s thinking about those things.’

      Ashley offered her a commiserating smile. ‘Nothing like a quick and honest response.’

      ‘In fact, he’s spent two weeks thinking about it.’

      It was Ashley’s turn to exhale deeply. ‘This might be too Disney-cheesy, but why is it such a big decision? Does he want to spend the rest of his life with you or not? Are kids and marriage the reason, or a lack of commitment?’

      ‘I was wondering that. The horrible fact is, if he says no, then that’s it. Bang. Over. But I’m still in love with him, so it would be a terrible shock.’

      ‘I suppose if he agrees to children, has one with you, then decides a year down the line he wants his freedom after all, the upshot might be worse.’

      ‘That’s true, but I don’t reckon it’s only the wedding and sleepless nights he’s considering. I have the feeling there’s someone else.’

      Ashley’s mouth opened. ‘He’s cheating on you?’

      ‘No, just a person he holds a candle for. Maybe one that’s not available.’

      Heat rose up Ashley’s neck. ‘Have you brought that up with him?’

      Michelle rested her hand on Ashley’s. ‘I know it’s you.’

      ‘But…’

      ‘It’s okay, Ashley. I’m not angry. I guessed because I believed you and I had clicked. We have such a good laugh when we’re together, so I couldn’t understand why you kept being slippery about meeting up. I asked Scott, who you’re friendly with, and he said perhaps you had a lot on. Scott spends most of his free time with me or with his grandchild, so I thought it must be someone at work. Maybe Gabriella, but she’s not much older than his daughter. Then it dawned on me.’

      ‘I don’t know what to say.’

      ‘Hey, don’t be sorry, it’s not your fault.’ Michelle shuffled over to her. ‘If I was you, I’d have been, yeah, Michelle, dump Scott, move on!’

      ‘No, you wouldn’t.’

      Michelle gave her a sad smile. ‘Well, I asked him direct, and he admitted you and him almost got it on once, whatever that means.’

      ‘Life’s never easy, although I am seeing a guy.’

      ‘Scott said you were having a fling with a bloke from the NCA. That was his response. Not that he doesn’t think of you in that way.’ Michelle smiled. ‘Is it a casual thing with Seb, then?’

      Ashley’s shoulders drooped. She supposed it wasn’t much more if he was rarely in the country.

      ‘I like him loads, but he’s never about.’ She twisted in her seat to look at Michelle. ‘You know, I’m sick of waiting for him to ring, waiting for emails, waiting for him to be here. Yet, when he does appear, I’m so pleased I forget, or at least don’t mention my concerns, so as not to ruin the time we have together.’

      ‘Your advice to me was to talk to Scott. So, chat to Seb.’

      ‘Maybe he’ll want a fortnight to decide if I’m worthy.’

      Michelle laughed. ‘They’re such bastards, aren’t they?’

      ‘I know! And we’re so perfect!’

      ‘I think they’re probably good guys, and, sadly, there aren’t too many of them about.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s not like I don’t have baggage, but I would love a partner whose own baggage wasn’t being flown around the other side of the world. He could stack his better-not-mentioned past next to mine in my loft.’

      They both chuckled.

      ‘Nicely put,’ said Michelle. ‘How about the cinema this weekend? I’m available all day Saturday.’

      Ashley was about to say she’d be busy with the case when she had an idea.

      ‘How do you fancy a trip to the races?’

      ‘Yeah, definitely. Which one?’

      ‘Fakenham, of course. I could get free tickets, which I don’t believe would be a backhander if there’s a work element, but it’ll be safer to pay.’

      ‘Ooh, we’ll feel sneaky as it is. We can suss the location out, have some bets, a few drinks.’

      Ashley put a finger to her chin.

      ‘I’m not sure whether we’ll be investigating or not. More getting a feel for the place and the sport. If we have to release Jonny Lowe from custody, he’ll probably be working there. The clerk of the course will obviously be around, so should the trainers and the owners. Fakenham Racecourse is small, so we can intermingle with everyone. It may not help the case, and something else more pressing might come up in the meantime, but I reckon the visit will be beneficial. Actually, we should stick to soft drinks, but we’ll have fun.’

      ‘Agreed. Excellent. I’m looking forward to it.’

      ‘Me, too. Maybe I’ll find a rich owner with a penchant for women who resemble Velma from Scooby Doo.’

      ‘I bet the place is brimming with them.’

      Ashley gave Michelle a quick hug, then whispered to her.

      ‘We’d better remain businesslike. If just singing freaked Sally out, she’d be the next on the table if she saw any hugging in here.’

      Michelle crossed her fingers. ‘It’ll work out for both of us. I’m sure of it. Fairy-tale endings.’

      Ashley did a thumbs-up.

      ‘I hope so. Sometimes, I feel like I’ve spent most of my life waiting. It would be lovely to finally arrive.’
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      Barry picked up Ashley the next morning so they could head to Nesmiths Racing Stable together. The business was only three miles from Fakenham Racecourse, which must be convenient on race days. It was likely one of the reasons why Glen Gordon chose to have his horses stabled there.

      Ashley had splurged on a new business suit during the recent sales – a fitted, dark green ensemble, which had made her feel powerful and confident in the shop. But now, as she waited for Barry to arrive, that confidence dwindled, replaced by a creeping self-doubt. Cropped trousers, a stylish choice she loved and would keep her hems out of the mud, were likely to attract his mocking comments about her wanting to be in the navy, and possibly a joke about performing favours for sailors.

      But Barry said nothing when she clambered into the car except a grumbled hello. Ashley knew he wasn’t brilliant at multitasking, so she held fire until they were through the traffic and out of Cromer before she probed where she thought his mind was.

      ‘How’s your nan?’

      ‘Not great. Carotid artery disease was confirmed.’

      ‘That sounds worrying. Can they fix it?’

      ‘Maybe, if she didn’t have a load of other conditions. She’s worn down. Getting incredibly old. There’s a real risk she wouldn’t survive the operation, but she doesn’t want to be messed around with, anyway.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

      ‘I suppose that’s life. Most of her friends are dead now. We had a chat last night. She wants a final Christmas. A good one with a few laughs, plenty to drink, nice food.’

      ‘You can give her that.’

      ‘She asked if you wanted to come over for Christmas dinner.’

      Ashley felt flattered. ‘You’re kidding. I’ve never even spoken to her.’

      ‘It was just an idea if you didn’t have plans.’

      ‘Airplanes’ by B.o.B had started playing. Barry’s face flushed as he put the volume up. He could still surprise her. He’d obviously mentioned Ashley to his grandmother. A revelation that stirred a mix of pleasure and apprehension.

      Ashley had enjoyed a few Christmas Days on her own. If you shut out the world and planned some good TV shows and films to watch, made a nice meal, it wasn’t too bad at all.

      Ashley often struggled to accept what she couldn’t help thinking was charity, but was usually simply evidence there were still plenty of kind people out there.

      Yet, as she glanced at Barry’s eager face, she knew it was only fair to voice her hopes for this holiday season. ‘Seb’s planning to be back for Christmas Day.’

      ‘Right.’ Barry took a quick peek at her as he slowed for a turning lorry. ‘Keep us as backup then, just in case.’

      ‘Thank you. I appreciate that.’

      Barry wouldn’t be too bothered if she failed to show, but she didn’t want to make other plans, even though Seb not getting home in time was possible.

      Barry drove to Nesmiths without using satnav, despite the place appearing to be in the middle of nowhere. He caught her looking at him.

      ‘I came here ages ago, not long after I joined the police. Frank got his paws on some tickets for a stable tour.’

      ‘What was it like?’

      ‘Nice. State of the art. Made me want my own horse. We looked into joining a syndicate for a while, but then I took the job with MIT and my time became the force’s.’

      Ashley laughed. ‘Such nobility. Truly inspiring.’

      ‘The trainer was a bit up his own arse, fairly young for the position and very brash, but it seemed a well organised operation.’

      Ashley took out her phone and brought up the website. Nesmiths Racing. She flicked through the photographs, all of which had been taken on a day with an azure sky.

      ‘Forty boxes. National Hunt trainer. Thirty years’ experience. Husband and wife team. I assume forty boxes means they have forty horses.’

      ‘If the stable is full. So, what’s that? Not that far off a million a year in training fees, plus a juicy margin on a range of auxiliary products and services.’

      Ashley smiled. Barry had a great ability to forget about his problems and focus on the task at hand.

      ‘Not bad.’

      ‘I suppose it depends on how many staff he has. Wage costs can kill profits. I did some research. Inflation is probably pinching for them as well. Transport costs. Equipment. Insurance.’

      ‘Excellent. You’re really focused on this case.’

      ‘It’s the new me. Rapid, laser-guided and efficient.’

      ‘You sound like a Black+Decker power drill.’

      ‘I’ve been called worse.’

      Barry turned off the main road and drove along a single lane towards a collection of low-level buildings stretching out from an old farmhouse. The surrounding tilled fields lay under a misty blanket waiting for winter’s long embrace. A pair of crows took flight, wheeling and cawing as they disappeared from sight.

      The detectives were greeted with high metal gates flanked by tall stone pillars, but the entrance was open.

      A diminutive woman in riding gear, leading an impressive horse that probably made her appear smaller than she was, came into view, forcing Barry to slow down. She stopped and stared at them. Under her riding cap, and with the low sun losing the battle with the mass of white clouds behind the house, it was tough to gauge her mood, but the set of her shoulders gave Ashley the impression of hostility.

      Barry parked up just inside the gates, and they both got out. Ashley heard horses whinnying out of sight. She strode towards the figure, who was waiting for them. Ashley craned her neck to take in the horse’s imposing height and muscular build. She felt dwarfed by its presence. The handler, who close up was marginally taller than the just over five feet Ashley, seemed to command the animal’s respect with ease.

      The woman had an athletic figure. Modern leggings were designed to be flattering, but these accentuated every curve, leaving little to the imagination. Ashley could almost have rested her car keys on one of those curves. Glancing to the side, she could have perched Barry’s chin on there, too.

      ‘Morning,’ said Ashley. ‘We’re here to have a word with the trainers, Mr and Mrs Nesmith. DI Knight and DC Hooper from Norfolk Constabulary.’

      ‘Alistair’s up on the gallops.’

      Her voice held aristocratic plummy notes, and she spoke with confidence.

      ‘Is that close by?’

      ‘Drive around the back here and you can’t miss it. Keep your revs low or you’ll scare the horses.’

      ‘Are you Mrs Nesmith?’

      ‘No, I’m not.’

      Ashley waited in vain for her to continue.

      The woman’s cold green eyes narrowed, a flicker of disapproval in their depths. With a dismissive toss of her head, a scowl deepened the faint lines around her mouth. Even without make-up, her skin glowed with health, a stark contrast to the coldness in her expression.

      Ashley managed to be polite.

      ‘Do you mind telling me who you are?’

      ‘Sewedy, Elizabeth El Sewedy. I need to get this boy up the gallops right now or he’ll start kicking out. The weather meant they spent a few days in their boxes.’

      With that, she pulled the reins to the left, and the large animal spun around and walked after her. They strode through another pair of stone pillars and by a long row of horse boxes on either side of a grassy area.

      Ashley followed her to check out the place and stopped at the entrance. The stables bore the subtle marks of time and disuse. She noticed faded and chipped paint on the nearest doors leading to empty boxes, which hinted at past glories. Perhaps silent monuments to better days.

      Saying that, the air smelled fresh, with a hint of manure, and the rhythmic clip-clop of hooves made the atmosphere peaceful, yet purposeful. Maybe the corners still whispered of the champions that once lived here, and would one day again. Ashley pushed open the closest stable door. There was a gentle creak of well-worn hinges. If only uncovering the place’s secrets were as easy.

      When the woman was out of earshot, she looked at Barry, who had come to stand next to her.

      ‘Friendly lady.’

      ‘Wow. I couldn’t be more turned on if we’d been greeted by Ariel the mermaid.’

      ‘Do you ever fantasise about real women?’

      ‘You mean like Princess Leia in Return of the Jedi?’

      Ashley shook her head with mock disgust but found herself considering their greeting a few moments ago.

      ‘I don’t understand why people like her choose to be rude. Why not be polite and helpful?’

      ‘Yeah, I know, it’s irritating.’

      Ashley shot Barry, the man who had rudeness down to a fine art, an exasperated look. Perhaps Elizabeth wasn’t impolite, just unhappy. Ashley suspected they were going to learn a lot that morning, but would it lead them to the killer?

      ‘Come on, horn-dog,’ she said, striding back to the car. ‘Let’s find the man in charge and hope he’s more accommodating.’

      Barry’s expression reflected her fears of that not being the case.
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      Barry’s car meandered along the winding road before he turned left near a copse of trees. A rising path beckoned them forward, then dipped into a gentle valley below. Eight horses, hooves pounding rhythmically, cantered up a sandy track towards them, a white rail marking the boundary between spectators and riders. Barry steered towards an old Land Rover, where a figure leaned against the bonnet, binoculars glued to his eyes.

      With a sense of purpose, Ashley stepped from the vehicle and approached the man, who had lowered his binoculars at her approach. He seemed to anticipate her arrival, striding forward with an air of authority and greeting her with a firm handshake.

      ‘Alistair Nesmith. A few call me Al, but I prefer Alistair.’

      ‘Detective Inspector Ashley Knight. My colleague is DC Hooper.’

      ‘How may I help?’

      Ashley waited for him to finish shaking Barry’s hand. ‘Were you expecting us?’

      ‘After what occurred, of course. Damn shame about Glen. Known him a long time.’

      ‘Yes. It’s always sad to investigate a tragic loss. I suppose it’s unwelcome news for you financially, with him having five horses here, or will his wife keep them with you?’

      ‘Early days for all that. Hopefully, she’ll leave them here. They had a bit of rotten luck recently, and he was the passionate one.’

      Ashley recalled someone else mentioning luck.

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘Faller at the last flight when the race was in the bag. Sad thing. Horse had to be retired. Jockey badly hurt. The game can be cruel, so you have to maintain a perspective. We don’t take things too seriously here. Enjoy life, but it’s not always easy.’

      Alistair looked over her head when he was talking, which Ashley found annoying, but he seemed calm and confident. He held himself stiffly. She suspected a military background. She could see him as a haughty officer.

      ‘I have a few questions for you. Could we talk in the house?’ Ashley asked.

      A flash of annoyance swept over Alistair’s features, which he didn’t bother to disguise.

      ‘Busy today. Busy most days. We had a sickie, and bloody Eddie was late this morning. Put us back.’

      Ashley hung on to the last of her patience.

      ‘Most people would rather chat in their homes than down the station.’

      A sneer crept onto Alistair’s face.

      ‘Why do you need to talk to me?’

      ‘A man, whom I presume was one of your most valued clients, has been murdered. His life revolved around the world of horse racing, so that’s where our investigation must begin.’

      Intelligent eyes finally met hers and stayed connected.

      ‘Can we chat in my car? I have another string due here in ten minutes and, as I said, we’re short-staffed today.’

      ‘Is your wife around?’ asked Barry.

      ‘You’re a brave chap. Julietta’s on the bay gelding. Red fleece, coming up the gallops. How about I converse with your boss, young man, and you battle with mine? We can pick up what’s left of you afterwards.’

      Barry’s nostrils flared. Aways a bad sign.

      ‘What should we do with your remains?’

      Alistair raised an eyebrow impressively high, then beamed, showing large teeth.

      ‘That’s it. I like a laugh. Leave me where I drop. It’ll be good for the grass.’

      He opened the passenger door of his vehicle for Ashley to enter, then walked around the other side and climbed in. Barry turned to wait for Julietta and the other riders.

      Ashley decided to go with the flow for the moment and got in. The seat was clear, but there were two empty Pepsi Max cans and a Starbucks cup littering the footwell.

      Alistair rested his binoculars on the dashboard, next to a large diary and pen. He observed her for a few seconds. ‘What would you like to know?’

      Ashley took out her notebook. With his cap off, Alistair appeared older. He had a ruddy face and spider veins over both cheeks, but he had pleasant features and exuded health.

      ‘Can you tell me a little about your operation?’

      ‘Sure. We have thirty horses here at Nesmiths. Capacity for forty. Jumps only. We perhaps could do both, but my dreams lie over fences.’

      ‘Do you live here?’

      ‘Yes, the wife and I are in the farmhouse.’

      ‘You have a nice place.’

      The tension that had been etched on his face disappeared. A faint smile played on his lips.

      ‘We have decent-sized, safe, turn-out paddocks, so the horses can unwind after exercise or a day’s racing. Our grass gallops are six furlongs, as is our relatively new Ecotrack. Still paying that off, mind. Lovely surface, though. There’s a range of schooling facilities. You know, logs, tyre jumps and hurdles. Two full-timers, lots of helpers and part-timers, Saturday workers, work riders, day-of-race staff, volunteers, youngsters. Group effort.’

      Ashley had read about the low wages in the horse-racing industry, a stark contrast to the glamour and excitement often associated with the sport.

      ‘So, someone called in sick today?’

      ‘One of the girls. Volunteers, you see. Aren’t always reliable, but I can’t complain.’

      Ashley suspected that was far from the truth.

      ‘What kind of owner was Glen?’

      ‘The best. Took my advice. Never questioned me. Paid up when due, well, more-or-less. Loyal. There’s often an upstart trainer promising the world, but we went back many years.’

      ‘Was he the type who had enemies?’

      Alistair flashed another toothy smile.

      ‘Gosh, no. Good chap. Lots of friends. Generous with his time and money.’

      Ashley didn’t detect any deceit, but his weatherworn face was full of creases, so it was difficult to tell.

      ‘Are you finding these inflationary times a challenge?’

      ‘Yes, of course. Everything’s gone up. Julietta deals with the finances, but it’s getting harder.’

      ‘Did Glen come here much?’

      ‘Yes, maybe once a week. He liked to watch them gallop. Being around the horses is a big part of it. Not just race day. The anticipation makes you feel alive. Do you ride?’

      ‘I had a bike for a while, but someone nicked it.’

      His eyes crinkled further. ‘That’s the spirit. Magnificent animals. I don’t regret my choices. To be within the game with these creatures is all I’ve ever wanted. From my youth, pony racing, to the Household Cavalry. Naturally, times can be challenging. Tough decisions need to be made. Sadly, we’re not Jackdaws Castle.’

      Ashley didn’t know what to make of that, so she wrote his words down in full, taking over a minute. She wondered if that would faze Alistair, but he had an eye on Barry, who had finished talking to the woman in the red fleece and was approaching another rider.

      As a couple, the trainers were a good-looking pair, although she’d put Alistair close to sixty with Julietta a good fifteen years younger. She was more attractive with olive skin and high cheekbones, but Ashley guessed women would find Alistair’s looks and confidence appealing.

      ‘We’ll need to chat with your workers, if that’s okay?’

      Alistair’s jaw set, but he slowly nodded.

      ‘Most know nothing. They turn up and work. Buffy and Eddie may help. Been with me yonks. Eddie since not long after he retired from riding.’

      Ashley smiled, although loyal employees might be the last people she wanted to speak to.

      ‘Buffy is an unusual name.’

      ‘Elizabeth. Nice girl. Married a sheikh.’

      ‘Ah, I met her, briefly.’

      Alistair chuckled. ‘Buffy’s a cool customer.’

      ‘Strange place to work if you’ve married into wealth.’

      ‘I’m joking. He might not be rich, but one can only assume because she doesn’t talk about him. He’s away on business most of the time, so she gets to spend her days with her first love. Our horses. She rides out every day, spends all week with them. That’s her kind of heaven. Look, I’d better get on, or the chief will make my life hell. Find Eddie in the yard if you want to hear about our background or history. He knows Glen. Knew Glen.’

      ‘Will do.’

      They sat for a minute as Barry approached another rider, who visibly shrugged at whatever he asked him. Ashley thanked Alistair and left the vehicle.

      Barry was standing on his own. As they strolled back to their car, Ashley noticed Julietta had remounted but was staring at them. She seemed to bare her teeth before she wheeled the horse away.

      ‘How did you get on?’ she asked.

      ‘I think the phrase is “well-schooled”.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘It felt a bit like Julietta’s answers had been prepared. I tried to speak to a few of the others. Nobody was talkative. The wife was particularly frosty, but efficient-sounding. She organises the exercise rota and entries, and Alistair manages the operation.’

      Ashley glanced back up at the Land Rover, which Alistair had still not left.

      ‘That’s funny. He implied she paid the bills.’

      ‘Great. More lies, although she did tell me they had a lot of overheads.’

      ‘Alistair said I should speak to Eddie Whelan.’

      ‘Julietta did too. She called him The Whip.’
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      When they returned to the stables, they didn’t have to search far. An old man, bandy legs evidence of a life in the stirrups, lumbered around the corner. He was carrying a shovel and accompanied a child who looked about sixteen. Seeing them, he raised an index finger in greeting, sent the girl away, and came over. His face, a roadmap of laughter lines and sun-baked wrinkles, split into an impish grin.

      He had to be Eddie Whelan, the ex-jockey.

      ‘Morning. You must be detectives.’

      Ashley and Barry shook his outstretched hand. He had to look up into Ashley’s eyes. She returned his smile.

      ‘You don’t miss much, Eddie.’

      ‘Whip-smart, you see. Racing stables are hotbeds of gossip and intrigue, secrets and surprises, not to mention drunken shenanigans.’

      Ashley detected a hint of an Irish accent.

      ‘Are they now?’

      He chuckled. ‘No, not really. It were different, though, when I were younger. Lots of boozing and tomfoolery, but all this professionalism, never mind health and safety, has swept the joy right out of it. Only the gossip remains.’

      It seemed Barry’s patience had been carried away, too. ‘Talking of professional, weren’t you late in today?’

      ‘Ah, has my lovely boss dropped me in it? Everything went wrong this morning. I couldn’t remember where I’d put my teeth, and my knee locked. Sometimes does that. Broke it a few times in falls. Cold starts don’t do it any favours.’

      Ashley decided to paper over Barry’s terse comment.

      ‘That’s more than understandable. We’re here about Glen Gordon. Did you know him?’

      ‘Of course. He visited regular. Quite a shock when I heard.’

      ‘Can you tell us what he was like?’

      ‘Glen rarely talked to me, but he seemed an okayish bloke.’

      Ashley raised an eyebrow. ‘Why do you say that?’

      ‘Didn’t I read there’s no such thing as a good millionaire?’

      ‘I think that phrase refers to billionaires, but I get your point. Is there any reason why anyone would want to do him harm?’

      ‘I’ve always been a live-and-let-live type. Nobody tells us work riders and mucker-outers anything. We drift along in the background like servants. More so now I’m dragging one peg-leg in the grave.’

      Barry scowled. ‘You just told us these places were hotbeds of gossip.’

      ‘As I said, we hear things. Don’t make ’em true.’

      Barry carried on regardless.

      ‘Alistair mentioned you were a person to talk to about Nesmiths.’

      ‘Probably wanted rid of ya. Busy time of day, this.’

      ‘Come on. Sounds like you don’t miss a beat.’

      ‘I get by.’

      ‘Have you been here long?’

      ‘Decades. I was a journeyman jockey. Had a few triumphs, but you need the top rides, or it’s hard to earn a living. Finally, your injuries are the big winners. Old men don’t bounce. I don’t even ride out any more. Us jockeys aren’t known for our pension planning, either, but retirement won’t take no for an answer. It’ll be rough to leave, but there’ll be horses in the old country. I love it back there.’

      Ashley could tell Eddie had a wealth of experience, but his answers were like treacle. They seemed to have substance, but there was nothing to grab hold of. She gestured to the empty boxes.

      ‘Is this a tough game?’

      ‘Training or owning?’

      ‘Both.’

      ‘Damn right, and game is the correct word. Virtually no owners make big profits from their horses. There are falls and injuries, and sadly a few die. The owners have a particularly bitter pill to swallow if their horse cost a hundred grand.’

      ‘Not as bitter as it is for the horse.’

      For the first time, Eddie’s smile vanished. ‘That goes without saying. Breaks my heart every time. They’re special creatures. Magical.’

      ‘Isn’t there insurance?’ asked Ashley.

      ‘At a hefty price. The truth is, most nags just aren’t good enough. They’re slow horses, or they can’t jump smoothly enough, or they don’t give a fig about running quickly. You try getting half a tonne of animal to run as fast as he can if he’d prefer to trot around at the rear and take his time. They’re pack animals. Some never want to be at the front.’

      Barry was still frowning.

      ‘Isn’t that what the whip’s for?’

      Eddie’s demeanour shifted. He pointed a finger again. This time at Barry.

      ‘Back in my day, maybe. Piggott was famous for marking his mount, but even then, if the horse weren’t interested, you were hitting them for nothing. Nowadays, the whips are foam-cushioned. I wish we had them when I were a youngster.’

      Ashley didn’t know what that meant.

      ‘Surely they still hurt.’

      ‘Nah, they’re lightweight. All about noise, not impact. I’ll show you when I have a bit more time, assuming I see you again. You wouldn’t feel a thing.’

      Eddie had a mischievous expression on his face, so she doubted that. Hopefully he wasn’t being kinky.

      She chose to get him back on the topic of training.

      ‘So, Alistair has a few challenges?’

      ‘Sure does. He needs successes, or the owners go elsewhere. The Nesmiths do all right, though.’

      ‘Ever hear of anyone having recent money worries?’

      ‘Like Alistair?’

      Ashley bobbed her head.

      ‘No, he’s just tight.’

      Ashley paused while Barry finished writing in his notebook. ‘How about Jonny Lowe?’ she asked.

      ‘Canarybet?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Jonny’s a bookie. Works the rail at Fakenham. That’s his company’s name. He wears a big green and yellow Norwich City Football Club coat at every meeting. They’re the Canaries.’

      ‘Have you seen him here?’

      Eddie took off his dirty, battered baseball cap and ran his hand over his head.

      ‘You know what, he was here a fair bit, but I’ve no idea why. Strange place for a bookmaker to be.’
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      Ashley and Barry returned to their vehicle and began the journey back to OCC, with Barry grumbling under his breath.

      ‘Typical.’

      ‘What’s bugging you?’

      ‘Rich folk get on my tits.’

      ‘What and who are you on about now?’

      ‘Some call me Al. Condescending bastard.’

      ‘There was something patronising about Alistair, but he was focused on his business.’

      ‘And there was definitely bullshit amongst the horseshit.’

      ‘Yeah, I had the impression people were cagey and vague.’

      ‘Too right. Nobody pulls the wool over Hoops’ eyes.’

      Ashley decided to let that one pass.

      ‘Well, let’s hope the rest of the team has more to go on than just their sixth senses.’

      When they reached the office, there was a hubbub of activity, but no meaningful headway had been achieved. Kettle had called a gathering at one o’clock, so Barry caught up with his paperwork, while Ashley made sure the HOLMES and incident rooms were set up. Many of those present vanished at twelve thirty, returning after lunch to take their seats in the main meeting room.

      Kettle and Ashley took positions at the head of the table as the different departments filtered in. Kettle knocked his fist on the wooden surface to get everyone’s attention.

      ‘Right. There’s a risk of taking events casually with how this investigation has been drawn out over a few days. I know you superstars wouldn’t let that happen, but let’s recap, anyway. Yesterday morning, the body of racehorse owner, Glen Gordon, was found at Fakenham Racecourse close to where Frank Levine was assaulted. Like with the sergeant, he had suffered blunt-force trauma, but in his case it was fatal. He was likely missing since Monday evening. We’re holding a man who went to the course that night and turned up in a blood-splattered shirt on Wednesday afternoon.’

      Kettle paused and looked around the room.

      ‘However, we don’t believe he performed the killing blow. Custody are getting twitchy about why we still have him in our cells if we’re only charging him for possessing a minor offensive weapon, but I’ve taken the decision to keep him in because, if the blood that was on his shirt turns out to be Glen’s and not his own, we’ll look like a right bunch of Charlies if he disappears. I understand he refused to leave his cell today when called for interview.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ said Jan. ‘He demanded food and was more bolshy. Could be he’s worried about implicating himself, or very confident we’re going to let him go.’

      ‘Well, you’ll have one more chance to grill him tomorrow after the bloods come back, or he’ll be off to the magistrates’ court for a rap on the knuckles over his knife. Then he will be free to do whatever he likes. Ashley?’

      Ashley paused until all eyes were on her. She spoke slowly, with much to discuss, some of which was complicated.

      ‘When anything concerns horse racing, it’s likely to be about money, so that is our main focus. There’s a whiff of solvency problems around Glen and perhaps Alistair, the guy who trains his horses. We’ve had a chat with a few people and there’s something not right. Alistair’s stable might just be in decline, and Glen didn’t sound bankrupt, but Jonny Lowe is certainly deep in debt. Let’s remain focused and keep open minds. Sal, Emma and Hector have been checking social media and any news, racing or otherwise, that’s in the public domain. Emma?’

      The sergeant had a quick glance at her notes.

      ‘The deceased was the man around town for most of the last twenty years. He even opened a café in the centre and was regularly in the winning owners’ column in the Racing Post. That type of publicity has generally gone quiet of late.’

      Ashley recalled the clerk of the course telling her about Glen’s recent purchases.

      ‘That supports the picture we’re building,’ she said. ‘We also heard he was buying cheaper horses with less potential.’

      Emma nodded.

      ‘That fits. His recent record seems to be fairly disappointing, except for one horse, which had been reeling off the wins at Fakenham. Eight months ago, that horse fell at the final fence to rob him of a nice prize, and the jockey injured himself in the process. They had to airlift him to hospital afterwards.’

      ‘We heard he’d had a poor run of luck. Any other news of worth?’

      ‘Not as such. The trainer, Alistair Nesmith, who you and Barry visited today, lost a high-profile owner about eighteen months ago. Took her eight-strong team off Nesmiths Racing and sent them to Jonjo O’Neill.’

      ‘That’s a loss in income of at least £160,000 per year to Nesmiths,’ said Barry. ‘Great result for Jackdaws Castle.’

      Ashley’s head shot around.

      ‘What was that place?’

      ‘Jackdaws is a huge, state-of-the-art operation. Remarkably successful.’

      ‘Alistair mentioned he wasn’t like Jackdaws Castle, but he didn’t tell me an owner had transferred her business from Nesmiths to them.’

      ‘Ouch,’ said Sal. ‘A reasonably big stable like Nesmiths must operate on quite a few fixed costs and economies of scale, so that’s gonna hurt.’

      Kettle had a frown on his face.

      ‘You spoke to the trainer, Ashley. Can you explain the financial side to us non-horse folk?’

      ‘I’ll defer to Barry. He had a word with Alistair’s wife, Julietta, who Alistair said manages that aspect, although she implied it was him.’

      Kettle frowned at the contradiction.

      Barry thought for a moment before answering.

      ‘Right, based on what she said and what I researched, there are costs such as staff to exercise the horses, which are variable expenses depending on how many horses they’re training, but the owner still needs to maintain the buildings, mow the grass, keep on top of the all-weather gallops, and pay accountants and insurance premiums, so it’s possible the pips are squeaking.’

      Kettle crossed his arms. ‘I’m not hearing a motivation for murder. What about social media?’

      ‘There isn’t much,’ said Emma. ‘Nesmiths Racing has a Facebook page and a website, but neither have been updated recently. Canarybet.com exists, but it’s a simple site with little more than contact details on it. The deceased’s wife, Fiona Gordon, is the most visible and engaged. She has an Instagram profile where she posts pics of herself at the races in the parade ring or the winners’ enclosure. Not loads of late, but she clearly enjoys being seen out and about, and looking prosperous. Her husband is in a couple of shots, appearing decidedly less groomed.’

      ‘That’s interesting,’ said Ashley. ‘She made it out to be more her husband’s passion, although she could just be using racing photos to make her social media more interesting.’

      ‘Any criminal records?’ asked Kettle.

      ‘No,’ replied Jan. ‘Most are squeaky clean. Although Alistair was arrested twenty-five years ago after a fight at Uttoxeter Racecourse. The case was dropped.’

      Ashley frowned. Alistair didn’t appear the type to lose control.

      ‘Okay. He seemed a restrained type to me, but it could have been a front.’

      Kettle scratched his bald head. ‘I don’t think we’re close to getting to grips with what this is about yet. I assume we’ve been looking into ANPR. Any interesting records related to that, or maybe CCTV footage from nearby buildings or in Fakenham town centre?’

      ANPR stood for Automatic Number Plate Recognition, and was a system the police used to monitor vehicle movements and therefore track the locations of cars of interest.

      ‘That’s been my focus today,’ said Zelda. ‘As we know, there are few cameras in Norfolk, full stop, and it seems the area around Fakenham is particularly sparse. I even called Kurt, Jonny’s partner, to see if Jonny had a dashcam, but he said not. We obviously have his car, but I wondered if one had been removed. As a note, Kurt’s phone rang for a long time before he answered. I would normally hang up faster, but Sal was asking me something. Kurt could have been in the garden, but perhaps he was more likely wondering whether to answer.’

      Kettle rose from his seat. ‘Lots to consider here. Anyone else with anything to add?’

      Emma raised her hand.

      ‘I rang the clerk of the course and left a message. If you remember, he was looking into rumours for us. I received a call back from him just before this meeting. He told me over the last two years there have been two British Horseracing Authority investigations where Alistair Nesmith was the trainer.’

      ‘Which means?’

      ‘Racing’s police are looking into what he’s been up to.’

      Ashley smiled as the revelation grabbed people’s attention. ‘Interesting. Although I suppose he’s had hundreds of runners over the years. What were the findings?’

      ‘The BHA has no end of ongoing enquiries into lots of people, so David doesn’t follow them. He said if someone wants to call him tomorrow afternoon, he’ll pull some strings and get the inside story.’

      ‘Did he have anything more on Jonny not paying out to winners?’

      ‘Jonny was guilty of a bit of slow pay, but nobody seems to have been stiffed. That includes punters and other bookmakers. The camping manager hasn’t been able to reach the person who was on the site yet, but that’s not unusual for people who enjoy living off the grid.’

      A quick dip of Kettle’s chin signalled his approval at their swift replies.

      ‘Excellent work. What are we focusing on next, Ashley?’

      ‘Michelle’s post-mortem report should be in by tomorrow, with the blood analysis being the key element. There’s a race meeting at Fakenham on Saturday. Michelle and I are going. Anyone else who’s available is welcome to join us. Consider it a working jolly. We’ll go incognito, sunglasses, maybe a hat, blend in with the crowd. Perhaps show our faces later on.’

      ‘What are you hoping to achieve?’ asked Kettle.

      ‘It’s a chance to observe who shows up. Watch who mingles with whom. The grieving widow, the troubled trainer, and the struggling bookie. None of them are forced to be there. It’s possible Alistair might send his wife as a representative for Nesmiths instead of appearing himself.’

      Her boss’s brow furrowed in thought.

      ‘Seems a decent idea. No drinking. Have a cheeseburger on expenses. I’ve been to a few meetings there. It can get busy if the racing is competitive, so don’t forget what we’re dealing with here. Fakenham Racecourse is where Frank was assaulted and Glen’s murder took place. It’s entirely possible the killer will turn up.’
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      Ashley woke to a cold, grey day. She found herself checking her emails in bed again. A habit she’d sworn to stop, but a grin spread across her face. A WhatsApp message had arrived overnight from Mexico.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hi Ash. Just a quick message as we have sporadic signal. We’re finally getting our story finished here, so I’m hopeful of being back as planned by Christmas Eve. Are you sure it’s okay for me to stay over at yours? My parents have asked if we fancied Christmas Day with them. I’m easy. If you do want to go, start consuming vast quantities of salt immediately to build up your tolerance for her roast turkey dinner. Otherwise, the gravy will instantly turn you into Tutankhamun.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ve been chatting with an editor I regularly do work for, and he wants me to write an interesting piece from the Sudan. Generous money, but probably a three-month job in the spring. After that, I’ve got a plan! You’ll be pleased to hear it’s neither crazy nor cunning. I’ll talk to you about it when I return.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Can’t wait to see you, Seb.

      

      

      

      

      

      Ashley’s smile evaporated, replaced by a look of concern. Would the raging war in Sudan be more dangerous than investigating Mexican cartels? Ashley lay back for a moment, then jumped out of bed, pulled on her running gear, and left the house. She didn’t have long, so she ran towards the town centre. After Seb’s message, she seemed to see the Christmas decorations for the first time, even though they must have been up ages. They would look stunning on the pier when lit against the inky black sea.

      On Cromer’s promenade, the biting air was a welcome shock to her system. The cold seeping into her skin worked as a counterbalance to Seb’s email, which had lit a flame. Ashley had experienced a treacherous gurgle in her stomach when she’d seen his message, but she knew half a relationship wasn’t enough for her. He’d only been gone a month, but she felt single. Saying the phrase ‘I’ve been seeing someone’ sounded rubbish when you were heading for fifty.

      She reached the White Horse at East Runton, open now after its refurb. A few lights had been left on, so she peered through the windows. There was a modern, sophisticated air to the place. Tranquil artwork adorned the dark, textured panelling. A long, sleek fireplace and comfortable leather chairs fostered a cosy and intimate atmosphere. Seb would love to stretch out in a spot like that. Perhaps she’d take him for a meal after Christmas. Maybe they could get in for Boxing Day.

      She began the run home realising what she’d done. Gone with the flow. She let their ‘thing’ filter through her mind as she ran. Nothing became obvious. That was the problem for a detective. You found yourself arguing both sides. Understanding everyone’s point of view. Helpful in a complicated investigation, but not so valuable in the murk of people’s personal lives.

      Was Seb right? Did her demanding job truly leave no room for a conventional relationship? Would it be unfair to involve someone else in her work-focused life? Seb had asked for nothing but her company when he came home, and the thought of his return always ignited a familiar spark within her. Yet, a nagging doubt persisted. Was this fleeting excitement enough to build a future on? Should she be looking for someone more settled?

      Perhaps ending things in the new year would be best, after a little Christmas fun, of course.

      Ashley took a long, deliberate shower, emerging refreshed and ready to tackle the case, then drove into the office and worked through her emails. At nine, she ushered Sal and Jan into an interview room, checked they’d prepared for their discussion with the bookmaker, Jonny Lowe, then set them to task. Ashley watched the action in real time from the observation room.

      At least on this occasion, Jonny attended without argument, but he looked rough and said he felt ill. It appeared that was all Jonny was planning to say, despite her detectives’ valiant attempts. The solicitor next to him seemed disengaged. To her surprise, as Sal ended the interview, Jonny spoke up.

      ‘Why don’t you wise up? I haven’t killed anyone.’

      Sal opened his hands.

      ‘Excellent. Talk to us. All we want to do is rule you out.’

      ‘What do you need from me to prove I’m not involved?’

      Some of the officers were fast enough to type their minutes straight into a laptop, but Sal was old school. He reopened his notebook.

      ‘Not much. Authorisation to look at your phone records would help.’

      Seeing as Jonny was a suspect in a murder investigation, they had grounds to check them anyway. Sal was testing Jonny’s compliance.

      ‘Okay, you’ve got it. I’m so sick of this shit. You can also study my bank statements if you’re expecting a succession of suspicious payments.’

      ‘Why would we be looking for them?’

      Jonny threw his arms in the air.

      ‘Who knows? But you’ll notice I’m getting close to my overdraft limit. I’ve probably just enough cash for tomorrow. Let’s hope a load of donkeys win, or I’ll be finished.’

      Sal’s pen poised mid-flow.

      ‘You’re going to the races?’

      ‘Of course. I paid for my pitch and the entrance fee before all this madness. I need to make some money.’

      Ashley had seen a wide range of interviewees, cool or desperate, who had been convincing under questioning, so she’d take Jonny’s cooperation with a pinch of salt. Who knew how many bank accounts or phones he had?

      Jan took the details down, which Jonny recited from memory, and had him sign the authorisation form. Jonny struggled to rise to his feet when the interview was over. It had been an exhausting few days for him, whatever he’d been up to.

      At ten, Ashley received the call she’d been waiting for. One from Michelle.

      ‘Hi, Ash. Okay, a few of the results are in, and we completed the full PM on Glen first thing after the wife confirmed his identity.’

      ‘How was she?’

      ‘Devastated. As for Glen, if you study the cross-section view of his brain, you’ll see severe damage, likely from a single blow swung by someone with at least moderate strength.’

      ‘So, not done by a sweet old lady?’

      ‘Not unless she was a gym bunny.’

      ‘No other injuries or health concerns?’

      ‘Just his heart weighed in heavy. I knew it would because of visible excess epicardial fat. We’ve checked his records, and he had a heart attack eight years ago. We found no heart failure cells in the lungs, though, so, in conclusion, death due to haemorrhage with significant skull bone fractures causing major intracranial injuries.’

      Ashley translated in her head. ‘Killed by a single hammer blow.’

      ‘Or similar object. There’ll be metal fragments present, but what sort they are will take time to confirm. We haven’t had the DNA results back yet, but Glen’s blood group is different from the type we found on Jonny’s shirt. AB– to A+. Rarest to the most common. Frank’s is O+, so that doesn’t match, either.’

      ‘That’s a shame.’

      ‘I thought you’d be pleased. Are we still on for tomorrow?’

      ‘Yes, shall I pick you up, or do you want to see me there?’

      ‘I’ll drive and meet you in the car park if we aren’t drinking. I’m looking forward to it. Anyone else tagging along? A gang of us going would be fun.’

      ‘Hector emailed to confirm he’d be there. Barry texted me, and he’s keen. I suppose, considering he actually has an interest in the sport, we should let him come.’

      ‘He can buy us gals a mocktail.’

      ‘Good idea!’

      Ashley put the phone down and rang the custody desk to explain their enquiries would be ongoing. The duty sergeant said he would release Jonny on conditional bail to return and check in once a week at the station and not leave the country. Then Jonny would be off to Norwich Magistrates’ Court. Ashley expected him to receive an unwelcome, hefty financial penalty. It would push him closer to the edge.

      At two o’clock, Ashley called the clerk of the course.

      ‘David Hunter speaking.’

      ‘Hi, David. DI Knight here. You said for us to give you a ring.’

      ‘Afternoon, Ashley. Okay, well, as I mentioned, I’m not one for tittle-tattle, but one of my contacts has told me something you might be interested in. There are rumblings of discontent about the trainer, Alistair Nesmith. Some revolve around an incident at Market Rasen Racecourse a few years ago where one of his mares won at 4/1, despite not showing a jot of form beforehand.’

      Ashley struggled with horse-racing odds. All this six-to-four and double-carpet stuff she’d seen on television.

      ‘Why was it 4/1 if its record was terrible?’

      ‘Ah, you see. It was 25/1 ten minutes before the off.’

      ‘You’ll have to excuse my innocence, but does that mean there was suspicion the horse wasn’t trying in its previous races, or the trainer had been deliberately nobbling it?’

      Ashley smiled as she wondered where she’d dragged that terminology from.

      ‘Some trainers are accused of sending out non-triers. It might be the horses aren’t trained hard, possibly not fit at all, or they were being run at the wrong distance, or even over the wrong obstacles.’

      ‘Big fences as opposed to little fences?’

      ‘Correct. Chase fences instead of hurdles. A horse’s pedigree usually dictates whether it will be able to race faster over a shorter trip, say two miles, or if it’s a stayer, where they show stamina up to as much as four and a half miles.’

      ‘Aren’t all these shenanigans illegal and fairly obvious to the authorities?’

      ‘Kind of. The BHA, that’s the British Horseracing Authority, is on the lookout for this type of thing. They can request records from the bookmakers and question staff, but often the people who do these things are smart.’

      Ashley found herself thinking of Eddie the jockey.

      ‘Too clever for the authorities?’

      David chuckled.

      ‘They always believe they are. Also, a horse’s form in its first race back each season is often unpredictable, so experienced racing fans always pay close attention to that fact. A few are at their best fresh, but most horses improve after their first outing.’

      Ashley huffed out a breath.

      ‘So many shades of grey.’

      ‘That’s true. The horse in the Market Rasen case was called Bakersfield. She had been running over two and a half miles, but was trying a new distance of three miles two furlongs. If you remember a year ago, we had experienced a long spell of wet weather, but the ground read as good to firm that day.’

      ‘Which means there were plausible reasons for the mare’s improved form.’

      ‘Correct. Alistair also dispensed with the services of his regular jockey, a journeyman called Ronan Rafferty, and put up a leading jockey. To cap it all off, Alistair added blinkers for the first time. Needless to say, the horse won with a bit in hand, but it was a poor race where she didn’t beat much.’

      ‘Okay, but what about betting patterns?’

      ‘Because it was such a weak contest, turnover would be low, so any significant bets would cause the odds to swiftly collapse. As they did in this case. I assume it was arguable that the horse could win. It had patches of all-right form the previous season on good ground. The blinkers can work miracles, and the top jockeys are the best for a reason.’

      Ashley tried to draw a conclusion to their conversation.

      ‘We’re not talking a million-pound fiddle, then.’

      ‘Maybe tens of thousands. It may not have been a scam. Rumours abound on racecourses. Someone might have had a £100 bet on Bakersfield. The punter behind them noticed, copied the wager, told his friends, and so on. If you’ve had a few successful gambling coups, which Alistair has, then other gamblers are always monitoring their horses’ prices. A pile-on could soon occur.’

      Ashley considered the money. Not life-changing, but if funds were tight, pressure would ease.

      ‘Isn’t that sort of thing quite a risk?’

      ‘If you’re a trainer? Yes, I’d have said so, but I’m a law-abiding citizen.’

      Ashley chuckled. Smooth answer.

      ‘If he were caught, what would be the sanctions?’

      ‘A large fine, potentially the loss of his training licence.’

      Ashley struggled to understand how taking such a chance was sensible. Perhaps Alistair was confident he’d escape any repercussions, or perhaps, like many villains, he couldn’t help himself.

      ‘Okay, anything else?’

      ‘Yes, it seems he escaped scot-free with this one, if indeed it was a fix-up, because the case is closed. There is another investigation regarding the stable, which is ongoing.’

      ‘Is it for the same sort of thing?’

      ‘I’m busy with organising Saturday’s meeting, so I haven’t had time to probe into that matter. What I do know is the race was here at Fakenham in springtime. I remember the incident. We have many dramatic races here, and that was one of them.’

      Ashley guessed straight away. ‘Was it the piece of bad luck the owner Glen Gordon had when his horse fell at the last?’

      A pause hung on the other end of the line.

      ‘Yes, you’re right. Look, there’ll be people in the know tomorrow. Most of the stewards would have worked that day. I’ll ask around again. Did you want free tickets?’

      Ashley decided not to tell him she would be there.

      ‘No, thank you, but keep a note of who turns up for me.’

      ‘Will do.’

      ‘What was the name of Glen Gordon’s horse that almost won?’

      ‘The Taciturn Man.’

      ‘And who owned Bakersfield?’

      ‘That was also Glen Gordon.’
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      Ashley finished the call and sat in thought for a few moments. She called Barry over.

      ‘I’ve just spoken to David. He said that racing’s authorities have been investigating Alistair over two cases in the last two years. Both horses were owned by Glen Gordon. He’s off the hook with the first race, but the other investigation is ongoing. That appears to be the one that’s caused problems for a lot of people.’

      Barry swiftly pulled up a chair and sat next to her. He grabbed her mouse.

      ‘Move over. You know what we need to do.’

      ‘No?’

      ‘Watch the race. What’s the horse’s name.’

      ‘The Taciturn Man. Can we do that? It was getting on for eight months ago.’

      ‘Of course, and it’s free.’ Barry typed ‘The Taciturn Man’ into Google. ‘Here we go. His last race was at Fakenham. The one where he fell at the final fence. If we head to Sportinglife.com, we just log in with our Sky Bet account, which luckily I have, then visit replays. Find the race, 3.15 Handicap Chase, and click play.’

      Barry put the volume up and the coverage began. Three runners milled around behind the starter’s tape.

      ‘Thirty seconds to the off and it’s been an intriguing betting market. The favourites have flip-flopped, with punters seemingly having forgiven The Taciturn Man his tame finish in his previous run at Huntingdon, but then the money came for Her Ladyship. To add spice to the contest, Strike the Post who was trading as high as 12/1, has now come in to 5/1. The flag is raised, they’re under starter’s orders, and they’re off!

      ‘Local course favourite, The Taciturn Man, has gone into an early lead. His two competitors are behind in single file. Her Ladyship in second with Strike the Post bringing up the rear. That’s a good jump from the leader. He always swings around this tight track well, and took another length out of the chasing pair at that obstacle.’

      After half the contest, where little changed, Barry leaned back in his seat.

      ‘This looks over. The second favourite, Her Ladyship, has been pushed along for the last quarter of a mile. See, she’s being pulled up.’

      Ashley watched with interest as the jockey stood up in the stirrups and steered the horse around the next fence, as opposed to hopping over it. ‘And then there were two.’

      ‘Yes, but Taciturn is hard held. Strike the Post is trying, but he has five lengths to make up and isn’t jumping fast enough.’

      ‘The Taciturn Man extends his lead as he approaches the second last. Not quite as good there, although he fiddled his way over without losing too much momentum. It seemed the jockey couldn’t see a stride, but the horse put himself right. That’s why he’s so successful at this track. Ronan Rafferty takes a long look over his shoulder to find Strike the Post labouring in second. The whip is out for that one. Only the final fence stands in the path of The Taciturn Man scoring another fabulous course victory. Wait a minute, the jockey seems unbalanced.’

      Ashley leaned towards the screen. Instead of charging at the obstacle as it had the others, the brown horse veered to the left. The rider leaning over to the same side.

      The commentator’s voice went into overdrive.

      ‘The Taciturn Man has refused and crashed through the wings of the fence. Rafferty has come off and the horse has fallen, and, I’m sad to say, that looks a nasty incident. Hopefully horse and jockey will be okay. The Taciturn Man has risen, but Rafferty is still down. Strike the Post is approaching the final flight. He only needs to get over, and he does, with a tired leap. Strike the Post is heavily eased on the way to the line, with the verdict not in doubt, but oh, the fortunes of steeplechasing. Defeat, snatched from the jaws of victory, for all those involved with The Taciturn Man.’
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      Barry played the end of the footage again. Ashley cringed as the jockey smashed into the side of the fence.

      Barry chuckled next to her.

      ‘Gutted.’

      ‘That’s not nice. Poor guy, and poor horse.’

      ‘Yeah, I wasn’t referring to what happened to them, which is obviously terrible. I was laughing about everyone thinking their bet was in the bag and imagining themselves collecting their winnings, then boom!’

      ‘Another case of you getting pleasure from other people’s misfortunes.’

      ‘Not at all. I’m simply smiling at the vagaries of life.’

      ‘Vagaries?’

      ‘I heard Hector use it.’

      Ashley huffed out a breath.

      ‘I feel out of my depth. Why would a horse do that?’

      ‘Could be lots of things. Sometimes the saddle slips, and the jockey loses control, or the horse is tired and runs down the obstacle instead of jumping it.’

      Ashley shouted to her team. ‘Right! Over here. I want you all to watch this race.’

      Sal, Emma, Jan, Morgan, Hector and Zelda gathered behind her, while Barry clicked replay, put the volume up a bit higher, and stepped out of their way. At the last fence, the fresh watchers let out a groan as the horse crashed out.

      Kettle cleared his throat at the office door.

      ‘Just when I thought I’d seen everything in this place. What next? Opium parties?’

      Barry gave him a serious look. ‘Week on Saturday, sir. Sal’s house.’

      A smile almost crept onto Kettle’s face. He pointed at Ashley’s laptop.

      ‘I assume that’s research regarding our murder.’

      ‘Yes, your arrival is good timing. Have you got an hour?’

      ‘I can give you half.’

      Five minutes later, the team were seated in a meeting room. Ashley had cleaned the whiteboard. She stood beside it, brandishing a marker pen. Circled in the middle of the board was the racehorse owner, Glen Gordon. Arrows shot out of his name to Fiona Gordon, Jonny Lowe, Kurt McAdam, Alistair Nesmith, and Julietta Nesmith.

      ‘Simply put, we have a murder, and we don’t know who was responsible. As we’ve stated before, nearly all victims are killed by people they’ve met before. Considering the background to this case, I reckon that’s the way to go.’

      ‘Or are at least connected to individuals they’re acquainted with,’ said Kettle. ‘Assassins, and the like.’

      ‘Excellent point, sir. Who else have we encountered?’

      ‘David Hunter,’ said Emma.

      ‘Eddie Whelan,’ said Barry with a glint in his eye, ‘and don’t forget Sweaty Buffy.’

      Kettle raised an eyebrow. ‘Who?’

      ‘It’s Buffy. Elizabeth El Sewedy. Stable staff.’

      ‘You’re a class act, Barry.’

      ‘Let’s not overlook the fact it’s often the maintenance man,’ said Morgan. ‘Fifty-fifty it’s him.’

      ‘Yep. We should bang him up now,’ replied Zelda. ‘No questions asked. Maybe we could put them all in the big holding cell like in El Salvador.’

      Ashley chuckled. ‘No, it’s a race day tomorrow. That wouldn’t be fair.’

      She scribbled ‘Head groundsman, Stephen Hill’, on the board, plus his team.

      ‘The office workers,’ added Emma, ‘although not many of them appeared as hammer-wielding loons.’

      Ashley wrote down Sara Mills, Amanda Hamilton, Vicki Harper and Trudi Moulton.

      ‘Right. With the victim’s age, we can skip an act motivated by love for the moment, and Glen wasn’t in any position of power, so it’s probably money, but this is a different type of cash issue than we usually get. Anyone care to explain?’

      Barry clicked his fingers. ‘Legalised robbery. Otherwise known as gambling.’

      ‘Yes, some see it as that. Our first focus is that it had something to do with the horses Glen owns and probably gambles on. Remember, Jonny was also at the murder scene and would likely have been at Fakenham on the day of this race. Perhaps he had a lucky escape on Monday night and saw Glen being killed, which explains why he was so rattled. If there’s another reason for the attack, it’s likely to come out of left field.’

      ‘Maybe Glen had a big losing bet on The Taciturn Man and Jonny went to collect Mafia-style.’

      Ashley had to admit that was a reasonable supposition.

      ‘Barry has a point. Both men are struggling financially. Emotions might have been running high.’

      Jan had been waiting to add a comment.

      ‘I saw flashes of anger when Jonny recovered from his monumental hangover. Just because he isn’t worried about us seeing his phone records doesn’t mean he’s not guilty. Kurt also appeared shifty. In fact, it seems quite a few of the others have as well. There may be multiple people involved in this, but they might not be aware they’re acting in tandem.’

      Kettle leaned forward, his gaze intent.

      ‘What are you saying, exactly?’

      ‘It’s the ripple effect. A person makes a decision that causes a consequence, which has a significant impact on someone else they don’t even know.’

      Kettle growled. ‘Sounds like you lot haven’t made too much progress.’

      Ashley saw the value in Jan’s remark, but Kettle’s comment wasn’t far from the mark. She thought about the race.

      ‘If part of this comes down to gambling, I’m confused.’ Ashley turned to Barry. ‘Help us see the whole picture. How could anyone make money if their horse is the mount that falls?’

      Barry stood up and took the pen off Ashley and wrote 2/1 on the board.

      ‘There’s a company called Betfair, where you can back horses to lose. I’ll try to make it clear. I can gamble on the favourite to win two pounds to a pound stake. But I could also wager that the horse won’t win. If it then does, I’d pay someone else two pounds. If it doesn’t, I keep their pound. The business takes a cut of the winning payout, which is where they make their profit.’

      Ashley felt like her brain was at risk of oozing out of her ears. ‘So, the trainer or owner could have known the horse was going to lose and backed it to do just that with Betfair.’

      ‘Spot on.’

      Jan raised his hand.

      ‘I have a Betfair account. I use it for betting on tennis.’ He waited for the groans to settle. ‘Barry’s correct, but it’s very risky for people to make any major money because the authorities can quickly check Betfair’s records if they suspect a race, or any other sport for that matter, has been fixed.’

      Ashley stared at Jan, then at Barry. ‘Is that right?’

      ‘Yes,’ they replied.

      ‘So how could they generate a profit without detection?’

      Barry illustrated his points by counting them off on his fingers.

      ‘They could use other people’s accounts, and they could bet off-course in places like Ladbrokes, Paddy Power, Betfred, Coral and many more. You don’t need an account. You simply walk up to the counter at a bookmakers and hand over your betting slip. It’s anonymous.’

      ‘Exactly,’ replied Jan. ‘There are thousands of betting shops on high streets up and down the country.’

      ‘But you said Betfair was the only company which lets you back horses to lose.’

      Barry looked troubled, then he smiled. ‘Yes, but in the contest we watched, there were only three runners, so if you knew one wouldn’t win, it had to be either of the other two.’

      ‘What? So bet on them both?’ Ashley let her gaze wander around the faces in the room. ‘Any thoughts?’

      ‘We need help,’ said Emma.

      ‘That’s clear, but where do we get it?’

      Barry groaned.

      ‘Sorry, I should have thought of the BHA, the British Horseracing Authority, as soon as we considered dodgy bets and fixes. They’re the experts. If they’ve been investigating this race and others involving Glen Gordon, then they may have completed a lot of the groundwork for us.’

      ‘Great idea, and well volunteered to contact them this afternoon.’

      Barry released another moan, but, judging by his focused expression, it was more theatrical than genuine.

      Sal, who was sitting next to Barry, beamed at her.

      Ashley grinned at him.

      ‘Sal will help you. Then chase up Jonny’s bank and phone accounts. They should be back by now. Emma and Jan, comb the Internet. I want you to analyse any articles that mention Glen, Jonny, or Alistair. They are our principal interests. Find out what happened at court today to Jonny, too. Morgan and Zelda, look into the backgrounds and social media of the office staff, including David. Then watch the earlier Bakersfield race at Market Rasen, where the BHA also investigated a Glen and Alistair horse, but accepted that a change in ground and distance could have explained the improvement in her form.’

      ‘What about me?’ asked Hector.

      ‘Ronan Rafferty. I know Barry’s given us an explanation for that fall, but let’s hear exactly what happened straight from the horse’s mouth.’ Ashley chuckled as the room filled with sighs. ‘Or the next best thing. Imagine how the jockey felt having to rise and walk past the angry crowds after a mistake at the final fence on the course favourite when the race was sewn up.’

      Hector shook his head.

      ‘Wasn’t he airlifted?’

      ‘Well remembered. Even so, Rafferty would have had to face the owners about the loss in prize money at some point. How much would they pick up for winning a race like that, Barry?’

      ‘I’d guess at somewhere around five grand.’

      ‘That’s five thousand reasons for Glen and Fiona to be angry. The trainer would lose his cut as well, not to mention the publicity. Michelle told us she reckons the person who used the hammer on Glen wasn’t tall. Think of the people we’ve mentioned. Of our main players, Julietta, Fiona, Alistair, Eddie, Buffy, and probably this jockey are all on the short side. Only Kurt and Jonny are around six feet. Okay, everyone, let’s give this our full attention. I know you’ve had a lot to take in, but we don’t want to miss anything.’

      Kettle stayed behind after her team had gone. ‘Sounds complicated.’

      ‘It is, but the guys will get there. Remember that investment-scam murder we investigated years ago?’

      Kettle recoiled. ‘Oh, God, no. I dreamt pound signs for weeks afterwards, and ringing all those investors who suspected we were trying to con them was a nightmare.’

      ‘Exactly, this isn’t so bad. It took planning and patience to bring Glen to the course, and possibly Jonny, too, assuming he’s not responsible. I reckon there’s something important motivating the killer, who is reasonably smart.’

      ‘Why not a genius?’

      ‘It’s only been a few days, and our eyes are all over Glen’s death. Hurting a policeman was also foolish. Everything might revolve around that race, but we’ll see.’

      ‘Anything I can do?’

      ‘Not now. Leave us to do the usual. Investigate, apply pressure, look for cracks. It might even be Trudi from the office. The silver-haired assassin.’

      Kettle wasn’t in the mood for jokes. He rubbed his chin.

      ‘What do you reckon the chances are of any escalation?’

      ‘That’s a concern. Jonny seemed the most likely person to have killed Glen, seeing as we had him at the scene, but any suggested motive was weak. The perpetrator has murdered once, so it’s possible they’ll need to move fast to finish what they started.’

      ‘That is concerning. Who might be next?’

      ‘I’m not sure. We need to get our heads around this betting angle because it’s not something we’ve come across before. If we’re struggling to understand the background, there’s only a slim chance of us joining the dots.’

      ‘The BHA should be a big help.’

      Ashley nibbled her lip thoughtfully. ‘Look, this doesn’t involve international bank wires. Anything done online leaves an obvious trail to follow. Where there are gambling winners, there are losers on the other side. Angry people. Someone will have made a mistake. We’ll get there.’

      A pensive expression settled on Kettle’s features.

      ‘Let’s hope you’re in time.’
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      Ashley returned to the office, and the team cracked on with their tasks. The relentless ticking of the clock underscored the frustrating lack of progress. Barry managed to find a number for the department at the BHA who was dealing with The Taciturn Man case, but the person who answered told them the investigator they needed to speak to wasn’t back in until Monday. Barry left the details on Ashley’s desk.

      Some murder investigations were bedlam. Crazed murderers on the loose, leads stacking up, the public at risk, and all overtime granted, but detectives were still employed on a forty-hour week. Tired officers made mistakes. Seeing as their trip to the races could almost be work, it was better for the guys to come back well rested on Monday, when they might get a break. There would be long nights ahead if that were the case.

      She offered extra hours to Morgan and Zelda, who she knew both wanted to earn more money. Morgan to fix his beloved car that someone had crashed into and driven off without leaving their details, and Zelda, who was saving for a house. Ashley asked them to continue with the ANPR and CCTV work, and to door-knock Kurt and Jonny’s neighbours in case the couple had a reputation for big arguments or strange behaviour.

      Ashley couldn’t help herself as the day waned. She emailed the team and suggested spending a few hours on Sunday surfing the Internet, researching gambling, horse racing, jockeys, and watch other old races at Fakenham. Immerse themselves in the sport. Read about gambling coups. Ashley had come across a legendary punter called Barney Curley, who’d taken the bookies to the cleaners in the past. Sometimes solving a case came down to tiny connections or even just a feeling, but in the background leading to that discovery was usually experience and knowledge.

      Frustrated, Ashley rang the number Barry had given her.

      ‘British Horseracing Authority, Victor speaking.’

      ‘Hi, Victor. My name’s Detective Inspector Ashley Knight, I’m⁠—’

      ‘Yes, I’ve already spoken to someone called Barry. I said I’d pass the message on to the appropriate person next week.’

      Ashley’s hackles rose at being interrupted mid-flow.

      ‘Yes, the problem is that the help is needed on Monday. Face to face hopefully.’

      ‘I can’t arrange that.’

      She felt like mentioning the BHA’s race-fixing concerns had been trumped by her murder enquiry, but managed to remain calm by gritting her teeth into a smile.

      ‘Sorry, I think you misheard in your haste to cut me off. I am Detective Inspector Ashley Knight of the Norfolk Major Investigation Team. We have a corpse in our morgue and the perpetrator is still at large. It’s come to our attention you have an open investigation which involves this victim. While we’ve only recently discovered this piece of information, you must have heard of the incident at Fakenham. I anticipate your supervisors would be reaching out shortly. In fact, I’m surprised they haven’t already. We urgently request your expertise to help solve this case, and we need it now.’

      There was a pause as Ashley’s not-so subtle mallet blow landed.

      ‘I see.’

      ‘Absolutely,’ said Ashley, lacing her voice with concern. ‘I’d hate for us to miss something obvious, which resulted in an escalation of this situation where another person is injured, or worse.’

      Ashley checked her nails while Victor’s cogs turned, with her smile morphing into a grimace. She’d better get her talons done before Seb came home, along with her roots, or he might think he’d stumbled into a scene from Trolls. She had found a rogue centimetre-long white hair on her chin the previous weekend and was mortified when she went to brush it off and discovered it was attached. Dermalase on Church Street, Cromer, had an offer advertised for a consultation. They’d be getting a call.

      ‘I understand where you’re coming from,’ said Victor. ‘I’ll pass a message to the manager straight away.’

      ‘Excellent. I’ll give you my number.’

      When Ashley had finished the call, Hector strolled by her desk with a big grin on his face.

      He eyed her up and down. ‘You’re looking pleased with yourself.’

      Ashley stared at him suspiciously.

      ‘I was thinking the same about you.’

      A bit of colour came up on Hector’s face. ‘Oh.’

      ‘What is it? Don’t be secretive. It’s good to share.’

      ‘None of your business.’

      Ashley theatrically pointed at him.

      ‘You’re going on a date.’

      ‘Might be.’

      ‘Who with?’

      ‘Can’t say.’

      ‘It’s with that Jenny! You hound!’

      ‘Charming, and how annoying. That’s the problem with working in an office full of detectives. No secret is safe. By the way, Jenny hasn’t located the drink-driver who got out of jail recently.’

      ‘Understood, but don’t be evasive. Where are you going?’

      ‘Just for a few drinks at a pub near her house. Nothing more.’

      ‘Well, have fun. Any progress with the jockey?’

      ‘I found him on Facebook and Instagram. He used to post a fair bit about his rides, but he’s done no updates for eighteen months.’

      ‘Which is well before the fall. Hmm.’

      ‘Looks that way. I’ve found an address in Great Ryburgh, but there’s no landline number for it. Might be old.’

      ‘Interesting. The same village as Jonny. Ah, I see, your date tonight is more important than visiting that address.’

      ‘Perhaps Ronan will be at the races.’

      Ashley considered the prospect. ‘He might. Did you discover how many rides he’s had since he was hurt?’

      ‘I can search on Monday.’

      Ashley shot him a look. ‘Cheeky.’

      ‘Just kidding. I checked, and it appears to be none. I’ll confirm before I meet you at the racecourse. It seems he was seriously injured, because the newspaper article I read said the family hoped he could go home shortly, and that was two weeks after the incident.’

      ‘Did you find his phone number?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Okay, email the details to Zelda and Morgan. They can continue where you’ve left off. Enjoy tonight.’ She wagged a finger at him. ‘Don’t do anything I wouldn’t.’

      Ashley could still hear Hector laughing as Morgan and Zelda came over next.

      Zelda looked tired.

      ‘We found the Market Rasen race and watched the footage. It looks to me as though Bakersfield could have had a nap halfway round and won with her eyes shut, so take from that what you like. Emma told us there’s virtually nothing of interest on anyone else in the public domain recently, except Buffy was in OK! magazine when she got married. She was Ms Elizabeth Mary Douglas-Lennox, now Mrs Elizabeth Mary El Sewedy.’

      ‘Weird she’s working as a stableperson if he’s rich. Surely it’d be easier for him to buy her the horses.’

      ‘Perhaps she’ll be at the meeting.’

      ‘Have you checked for Nesmiths’ runners?’

      Morgan and Zelda exchanged glances. ‘Nope,’ they replied.

      ‘Hector’s going to email you what might be the address of the jockey, Ronan Rafferty. Pay him a visit tomorrow. The address might not be current. Keep me informed.’

      ‘Will do,’ said Morgan, yawning.

      ‘Go on, get out of here.’

      ‘We’re off, too, boss,’ said Barry. ‘Sal and I have had a fruitless afternoon. We spotted an article in the Eastern Daily Press about Jonny Lowe’s mugging, but nothing else of note. Glen and Alistair had a joint piece in Horse & Hound magazine, but little of late otherwise.’

      ‘Is that a racing publication?’

      Barry yawned without putting his hand over his mouth. ‘Seems more to do with showjumping and hunting. Glen and Alistair mostly talked about their long relationship, and the issue was five years old.’

      ‘A lack of recent publicity is more evidence of a struggling stable. Where will the details be of the runners and riders for tomorrow’s meeting at Fakenham?’

      ‘Just buy any newspaper in the morning and they’ll be listed. When we arrive at the course, the tannoy should announce any late non-runners or jockey changes.’

      ‘Okay. What happened to Jonny Lowe at court?’

      ‘Rap on the knuckles, but he still received a band C fine, which was two grand based on his wages.’

      ‘Yikes. He won’t be taking a knife out again.’

      ‘Not unless he wins the lottery,’ said Jan.

      ‘We’re beat,’ said Barry. ‘I’ll be at the Pudding Norton entrance car park at twelve thirty tomorrow.’

      ‘See you Monday,’ said Jan. ‘I’m on call all weekend, though, so give me a ring if anything kicks off.’

      Finally, Sal came to her desk. ‘I notice all the lightweight part-timers have gone.’

      ‘I assume by that you’re on a late.’

      ‘Yep. Only a few bits to report, but I’ll carry on looking and email you before I go home. Bank records haven’t come back. Jonny’s with one of those infuriating internet-only places, but his mobile history is interesting.’

      ‘How so?’

      ‘There aren’t too many outgoing calls, but loads of incoming. I’ve cross-checked them with race meetings and they match, so they must be account holders ringing to place bets. He’d been in touch with Alistair a few times, too.’

      ‘What about the night of the murder?’

      ‘No obvious calls or texts during the day and nothing after 6 p.m. I suppose he could have been stressed and turned it off.’

      ‘Damn. I kind of expected to find something, what with him being at the racecourse.’

      ‘Like a text saying, I’m still on for tonight, or I’m leaving now.’

      ‘Yes. Oh well, let’s hope his bank records show up soon, or we’ll have to wait until Monday for them, too.’

      Ashley updated the investigation notes and ended up staying until eight, when Sal was departing. They walked out together. Ashley’s phone rang the moment they stepped out of the office. She waved Sal off and answered the call.

      ‘DI Knight speaking.’

      ‘Hello, Inspector. My name’s William Brazil from the BHA. I’ve been supervising the inquiry into the running of The Taciturn Man.’

      Ashley spent five minutes giving him as much of an update as she legally could about their thoughts on that race and Bakersfield’s.

      William took a moment to answer.

      ‘Hmm, you were right to ring. I’ve been on holiday, so, even though I did hear about Glen’s demise, I didn’t think to call you. The details of his death sound concerning, especially in light of what I’ve uncovered.’

      Ashley’s ears perked up. ‘Have you found evidence of wrongdoing?’

      ‘Look, I’ll come to Wymondham on Monday morning at ten if that works for you. I live in Ipswich, so it’s not too far. Let me check over my file on Sunday evening. Unfortunately, I’m at a wedding this weekend, but you’re right. It will be easier for me to explain in person if you aren’t au fait with bookmaking terms.’

      ‘We’re going to Fakenham Races tomorrow, so anything you can tell me now would be a help.’

      ‘That’s the thing. I’m still not certain who benefited or how from that race, but I believe someone did. It just doesn’t seem to be Jonny Lowe.’

      Ashley frowned. It seemed William was not much further on than them.

      ‘If that’s so, how do you know something corrupt went on and it wasn’t simply a fall?’

      ‘It was the betting volumes on the first incident that made us suspicious. Without being too unkind, the horses running in it were substandard. They’re not races on which to risk a fortune, yet gambling turnover on the contest was more than fifty per cent higher than normal.’

      ‘So, somebody was up to no good?’

      ‘It doesn’t always mean that. However, we thought so, but couldn’t prove it. If the trainer did put wagers on Bakersfield, he managed to do so out of our view. With The Taciturn Man, it was a bigger contest, with better horses more likely to run to form, but even then, the volumes were much higher. Double what they’d normally be for that standard of chase.’

      ‘Did Jonny take plenty of bets on the contest?’

      ‘Yes, but he didn’t win from them.’

      ‘But you think another person did?’

      ‘For sure. Someone made a lot of money that day. I just don’t know who.’
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      Ashley woke to the patter of raindrops on her window, but by the time she got up and left the house to fetch a newspaper, a low sun was visible in a mostly blue sky. A keen breeze told her she’d need warm clothing at the races, but it would be nice out of the wind.

      After checking the runners and riders for the meeting, she noted there weren’t as many entries in each race as there had been at Aintree. She seemed to remember someone saying they had smaller fields. Alistair Nesmith had two runners, both with jockeys she hadn’t heard of, which she supposed wasn’t surprising. As expected, Ronan Rafferty had no rides, and The Sun didn’t list the names of the owners.

      Ashley opted for plenty of layers, finishing with a cashmere jumper that she had found at a charity shop in town, and a chunky fleece-lined leather jacket she’d fallen in love with from M&S. Sensible low-heeled boots and oversized sunglasses finished the look. She was feeling very on trend when she climbed into her car at just before midday.

      A sea of brake lights greeted Ashley half a mile from the Pudding Norton entrance to the racecourse. With a sigh of frustration, she activated her phone’s voice control and sent a quick text to the others, warning them of the delay. Replies trickled in, confirming their shared fate: trapped in the same crawling queue. At least Barry had managed to arrive early, having parked a few spaces up from her car.

      He grinned at her.

      ‘Afternoon, Biggles.’

      ‘I don’t look like him.’

      ‘You resemble Biggles more than he does.’

      Ashley’s gaze lingered on Barry’s attire, which consisted of chinos and a jacket, both of a similar khaki colour. There was a joke in there somewhere about Dr Livingstone, but she chose to take the moral high ground and didn’t comment.

      Hector arrived in a dark-blue suit with a mac over his arm.

      Barry creased up.

      ‘We said it was a day at the races, not a morning at Crown Court.’

      ‘When we’ve gone to Ascot, which incidentally is a top-class course near our house, I’ve always worn a suit.’

      ‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’

      Hector chuckled at him, not bothered in the slightest. He gestured to Barry. ‘You must have brought an outfit to change into?’

      ‘What’s that supposed to mean? I look cool.’

      Hector gave him a smirk.

      ‘You’d be dapper if you were hunting rabbits.’

      Michelle arrived and positioned herself beside a frowning Barry. ‘Wow, it’s busy.’

      ‘Yeah, it is,’ he replied. ‘When Frank and I used to come, it was never like this.’

      Michelle wore slim knee-high grey boots, complemented by a thick ankle-length coat of the same colour over a black dress. A wide-brimmed wool fedora with a gorgeous feather brooch completed her stylish outfit. Hector intertwined his arm with hers, and they strolled towards the exit like they’d just stepped off the pages of Vogue.

      Barry fell into step next to Ashley.

      ‘What does he mean about hunting rabbits?’

      ‘Shut up, Elmer Fudd.’

      Ashley recognised one of the ladies from the office who was scanning tickets.

      ‘Hi, Vicki. You’re popular today. Is it all hands to the pumps?’

      The middle-aged woman had a mischievous expression. She handed Ashley a programme and leaned closer.

      ‘Sure is. It’s the murder. Nothing like death to attract the weirdos. Present company excepted.’

      With the buzzing energy from the surrounding racegoers lifting her spirits, Ashley laughed and linked arms with Barry. Not being much of a gambler, she struggled with the attraction of horse racing, but Fakenham felt different from the last time she went to a meeting.

      Today, there was enthusiasm for the sporting entertainment ahead, with hordes of children milling among the vast sea of hats and caps, even fascinators. Some dressed in jeans, others in their Sunday best, voices growing louder as they walked between the grandstand and the tower. Aintree had been busier, but the sensation there was more like walking to a popular football match, although she had been drunk by lunchtime.

      The crowd thinned, as racegoers peeled off to bars and others to the betting boards. Ashley raised her sunglasses and marvelled at the impossibly wide green expanse that spread out before her.

      A shiver ran down her back, not of apprehension, but expectation.

      Michelle came to stand next to her. ‘Exciting, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yes, I fancy a coffee before I pick all the winners. Shame we aren’t on the fizz.’

      Due to the delay caused by the heavy traffic, the first race was now only forty-five minutes away. After they’d bought a drink and been to the toilet, they made their way to the parade ring to watch the horses warm up and the jockeys arrive. Michelle, who clearly knew more than Ashley about racing, and Barry were discussing the form of the runners.

      Hector appeared beside her. ‘Having a bet?’

      ‘Maybe the next race. I was marvelling again at how big they are in real life.’

      ‘As opposed to in cartoons?’

      Ashley stuck her tongue out.

      ‘You know what I mean. I do wonder about the cruelty aspect of making them run round when they’re tired.’

      ‘I think the point is they’re racehorses. They’re bred to run and jump. It’s what they do, and they love it. I doubt there are many people more passionate about horses than those who work with them every day.’

      ‘No, I suppose not.’ Ashley was a little surprised at his stance. ‘I’d have thought you’d have something to say about the commercial exploitation of innocent animals.’

      Hector cocked his head to one side.

      ‘It’s an industry that’s worth four billion pounds to the economy in direct, indirect and associated expenditure every year.’

      ‘Who told you that?’

      ‘Sal, yesterday. He looked it up.’

      ‘Ah, so it is about money as well as a love of animals.’

      ‘I guess it varies for everyone. History, nostalgia, excitement, drama, gambling and probably a load of other things.’

      ‘I assumed you would be more pious about it.’

      ‘I’m beginning to learn that, whilst my opinion matters, each person is entitled to their own too, and theirs carries equal value.’

      ‘Nobly said. It’s a shame everybody doesn’t share that view.’

      ‘Actually, I am struggling with the notion, but I am trying.’

      ‘If you can persuade Barry to consider the concept this afternoon, then the trip will have been worth it, whatever happens. Ooh, look. There’s Alistair Nesmith’s wife, Julietta. She’s bunking up that little bloke onto the horse.’

      ‘Do you mean mounting the jockey?’

      ‘That’s what I said.’

      Hector smiled as he looked around him.

      ‘No sign of Alistair. You’d have thought he’d have been here.’

      ‘I’ll bet he’s off preening somewhere while she runs the operation.’

      The paddock itself was a hub of activity. It was lovely to get so close and personal with the regal horses. Their sleek coats gleamed in the winter sunlight as grooms made last tack adjustments and trainers whispered final instructions.

      Julietta was watching her horse walk around the ring when her eyes met Ashley’s.

      Julietta instantly broke the connection.
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      Ashley soaked in the atmosphere as the runners and riders cantered to the starting line. Barry messaged them all to meet him outside an Indian restaurant, then guided them around the other side of the parade ring. Ashley spotted a couple eating fish and chips, and her stomach rumbled.

      Barry finally stopped at a rail next to the where the horses would run past. There was enough room for the shorter women to lean against it, while the men could watch the action over their heads. He grinned.

      ‘Trust me. This is the best spot.’

      They were about twenty metres after the last fence. The way to the finish line was uphill, past the old grandstand and the thronged betting ring. Ashley decided to head over there after the race finished to find out if Jonny was around.

      With the older grandstand being relatively small and even the newer building beyond the finish not being gargantuan, there was a definite charm to the course. Ashley couldn’t imagine the drunken brawl she’d seen at Aintree occurring here. Saying that, the Liverpool course had to manage about fifteen times more racegoers and Ashley had found it a welcoming place.

      On the far side of the fences was the centre of the racecourse. People were sitting on the roofs of their cars, or the backs of their trucks, some clutching binoculars. The winter sun had brought out a few picnic blankets, and a couple of families had even put windbreaks up.

      In the section where Barry had led them, there was a higher percentage of tweed jackets and Hunter wellies, but Ashley didn’t have long to think about those around her. Goosebumps rose on her skin as a large cheer echoed from the grandstand.

      With a flourish worthy of Nelson at Trafalgar, Barry produced a telescope from his inner pocket and lifted it to his eye. Michelle’s grin widened, suggesting she too suspected he had rehearsed this moment in front of a mirror.

      ‘They’re off!’ he growled.

      Hector raised an eyebrow at Ashley but refrained from any mickey-taking. A groan came up from the crowd.

      Barry’s voice was full of glee.

      ‘There’s been a faller. Mine’s all right, though.’

      ‘What’s the name of your horse?’

      ‘The Reticent Boy.’

      ‘Wait, isn’t he a Nesmiths’ mount?’

      ‘Yep. He’s the half-brother of The Taciturn Man.’

      ‘Is he the favourite?’

      ‘Yes, and I really rate his chances. I’ve had twenty quid on the nose.’

      ‘Where’s mine?’ shouted Michelle. ‘I’m on Coffington.’

      ‘He just took up the running.’

      Ashley could have guessed that if there was something to do with death in one of the nags’ names, Michelle would choose it. Ashley tuned into the commentary that blasted through the speaker near them.

      ‘Coffington has gone three lengths clear as he takes the corner for the final bend before the grandstand. The Reticent Boy has moved into second, as Maximum Stars goes backwards and will soon be passed by Victory One, who is currently last.’

      Michelle was hopping up and down as the runners came into view.

      ‘They won’t be able to catch him now,’ she squealed.

      ‘They have to go around again,’ said Barry.

      ‘Oh.’

      Michelle’s joy was short-lived. Coffington didn’t fancy the final fence on the first circuit and slammed on the anchors. Only the jockey, clad in shiny green silks, flew over the birch. He rolled like a gymnast and curled himself into a ball as the other horses landed and veered to avoid him. The lad was much younger than Ashley expected. He rose to his feet, eyes blazing, and lashed the grass with his whip. Coffington, meanwhile, stared over the obstacle with an expression as if to say sorry.

      The contest was an anticlimax after that.

      Barry beamed.

      ‘The Reticent Boy wins with his head in his chest.’

      ‘I suppose that’s a horse-racing term meaning he won easily.’

      ‘It is.’

      Ashley allowed Barry his moment of glory.

      ‘Well done. How much did you win?’

      ‘Ten quid.’

      ‘You put twenty on to win ten, so you lost in effect.’

      ‘You get your twenty pounds back, too, silly. Easy money.’

      ‘I didn’t see you place the bet. It wasn’t with Jonny Lowe, was it?’

      ‘No, the race had almost begun, so I did it with the woman right at the end of the line. Jonny is here, though. I spotted a Canarybet board flashing the odds. A tall guy in a big yellow coat taking the money.’

      ‘Okay, let’s collect your winnings. I’m heading over to the grandstand to keep a sneaky eye on Jonny while I pretend to study the form. I wasn’t going to let him know I had come, but after seeing the surprise on Julietta’s face, I might. Shall we watch the second race back here, then get lunch?’

      ‘Definitely,’ said Michelle. ‘Although today could end horribly. I’m in the terrible position of chasing my losses.’

      ‘How big was your bet?’ asked Hector.

      ‘Two pounds!’

      Ashley and Barry walked around the parade ring and mingled with the crowd. Stalls were lined up, selling everything from clothing and accessories to Christmas tree baubles, decorations and knitted reindeer, handmade crafts, jewellery, local pottery and artwork. The air buzzed with excited chatter. Racegoers, flushed with the thrill of a win or the consolation of a near miss, browsed the stalls, spending their winnings on gifts and treats, or commiserating with local beers. Everyone seemingly determined to enjoy the day, regardless of their luck on the course.

      Ashley left Barry at the back of the long queue for his bookie. In fact, there were a lot of people waiting to be paid out at all the pitches. She supposed that was to be expected with a strong favourite winning, but a result like that wouldn’t improve the balance sheet at Canarybet.

      Those who had filled the old stand for the race had mostly left to get refreshments or stretch their legs, so Ashley found a spot near the top. Jonny Lowe was directly below, but he’d have to peer up quite considerably to see her. He was also occupied with paying out. Even though the undulating course had allowed the wind to pick up speed, Jonny appeared hot and flustered.

      Ashley glanced through the list of runners for the following race. There were no Nesmith-trained horses, but there was another short-priced favourite. The last runner listed caught her eye. A horse called Hay Lady. She had decided on a five-pound bet when her phone beeped with a message from Zelda. The address Hector had found for the jockey had no furniture in it.

      Ashley had gone down a few levels of the concrete steps when she noticed Glen Gordon’s widow with a face like thunder in the middle of the betting ring. Fiona was clearly having a heated conversation, but trying not to appear that way, with someone wearing a trilby with their back to Ashley.

      She stormed off after another few seconds, and then, yes, a look passed between her and Jonny as she strode by him. The person she’d been arguing with finally turned around. The man himself. Alistair Nesmith. He rubbed his chin for a few moments, a casual scowl on his face, then moved in the direction of the parade ring.

      Ashley frowned. Why would Fiona be cross about winning? Ashley checked the programme and saw The Reticent Boy wasn’t owned by the Gordons. They had to be arguing about something else, unless she was complaining about the fact they hadn’t purchased that horse as well.

      Ashley had been tempted to have her wager with Jonny, but thought better of it. She tried to be inconspicuous as she went to place her bet at the other side of the betting ring, although her large sunglasses and loose hair would have concealed most of her face.

      Barry appeared next to her, waving a betting ticket.

      ‘I’ve gone double or quits on the favourite.’

      Ashley felt a tap on her shoulder before she had time to answer. She turned around.

      ‘David! Nice to see you.’

      The clerk of the course had a similar-style hat to the one Michelle wore.

      ‘You, too. What do you think of our little place on a race day?’

      ‘I like it. There’s a kind of friendly, chilled vibe here, even though it’s much busier than I expected. Everyone’s looking to enjoy themselves. You can get close to the horses. Trainers and owners are mingling. Coffee was reasonable and, most importantly, the toilets were spotless. You’ll have to give me the number of your cleaner.’

      David chuckled.

      ‘This is a popular meet, but the weather makes a difference. No doubt the recent publicity has helped.’

      Barry cleared his throat.

      ‘Perhaps you should knock someone off before every meeting.’

      David had the grace to smile at the clumsy comment. ‘Are you having a bet in the next?’

      ‘I like Hay Lady,’ replied Ashley. ‘Apart from the way it’s spelled, my neighbour’s son often shouts that at me when he wants something.’

      ‘That’s as good a reason as any for picking a horse. Has a chance, too, I’d say. She’s a small type, but she has bottom weight. We allowed her to school round here one day after racing and she railed like a greyhound. Don’t go all in, though. The favourite has won here twice before.’

      ‘Point noted.’ With an abrupt change of subject, Ashley pointed to her right. ‘Do you mind telling me what that structure is for?’

      ‘That’s the Integrity Tower, because it houses all things needed to oversee the integrity of a race meeting. TV cameras on the roof, the commentator has a room, photo-finish operator, judge, stewards, and the lower level has a betting facility. Look, I’m always flat out when we’re racing, so enjoy yourselves.’

      ‘David, thanks for letting my guys know about the BHA investigations. I’d agree The Taciturn Man’s fall seems unusual.’

      ‘Yes, well, I’m a horseman through and through, and a slipping tack can make fools out of the best of us. Funny things happen at the end of tiring races.’

      ‘I guess so, although I suppose it would be hard to prove someone had loosened the saddle.’

      David gave her a cool glance. ‘Speak soon.’

      He touched the brim of his hat, then disappeared into the crowd.
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      Ashley put her bet on with the same bookmaker Barry had won with, then she and Barry returned to their prime viewing spot, where Michelle and Hector were each finishing a Mr. Whippy ice cream. Ashley pointed at them.

      ‘Hey, I thought we were having something to eat after this race?’

      Michelle looked guilty, but Hector chuckled.

      ‘Wasn’t it you who said there’s always room for ice cream?’

      ‘Sounds like something I’d say. Have you guys had a punt?’

      ‘We both did Hay Lady – 10/1.’

      ‘Cool. Word must be out, I only got eight.’

      They didn’t have time for any more chat as the commentator let them know the runners were off. The race was over the smaller hurdle fences. To her inexperienced eye, the horses seemed to move much quicker. Hay Lady came over the last fence on the first circuit in front to their cheers, even though Barry had told them twice the runners went round three times for this three-mile handicap.

      ‘It’s lucky you lot aren’t drinking,’ he said.

      As the runners approached the final half-mile of the race, Barry, with his magnified view, began to give them the low-down in a hushed voice.

      ‘There are only our two horses left in it. The favourite and Hay Lady, and the jockey’s working like stink on the back of Hay Lady. It’s looking good for me. Easy does it, boy. That’s it. Pop over that one. Nice. Make your move. Come on, get closer. Last bend. Shit. Yours isn’t stopping. Go on, you idiot. Whip him. Bollocks…’

      A multitude of celebrations around him drowned out Barry’s final expletive as Hay Lady scampered over the last flight and charged up the hill to glory.

      After collecting their winnings, Michelle and Ashley bought a portion of fish and chips each, while Hector found somewhere that did houmous wraps. Barry ploughed into a massive hog-roast bap.

      When Ashley went to throw her wrapper in a bin, she caught a glimpse of two people, their heads close together near to the saddling box area, which wasn’t far from where Glen died. Ashley couldn’t approach without being seen, so she strode over. It was Eddie and Buffy.

      ‘Hi, guys, great course.’

      ‘Hi,’ said Buffy, nonchalantly. ‘Sorry, I need to prepare our last runner.’

      She marched away, although Eddie didn’t appear to be in any rush to leave. Ashley suspected he liked a joke.

      ‘Are you going to whip me now? Show me how they don’t hurt.’

      ‘Sadly, I don’t have one to hand. Besides, you’ve probably got a secret camera zoomed in on us. That’d take some explaining to the BHA.’

      Ashley smiled, but Eddie had given her an effortless way to ask what she wanted to.

      ‘I heard your stable is being investigated by them for The Taciturn Man’s fall at the last fence.’

      Eddie grimaced. ‘Yes, that’s right. Horrible race. Jockey was badly hurt.’

      ‘Is he back riding?’

      ‘I’m not sure he’ll ride again. Not after that.’

      Ashley wasn’t exactly certain what he meant.

      ‘Sorry, what do you mean?’

      Eddie finally appeared uncomfortable and moved away from her. ‘Buffy will need a hand.’

      ‘Wait. Someone told me loose tack can even make a pro look daft.’

      Eddie was almost out of sight. He stopped, then looked around as if to see if anyone appeared in earshot.

      ‘My loyalty is with the boss, but that race left a sour taste. Ask a proper professional about what happened at the final fence. I can’t say owt else. It’s more than my job’s worth.’

      He slipped past the stable wall and was gone. Ashley wandered back to her group, deep in thought.

      ‘Where’ve you been?’ said Barry. ‘The next race will be on soon.’

      They all placed a bet and returned to their spot, but Hay Lady was to be the last of their winners. Outsiders won the next two races, then, when Barry finally stopped gambling on the favourites, the following two won.

      ‘This place sucks,’ he said as they walked through the betting ring to the exit.

      Ashley had deliberately guided them that way, as opposed to the shorter route by The Cool Roxy Bar, so they could show their faces to Jonny.

      Of those present, Ashley remained the sole recipient of Jonny’s gaze as they passed. The expression on his face was enigmatic, a complex blend of emotions that she struggled to interpret. It wasn’t fear, or anger or defiance. She could only guess at the meaning behind those eyes.

      A silent acceptance, perhaps, or maybe a resigned understanding of the events that had brought him to this moment, with his future now out of his hands.
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          SUNDAY 8TH DECEMBER

        

      

    

    
      Sunday was a peaceful day for Ashley. A text to Hector about lunch went unanswered. Barry’s invitation for beers was declined. She needed a clear head for the week ahead. A nagging feeling, a premonition of impending drama, wouldn’t leave her, so she rang the office to see if there had been any new developments.

      Morgan and Zelda had mapped Jonny’s car as it had gone to various places over the past months and been caught on number-plate cameras, but his movements tallied with race meetings. The bank account statements he’d given permission for them to view came back to show a person in desperate financial trouble. There had been ten thousand pounds’ worth of debits to multiple accounts the week after the fall of The Taciturn Man.

      At Jonny and Kurt’s property, none of their neighbours had anything bad to say about the couple, describing them as polite and pleasant.

      Ashley cooked a lasagne from scratch for her tea whilst listening to music. She would freeze the rest for when she was too busy to cook. The case lingered in her head. Surely if Jonny was up to something, then he’d be making loads, not losing it. Zelda had briefly spoken to the FLO, Scott, but he hadn’t had anything much to tell her.

      She decided to ring him to ask his views on Glen’s widow, Fiona.

      He sounded weird, kind of falsely upbeat.

      ‘Hey, Ash. Great to hear from you.’

      ‘Sorry, I’m not ringing to say you’ve won something.’

      ‘Merely talking to you is a prize in itself.’

      ‘Very amusing. Look, I hate bothering you on a Sunday, but I’ve been trying to relax, and this Fakenham investigation won’t leave me alone. We suspect it’s about money, but nobody seems to have any. I was curious about how obliging Fiona has been about giving you Glen’s background. I’ll have her in this week, but I’d like to keep her sweet as opposed to starting off by asking if she’s been involved in any underhand antics.’

      ‘Are you wondering if the Gordons have been complicit in race-fixing?’

      ‘Anything’s possible at this point. A guy from the BHA is coming to OCC tomorrow, so we’ll know more then. What was your feel for Fiona?’

      ‘Genuinely distraught,’ Scott explained. ‘She wept over the body at the mortuary. I got a sense of regret from what she said on the way home.’

      ‘Regret about what?’

      ‘As you’re aware, it’s not uncommon for people to grapple with guilt after an unexpected death. The last time Fiona and Glen spoke, they argued. She also could have been kinder in the past, more patient. They both made foolish decisions, which led to petty squabbles. And for years, she held back the words he longed to hear. That she loved him.’

      ‘Did you sneakily probe into those arguments?’

      ‘Of course. I went back to see her this morning. I commented how wealth seems important until death rears its head. She agreed. Glen adored winning steeplechases. That was his thing. The anticipation, scrutinising the form of the opposition, the drama of the day, discussions about tactics with trainer and jockey, the excitement of the race, bold, glorious, joyful jumping, and hopefully holding the trophy aloft. Prize money wasn’t a factor until Fiona asked him to rein his spending in.’

      ‘I suppose winning would help pay for more horses or just the upkeep of the ones they had. Were they skint?’

      ‘Her concern wasn’t so much about the funds drying up, but rather the realisation it wasn’t the bottomless well she’d assumed it to be.’

      ‘Do you think they had a serious cashflow problem, then?’

      ‘No, I don’t.’

      ‘That’s not very helpful.’

      Scott laughed. ‘Glad to be of service.’

      ‘I saw her at the course angrily gesticulating to Alistair, but I don’t know why.’

      ‘Fiona never mentioned him by name.’

      ‘Did Michelle tell you we went to the races?’

      ‘She said you were going. Sorry, my daughter’s just arrived with the baby. I’ll chat with you next week.’

      Ashley stared at her phone as he cut her off. ‘Bye, then.’

      Despite her earlier resolve, she drank a bottle of red wine whilst watching One Million Years BC on ITVX and woke up on Monday still stuffed after eating too much pasta.

      It was dark when she left the house for a power walk to try to shift the cement ball of lasagne trundling through her system. There was a route on the clifftop to Overstrand, which she often did when the weather closed in. Further along there on the path, in the blackness away from the lighthouse’s beam, the crashing waves below could be heard but not seen. She felt as though she were safe in a bubble, and the world and all its problems were washing up against it, but only the clean sea air could get in.

      That bubble popped soon after she reached home. Just before she took a shower, her mobile rang with a call from Control.

      ‘Good morning, DI Knight. There’s been a death at Fakenham Racecourse.’
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          MONDAY 9TH DECEMBER

        

      

    

    
      Jonny Lowe had spent Sunday in a drunken stupor. Too many favourites had won on Saturday, and he’d barely come out ahead. What he had needed was a miracle, or the hush money he’d initially been promised by the person he’d met at the course. He suspected neither would arrive.

      On Friday afternoon, Kurt had opened the door to him when he’d returned from court and told him he wasn’t welcome. Jonny had pushed him into the lounge and closed the door behind them. What could he do? Kurt was no innocent in all of this.

      On Saturday, Kurt had left the house early and hadn’t returned that night until late, but Jonny had collapsed into bed after racing. He’d guessed his exhaustion was the release of nervous energy. Relations between the couple had thawed on Sunday, and they’d got tipsy together. Uber Eats had delivered lunch, but by three, Kurt had stopped drinking, something that Jonny lately had struggled to do.

      When Jonny had woken on the sofa at 9 p.m., Kurt had been upstairs and presumably hadn’t noticed the envelope that had been stuffed through the letter box.

      
        
        Monday morning 5 a.m. First fence. Don’t be late.

      

      

      Jonny had spent the following seven hours sipping coffee and thinking, but he had been too hungover for common sense to return. At four thirty, he grabbed his torch and left the house to trek to the racecourse, knowing he’d be well over the limit. His car was still in the police compound, anyway, but he could have borrowed Kurt’s or taken a taxi like he had on Saturday. He smiled. Crashing Kurt’s car would definitely have been the final straw. At least with walking, he could go unnoticed.

      The misty morning was a stark contrast to the clear blue skies of the weekend. Jonny was prepared for the chill, bundled in one of Kurt’s coats. His torch cut a swathe through the gloom as he stamped along, his pace measured, senses alert to the unknown. When he arrived, the racecourse lay shrouded in darkness and silence, with only a few scattered lights from the grandstand offering guidance.

      The dew-laden grass clung to his trainers, a sudden chill seeping through the fabric and sending a shiver up his spine. He detested the feeling of cold feet, a physical discomfort that mirrored the growing unease in his gut. It was a sign, a symbolic reminder that he had embarked on this journey without considering the consequences. It was a rash decision that had him feeling vulnerable and exposed.

      The foggy air, a common visitor to the racecourse, now seemed to possess a sinister quality. Its opaque embrace distorted the familiar outlines of the place, making it seem alien and unsettling. The first chase fence, usually a clearly defined obstacle, appeared as a hazy silhouette, like a spectral figure lying in wait.

      By the time he reached the meeting point, the wispy veil had descended as though a suffocating curtain had been lowered, obscuring not only his vision but also his sense of self. It swallowed sound, muffled his breathing, as if the world had been muted.

      No chirping of birds, calls from foxes, or the rustling of nature. All life had vanished, leaving only the judging whispers of his own thoughts.

      The one thing he longed to escape remained his only companion.

      He thought of poor Glen and his violent end. Glen had played a part, but he was no ringleader. Killing him made no sense. He’d known that straight away, which was why he’d run away.

      Condensation collected on Jonny’s forehead. Drops formed and trickled into his eyes, but it was his own cold sweat that crawled insect-like from his hair and down the back of his neck. Jonny didn’t understand Glen’s demise, so how could he predict what was going to occur in the future? If Jonny was honest with himself, he had no idea what might happen now. What he did know was he wanted out.

      Wealth was no good in prison. He’d say that when they turned up this morning. Fuck Canarybet. He would sack it off. Work for Betfred in town, or better still, the garden centre. Sort his drinking out. Calm down. Accept he had been wronged. Learn to live a simple life. The others could win if they were prepared to go to extremes. The rewards would be theirs, but so would the consequences.

      The police still had his phone, and he had flogged his fancy watch months ago, so he wasn’t certain what the exact time was, but he reckoned it was at least five past the hour. Maybe he should flee and hide abroad. He grimaced. There were no funds for that.

      Perhaps the moment had come to tell the authorities everything.

      Jonny’s frown deepened. He’d never work in the bookmaking industry again if he did that. Kurt wouldn’t forgive him either, and losing the man he considered the love of his life would be too much to bear. As for the others, he doubted…

      What was that? A kind of rustle or cough. Jonny breathed the earthen smell of winter slowly through his nose as he listened, but all was quiet. He waited. Another rasp of ragged breath, then gentle drumbeats. Getting louder, coming closer.

      Jonny swung his torch around in an arc. Panic threatened to engulf him, the sounds appeared to come from everywhere. A large, dark shape materialised to his right, as though plunging through a thick cloud. The drumming faster, relentless.

      He understood. They were hoofbeats, ascending into a gallop.

      The jockey rose from a sitting position, crouched forward, urging their steed on. Jonny wanted to bolt, but his knees locked in terror as the rider, faceless in the mist, raised an arm.

      He braced himself for the whip to descend when the distance between them had narrowed to centimetres. An object swung down as the horse thundered past.

      Only when he was falling, eyes wide with shock, did his torchlight catch a flash of steel.

      Fog swallowed the apparition. The drumbeats faded. And, once more, the racecourse was silent.
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      Ashley wasn’t overly surprised at another incident, but she was extremely concerned. Rapid escalation was always the greatest worry; the moment where a lot of damage could be done in a short period of time.

      ‘Was it a hammer attack?’

      ‘We don’t have confirmed details yet, but the initial report suggests the cause of death was a sharp-force trauma, possibly inflicted by a bladed weapon such as a machete. He was discovered by the head groundsman.’

      ‘Bloody hell. ID?’

      ‘None. Victim is an IC1 male, tall, middle-aged, blond hair.’

      ‘Sounds like Jonny Lowe.’

      ‘Shall I place that on the comments?’

      ‘Yes, I’ll head there shortly. ETA ninety minutes. Contact Scott Gorton, please, and ask him to meet me there. If my hunch is correct, we’ll take a detour to Jonny’s partner immediately afterwards. I’ll keep you updated as soon as I have more information.’

      Whilst drying her hair after a high-speed shower, Ashley planned in her head what was going to be a hectic day. The scene would be busy, but she still wanted to see with her own eyes what had gone on.

      Last time there’d been a death, they had been completely in the dark. A new murder would hone the direction of their investigation. Revisiting Nesmiths Racing would be a must, but she needed to wrap her mind around what specific aspect of The Taciturn Man race the BHA were investigating. She also hoped to check out what Eddie had said about getting another jockey’s view on the fall, seeing as he thought it was suspect.

      Now Ashley had a functioning hands-free kit in her vehicle, she could direct operations on the way. She sat in her car, set off, then used voice prompts to ring the first person. Emma answered after a couple of rings.

      ‘Morning, Emma. You left for work yet?’

      ‘Ten minutes.’

      ‘Okay, there’s been another murder at the racecourse. I think it’s Jonny.’

      ‘Wow, another one. That’s so sad.’

      ‘Yeah, we’ll discuss what it means later, but I’d like you to run operations at OCC. I’m heading to the scene. The guy from the BHA should be in at ten. Greet him and give him the penny tour. I reckon I’ll be back at midday, but I’m happy for you to squeeze as much detail out of him as possible in the meantime. If you’re able to get your head around the salient points, you can explain them to the rest of us.’

      ‘No problem. What else do you need?’

      ‘Push Hector to find that Irish jockey. If he does, he and Zelda should pay Ronan a visit. Ask Morgan, Barry and Sal to meet me at Nesmiths at eleven o’clock, but park up before they reach the entrance gates. I don’t want anyone spooked or prepared before I arrive. We’ll take statements around the suspicious race and probe everyone’s ties to Glen and Jonny. Any uncooperative types will get brought in. It’s a double-murder inquiry now. Few people are going to be capable of remaining cool under questioning if they’re involved.’

      ‘Time to explore those suspicions of yours.’

      ‘Yes. Jan can speak to Fiona on his own. Ask if she’ll show us Glen’s business records. Maybe even a bank balance and phone records. A list of acquaintances. Jan knows what he’s doing but make certain he mentions her behaviour at the races. That makes me think she believes Alistair has done something devious, perhaps which caused her husband’s death, but I still can’t see Fiona or Glen being involved in anything that would warrant Glen being killed.’

      ‘Glen’s dead. Now Jonny, by the sounds of it. Could Fiona be in danger?’

      ‘That’s a good call, Ems. She lives on her own. If we can’t find the link between Glen and Jonny, then it might just be a psychopath killing as many individuals in the racing world as they can.’

      Emma sighed. ‘No, I’m with you. The Taciturn Man’s last race stinks, not to mention the trail of people with serious financial concerns. I reckon Fiona could easily be the next victim.’

      ‘Or Kurt, for that matter. Make sure Jan recommends Fiona stay at a friend’s or at least a hotel. If she’s vague or unhelpful, he can make a judgement on bringing her to the station. I’ll deliver the death message to Kurt and explain the risks to him. Who else might be a victim?’

      ‘One of the trainers?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘The jockey has motive. He sustained significant injuries. Maybe he suspects they fixed the horse, and he wants revenge, believing they caused his fall.’

      Ashley smiled. ‘Two murders seem a little extreme for it to be that. I’d have settled for compensation.’

      Emma chuckled. ‘True, although it has been around eight months. Perhaps the people he had issues with refused to engage with him. If the police or a solicitor weren’t interested, his anger may have festered.’

      ‘Well, it’s possible. Ronan might have recovered enough physically to attack someone, even if not sufficiently to return to his career. Give Hector and Zelda the heads up for when they track him down. Barry and I will talk to Alistair, the others to Julietta. There are two full-time stable staff. One’s a retired jockey called Eddie. Sal may connect with him, being older. The other, Buffy, is a woman who appears a bit out of place in her position there. I wouldn’t be shocked if Alistair can be high and mighty with his workers, so perhaps they’ll have axes to grind.’

      ‘I assume other jockeys are booked to ride out the horses, and what about the part-timers?’

      ‘We’ll see who else is around. Another MIT team will need to take the interviews at the racecourse. I’ll give Kettle the low-down when I arrive. Keep in touch.’

      Ashley said goodbye and rang Michelle next and gave her the news.

      ‘That sounds barbaric. Does that mean we have a serial killer on our hands?’

      ‘Officially, there should be one more victim, but who knows what other crimes the murderer’s been up to? There may be another body hidden in the surrounding fields. More than one individual might be involved. Two killers. Can you come down to Fakenham?’

      ‘Yeah, I better had.’

      ‘Scott’s meeting us at the scene.’ The line went quiet. ‘Michelle, you still there?’

      A sigh broke the silence.

      ‘I suppose you should know. I broke up with him yesterday morning.’
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      Michelle didn’t want to talk about the split, which was just as well with time pressing, so Ashley said goodbye and shortly arrived at the racecourse. The fog had mostly lifted, leaving a clear, sharp day. It would have been a beautiful scene if it weren’t for the emergency vehicles and CSI vans parked up. She walked towards the tower, where a group of people were standing.

      Ashley recognised Dracula, AKA Crime Scene Manager Gerald Buckley, talking to three police officers. David Hunter was there with the head groundsman and his right-hand woman, Trudi.

      Gerald gave Ashley a nod. ‘Morning.’

      ‘Morning, everyone. I hear there’s been another terrible incident.’

      David shook his head. ‘Such awful news. Shocking.’

      Stephen Hill appeared stunned and just nodded in agreement. Ashley rested a hand on his arm.

      ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘To think all those people were having a great time here on Saturday,’ he said.

      ‘Were you the one to find him?’

      Stephen didn’t seem to have heard her. She turned to David, who huffed out a breath.

      ‘Stephen was the first to notice. We had over six thousand through the gate, which is twice the average. It’s a busy time for us after racing, especially with such a well-attended meeting.’

      ‘I take it there’s a lot of cleaning up.’

      ‘Most people are respectful and considerate, but simply so many means double the litter, grass areas get twice as worn and muddy, the toilets take a hammering, and the car parks are churned up. Not only that, but we had a few poor jumpers who clattered the hurdles, so Stephen was up early assessing the damage.’

      Ashley glanced again at Stephen, who appeared wan and lifeless. Discovering two dead bodies would take a toll on anyone. If he hadn’t appeared so stunned, Ashley would be immediately considering his involvement. Even so, she’d ask one of the uniforms present to take a statement from him, then suggest he went home for a few days. She made a mental note to ask one of her team to thoroughly check him out.

      Losing his head groundsman might not be the best of news for David, but if the man didn’t process what he’d seen, there could be consequences further down the line. David appeared remarkably in control again, so he would adjust.

      Gerald cleared his throat.

      ‘Oddly, I moved to Fakenham six months ago. My wife’s mother died and left us her bungalow, so we thought we’d have a change of scenery while we tidied up and redecorated, but we’ve found we love the town. I was finishing up another case so missed the initial investigation into the Glen Gordon murder, but took part in the follow-up. Unfortunately, with so much foot traffic and rubbish over the weekend, this scene may not be incredibly helpful.’

      ‘Nothing obvious found near the body?’

      ‘No. We’ve put a tent over the victim, but it’s damp down by the fence. His clothes are sodden, and not only with water. It’s quite a wound.’

      ‘Am I okay to look?’

      ‘Give me ten minutes. We’ll organise a route to the body and set up stepping plates.’

      After Gerald had gone, a uniformed sergeant approached her.

      ‘There’s no GP available at the moment to verify life extinct, even though nobody could survive an injury like that.’

      ‘The forensic pathologist’s arriving shortly. I’ll view the body at the same time as her for less intrusion and she can confirm death. The FLO is arriving, too, seeing as it sounds like someone we know. He’ll need to visit the next of kin.’

      ‘Understood.’

      Ashley turned to Stephen.

      ‘I take it you knew the victim.’

      David answered. ‘Of course, we all do. It’s Jonny Lowe. Poor man. I only spoke to him on Saturday. His partner will be devastated.’

      So, David had also seen the body up close, but didn’t appear as fazed as his groundsman. He felt her gaze on him.

      ‘I’ve seen a few bodies in my time, so I’ve learned to put it to one side and deal with it later.’

      Ashley nodded. It was what she did.

      ‘Stephen, can you tell me when and how you found the body?’

      Stephen adjusted his collar, then fiddled with his sleeve.

      ‘Yes. We walked the course yesterday to pick up litter, replace the divots, and take note of where we needed TLC to the hurdles and fences. I saw one of the runners plough right through a hurdle and saw it potentially needed replacing, so I’d gone to double-check first thing this morning even though it was still pretty dark.’

      ‘What time was that?’

      ‘A little before 7 a.m.’

      ‘Okay, go on.’

      ‘The mist was thick, so I was almost at the fence when I saw the body at the front of it. Jonny’s been a big presence here for decades, so even I know him by sight. There was a huge gash on his chest, like a slash from a big animal. A bear’s claw or something.’

      ‘Why an animal and not a weapon?’

      ‘I don’t know. It was so savage. David suggested it might be a sword, but his…’ Stephen licked his lips. ‘The victim’s chest is kind of open.’

      Ashley wasn’t looking forward to seeing the wound, although viewing it would be helpful. A deep gash was likely delivered by a strong person, normally a man. Swords were rare and, if they could find the weapon, potentially traceable.

      Trudi had been listening with her hand over her mouth. Ashley noticed her galvanising herself. Trudi took a step forward.

      ‘How can I help?’

      Ashley thought of the office staff. This would be traumatising for them, as well as the other members of the grounds team.

      ‘I understand it’s a busy time for you, but put your people first. Talking together about what’s happened often helps.’

      ‘We’re a solid bunch. Leave it to me.’

      When she’d gone, Ashley turned to David, who nodded grimly before he spoke.

      ‘Obviously Stephen needs to go home. I’ll offer the others the same option after your officers have talked to them; paid, of course. Luckily we don’t have a meeting for a while.’

      Ashley watched David blinking as he tried to get his head around how to keep the business operating.

      ‘Do you have many campers at the moment?’ she asked.

      ‘Around fifteen. They get free access to the races if they stay when we have a meeting, so it’s a busier period.’

      Ashley’s mind kicked into gear. She’d need to ring Kettle and have both search and interview teams sent in to speak to this many people. Perhaps more than one of the other MIT teams would help.

      ‘David, officers will be arriving to take statements from every member of your team again. Please call me if anything occurs to you. Check to see if that sole camper from the previous incident is back again.’

      Ashley stepped away and called Kettle. He told her to leave the course when she was ready since he’d already sent eight detectives to assist. She returned to the sergeant and told him more officers were on their way to take statements. The scene was his responsibility until the search team arrived.

      Michelle and Scott arrived within a few minutes of each other. The way they politely greeted each other made Ashley feel miserable. It was a strange fact about relationships, where people could go from planning to spend the rest of their lives together to barely, or perhaps never, speaking again, all in a matter of days or even hours.

      When Gerald returned, PPE had been issued to them and put on. They followed him, then took the path he’d set up towards the tent. The thin layer of material protecting the crime scene from the elements was about two hundred metres away from the grandstands. Ashley glanced back when they arrived. In the thick fog and pre-dawn darkness, even a torch beam would have been hard to see.

      Scott waited outside the tent so Ashley and Michelle could go in first. When the women entered, the smell within was horrendous. Stephen had been right. The clothing had fallen to the sides of the chest, showing the body cavity had been sliced open. Jonny’s eyes remained open, but he looked strangely peaceful considering he’d experienced such a violent death.

      Ashley noticed a relatively small black mark on his forehead about two centimetres wide.

      ‘What’s that?’

      ‘I’m not sure. It looks like an upside-down V or the top part of an arrow, or maybe a roof shape.’

      Michelle had brought her medical bag. She crouched next to the body and stared at the wound. The machete, if that was the weapon used, had entered above Jonny’s belt. It then carried all the way up to the shoulder.

      Michelle put a hand to her chin.

      ‘Give me a minute. I need to take a temperature and do a few other tests, but I think whoever did this was extremely tall.’
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      Ashley frowned as she stepped outside the tent. The only tall person they had left on their list of obvious suspects was Kurt.

      Scott pulled a face at Ashley’s expression. ‘That bad?’

      The gruesome image popped back into her mind.

      ‘Yeah, doesn’t get much worse.’

      ‘I find it helps to know exactly what happened. Gives me more patience, helps direct my support, that kind of thing.’

      ‘Yes, me too. It’s strange though. This is awful, no doubt. But compared to the horrors of the Horsey Mere case, it hasn’t hit me the same way. Those girls’ faces resurface at various times. Once in a supermarket queue. An old lady behind me asked if I was okay.’

      Scott’s face was tricky to read. ‘What a job we have.’ He looked away and seemed to be trying to absorb the beauty and peace of the surrounding greenery before he went in the tent, but flashing lights and a multitude of running engines would have made that difficult.

      Ashley could tell he was distracted, as well he might be. ‘How are things with you?’

      ‘I’ll be all right.’

      Ashley wasn’t sure whether he referred to their task today or his relationship, so she didn’t comment. Michelle appeared a few minutes later and Scott entered the tent.

      Michelle scratched her head. ‘That’s a weird injury.’

      ‘Why do you say that?’

      ‘Considering the length of the slice, I expected a forceful downward strike, resulting in a serious shoulder injury followed by a deeper cut. But the shoulder wound seems more like a glancing blow. The more severe laceration is in the abdomen.’

      Ashley squinted. ‘I can’t picture the motion. Why would a tall person attack in that way?’

      ‘I’m not sure. It’s almost a cricket stroke, with follow through.’

      ‘I’ll take your word on that. Whatever they used had a keen edge. Why am I thinking about Samurai?’

      ‘Possibly, but the angle still wouldn’t be right. Perhaps the injuries are two strokes which happened to meet.’

      ‘Could Jonny have been bending down?’

      ‘I don’t think so. The top of the injury appears consistent with a blade being dragged across the surface, rather than a downward thrust. Obviously, the PM will tell us more.’

      ‘And the mark?’

      ‘It looks as though someone’s drawn it on with a thick marker pen.’

      Ashley’s brow furrowed.

      ‘That’s odd.’

      ‘Yes, I’ll look under a microscope later and confirm.’

      ‘Okay, well, Jonny’s other half lives nearby. Scott and I will set off when he’s finished having a look. How long for the results?’

      ‘It depends on when I get the body. I’ll only have preliminary findings today. At this stage, there doesn’t seem to be any great mystery surrounding how the death occurred, except for the precise method used to inflict the wound, so I’ll wait for his partner to identify the body. Tests will obviously take a few days.’

      ‘I’ll check in with you later if Kurt wants to see Jonny this afternoon.’

      Michelle theatrically smacked her forehead with her hand. ‘Sorry, maybe the attacker wasn’t necessarily tall. Perhaps they were a person up high.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘We’re in the land of horses. What if the killer was mounted? They charged past and swung an upward strike. At pace, the effect would be magnified, hence the deep cut.’

      ‘Then as they passed, the blade follows over the shoulder.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      Michelle and Ashley looked at the grass.

      Ashley crouched down. There were hoofprints everywhere.

      ‘Clever to do the hit after a race meeting,’ she said.

      ‘CSI will struggle, although look over there.’ Michelle pointed at the rail of the fence, which had a red splatter on it. A smudge was visible. ‘That could help if the killer touched it when he dismounted to make the black mark.’

      Ashley doubted this perpetrator would make such a simple mistake. Her mind whirred.

      ‘Wouldn’t this be a messier injury?’

      ‘That’s not a given. The victim was fully clothed and wearing a thick coat. The latter in particular would have absorbed the blood and acted as a barrier. There would have been airborne spray, but the ground would quickly soak up the drops.’

      ‘A swift end?’

      ‘Not easy to say. Immediately shocking and debilitating, then incredibly painful, but not necessarily close to instantaneous.’

      ‘So it’s more likely he was the one who either fell on that rail or tried to use it to get up.’

      ‘Yes, you’re probably right. If the blade hit a main artery, death within ten minutes. Perhaps much sooner, with hopefully a rapid loss of consciousness beforehand.’

      ‘Would you need fighting skill to pull off such a stroke?’

      ‘If I gave you a sword and told you to swing one and kill me, you’d probably be able to perform the task pretty easily.’

      ‘I guess so. We’ve all seen Zorro.’

      ‘How about performing the action at speed on horseback?’
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      Ashley and Scott walked back to their cars together. The chilling murder dominated her mind, but the end of his and Michelle’s relationship was also present, meaning she struggled for small talk.

      Scott had the same issue and eventually blurted out the truth.

      ‘I got dumped.’

      ‘It’s usually horrible to speak those words.’

      ‘I guess so.’

      ‘Although sometimes people are relieved.’

      Scott slowed as they neared Ashley’s vehicle. ‘I felt relieved, then guilty, then upset, then devastated, before returning to guilty.’

      ‘I’d say she made the right decision, then.’

      Scott came to an abrupt halt.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘She’s focused on marriage and children, the future, whereas your most-pressing dilemma is probably whether to buy a latte or a flat white.’

      He gave out a little snort. ‘Brutal as always.’

      ‘I aim to please.’

      ‘In my defence, that is a tricky choice.’

      ‘What are you going to do?’

      ‘About what?’

      ‘Responding. You’ve had two weeks of thinking already.’

      ‘I see she told you everything.’

      ‘Giving you time shows what a class act she is. No wonder she ran out of patience. I’d have given you two black eyes.’

      They both chuckled at that.

      ‘It’s not that I don’t love being with her, but I never thought I’d be considering more kids.’

      Ashley noted he didn’t say he loved her.

      ‘Starting again may not seem great, but you’re probably concentrating on the negatives. The lack of sleep, the teething, the infinite stink, the crying, the expense, the banal playdates, the endless soft-play sessions, and the fading memory of a once great sex life.’

      Scott’s face fell.

      ‘That’s quite a list. What are the positives I should be focusing on?’

      ‘They’re generally pretty cute, and most of them move out, eventually.’

      He huffed out a breath.

      ‘Sounds heavenly.’

      ‘I’d say the ball is in your court, but don’t dilly-dally, or she’ll take it home and the game will be over regardless of your decision.’

      ‘I think I understand that.’

      Ashley gave him a reassuring smile.

      ‘Good. I’ll see you at Kurt and Jonny’s place. How do you want to play it?’

      ‘I’m pretty sure it’s my turn, so I’ll break the news. You make the tea.’

      Ten minutes later, Ashley and Scott were standing outside Kurt’s door having strode past his car, which was still in the drive. He swiftly answered their knocks.

      ‘I was planning to ring you guys.’

      Scott paused and was probably wondering whether to ask why before delivering their terrible news. He settled for keeping it simple.

      ‘We’re here now.’

      ‘He’s gone again. Jonny, that is. We had a good chat, and I had time to reflect on things. He’s obviously made mistakes, but don’t we all? I’ve realised that when I bailed him out last time, I used it as a cosh in every argument afterwards. I’m going to help from now on, and be supportive afterwards.’ Kurt gave them a big grin, which slid away. ‘But as I was about to say, he’s missing.’

      ‘Can we come in?’ asked Ashley.

      ‘Of course. Would you like a drink?’

      ‘Only if you’re having one.’

      ‘I’ve just boiled the kettle.’

      When they were all sitting around the kitchen table, Scott leaned forward, his eyes meeting Kurt’s.

      ‘I’m truly sorry to tell you this, but Jonny is dead. He was found this morning.’

      Kurt pulled an unusual face. A mix of denial and humour. He even let out a small laugh. Then he closed his eyes. Ashley and Scott knew not to comment.

      After a full minute, Kurt opened them.

      ‘There’s no mistake?’

      ‘I’m afraid not.’

      Kurt tipped his head back for thirty seconds. Tears dripped from his chin when he looked back at them. His face scrunched up in pain.

      ‘I blame myself. I should have watched him like a hawk. He was an obvious risk after all that’s happened.’

      Scott shifted his seat closer, his voice almost a whisper. ‘We don’t believe he took his own life.’

      Kurt’s hands, which were open on the table in front of him, slowly closed. ‘What are you saying? That it was an accident, or…?’

      ‘We’re investigating now, but it appears he was attacked.’

      ‘Oh, God. Who the hell would do that?’

      Scott looked over at Ashley. She gave Kurt a commiserating smile.

      ‘This is a tough time for you,’ she said, ‘but any answers you can give us now will help. We suspect Jonny went to meet someone.’

      ‘Where?’

      Ashley pondered whether to tell him, but his response would be natural.

      ‘The racecourse.’

      Kurt hit his fist on the table.

      ‘That place again! I didn’t even know he’d left the house until I woke up at seven. He’d been asleep on the sofa. Who would want to meet so early?’

      ‘We’ve no idea. Did he say anything to you since he came home?’

      ‘I think he was building up to a confession about whatever was bothering him. I asked him about what he was doing at the racecourse the night Glen died. All he said was he’d been tricked, but he had nothing to do with the murder. He hadn’t seen Glen down there.’

      Ashley suspected Jonny had lied to him. ‘What’s your guess about what his problems were?’

      ‘His debts. I reckon it was to do with a horse falling at Fakenham. Now I’ve thought back, I recall the evening after because he’s usually always on his phone. He had it turned off and face down on the fireplace.’

      ‘The Taciturn Man?’

      Kurt raised an eyebrow. ‘Yes, that’s the horse. He kept saying, “the last bloody fence, the last bloody fence”. I guessed he’d lost a stack, but over the following months, he worked long hours. Bills keep coming, though, don’t they? Cars break down, inflation bites, interest accrues. I suspect he couldn’t get out from under it.’ Kurt covered his face. ‘Why didn’t I ask?’

      ‘You can’t blame yourself,’ said Scott.

      Kurt uncovered his face. His skin was flushed, eyes red.

      ‘I do, and I will. Can I see him?’

      ‘We’ll need you to confirm his identity,’ replied Scott, ‘but you don’t need to do that today if you don’t want.’

      ‘No, I’d prefer to sit with him. Apologise.’ Kurt puffed out a long breath. ‘I suppose that sounds daft. Can we go right now?’

      ‘I’m afraid not. Scott will let you know when Jonny’s ready to be seen. Do you have someone you can ring or visit?’

      Kurt stared at the photographs on the walls. ‘I do, but I’d like to stay here. I bet that seems silly, too.’

      Scott patted him on the shoulder. ‘Not at all. You know best. I’ll stay and drive you in when you’re ready.’

      ‘I’d appreciate that.’

      Ashley nodded at Scott, pleased he was staying to bond with Kurt, who may be more talkative when Ashley had gone. She took a few sips of her tea. Kurt did the same. She noticed his eyes slip to the side. He caught her looking at him. Colour rose on his neck.

      ‘What is it, Kurt?’

      Instead of saying it was nothing, he bit his lip. Ashley gently lay her hand on one of his. ‘Anything you tell us will be useful, even if it seems unimportant. Please, help us catch those responsible.’

      Kurt moistened his lips. ‘I need to think about it.’

      Ashley didn’t want to badger someone whose world had been turned upside down, but she suspected Kurt knew something important. ‘Kurt, other people might be in danger.’

      He shook his head. ‘It’s nothing much, but I should get some advice first.’

      Kurt’s change in demeanour was obvious. He was clearly recalling something incriminating. Ashley considered what to say. Everything seemed to be linked to that race. Both Glen and Jonny had been losers in one way or the other, so it didn’t make sense for them to be the ones to die. An idea came to her, which perhaps explained why those two men had been taken out. Could someone be silencing witnesses?

      ‘If you have information about The Taciturn Man’s last race, you must share it now to give us the best chance of catching your partner’s murderer.’

      Kurt ran his teeth over his bottom lip, eyes darting from side to side.

      ‘You’re not alone in this,’ Scott reminded him. ‘I’m sure you want us to stop the killer from striking again.’

      Kurt grimaced, clearly waging an internal battle. ‘What I’ve got to tell you won’t make any difference. Let me have today. I’ll come to the police station tomorrow and tell you everything. I just need to put my thoughts in order.’

      Ashley suspected that meant he was getting his story straight. She wondered who he was protecting. There were a lot of people she needed to speak to that afternoon, so perhaps waiting for the morning wouldn’t be a problem. If he didn’t show up, they’d know to bring him in. Ashley racked her brains for what else she should ask Kurt if he was somehow involved in all this.

      ‘Do you ride horses?’

      Kurt was disarmed, as she guessed he might be at the random question.

      ‘No, I don’t. I can, though. We grew up near a stable. My sister had lessons for years. I kicked off, saying I wanted to learn, so they took me along, but my father lost his job, and we struggled for a few years. It was the first thing to go.’

      Ashley rose from the table. ‘I have to get going. I’ll leave you with Scott. Come in at ten tomorrow morning.’ She dipped her head towards Scott. He would gently push for information for as long as he was with Kurt. If needs be, Scott would explain that withholding information could be a crime.

      Ashley stopped at the door and turned around. ‘You know, Kurt, whatever Jonny did, it will all come out. We can give you advice on how to handle the fallout.’

      The sides of Kurt’s mouth drooped.

      ‘No, it’s not something Jonny did. It’s about a mistake I made.’
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      Emma approached OCC’s reception desk at 10 a.m., her mind open to whatever the man from the British Horseracing Authority might be like. The sight that greeted her was unexpected, eliciting a genuine laugh of surprise. His answering grin suggested he, too, found the situation amusing. A shared moment of levity in the midst of serious investigations.

      He rose from his seat and shook her hand.

      ‘William Brazil.’

      ‘DS Emma Stones.’

      ‘Didn’t they have anyone taller to meet me?’

      Emma had two-inch heels on, which put her well over six feet. She smiled down at the short, slim man.

      ‘Sadly not. I suppose you being a retired jockey would make sense with the job you do.’

      ‘Guilty as charged.’

      Emma took him on a guided tour and brought him up to speed with what she could legally mention about their case. William had a boyish face and a full head of hair, and reminded her of the Derby-winning rider, Willie Carson. He listened without interrupting, just making the occasional nod.

      He frowned when she told him about the murder that morning.

      ‘Poor Jonny. I hope I can assist.’

      She made them both a coffee when they reached the office and took him into an interview room. He was fine with the conversation being recorded. Ashley might want to watch it later. Emma had the feeling William would have plenty to say, and some of it would be technical.

      ‘Okay, tell me about the BHA’s investigation into The Taciturn Man.’

      William cleared his throat.

      ‘Right. The race was a three-horse affair around eight months ago. Joint jollies and a rag.’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘Sorry. Two joint-favourites at around even money and an outsider who was 12/1 until close to the off.’

      ‘Right, so a punter would double their bet if The Taciturn Man or Her Ladyship came in first, or they’d win twelve times their stake with victory for Strike the Post.’

      ‘Yes. As you can imagine, twelves in a contest against two others is a big price.’

      ‘Yet that horse was the victor.’

      ‘Correct. Her Ladyship had won a decent race in her previous outing. The Taciturn Man had performed poorly in his last race, a contest he should have easily won, but he remained a multiple course winner. The question was, would he find his form back at his favoured track? It made for an intriguing battle. Strike the Post seemed destined to trail home last.’

      ‘Then Her Ladyship pulled up after little more than half the distance.’

      ‘Yes, she didn’t run to form at all. It happens. Many of the horses begin racing at the start of the jumps season. Quite a few come into their coat and compete badly near the end of it, and they’re ready for pasture until the next year.’

      ‘When does the season run from?’

      ‘Officially from October to April with the Cheltenham festival in March being the target for many horses.’

      ‘Right. What about the Grand National?’

      ‘You could argue that meeting at Aintree in April is the highlight of the year for the public. Many training programmes lead to these meetings, then the flat season takes over. There is all-year racing at some of the National Hunt tracks, summer jumps. Fakenham has a few of those meetings, but stops in June because, even with watering, the ground gets too hard here after that.’

      ‘I’m beginning to get my head around it all now.’

      William nodded.

      ‘Good. So, back to the race. As expected, Taciturn ran well, but fell at the last. The reason we looked at the result was because of the jockey’s position in the saddle coming up to the final fence. It could have been perceived that he wanted his mount to go along the fence as opposed to over it.’

      Ashley frowned.

      ‘I thought his saddle slipped.’

      ‘That’s what the jockey suggested when we asked what happened.’

      ‘Ronan Rafferty.’

      ‘Yes. He said he couldn’t remember much else. When he crashed into the wings and came off, the saddle moved under the horse, so it wasn’t possible to check afterwards.’

      ‘It seems a plausible explanation. Surely nobody would want to take a tumble off a galloping horse.’

      ‘Jump jockeys are used to falling. They learn to bounce. Statistically, around every tenth ride will fall or unseat them.’

      Emma gasped.

      ‘Jeez. They must be mad.’

      ‘A few of them are.’ William grinned, indicating his pride at being one of the crazies. ‘On its own, we perhaps wouldn’t have been too concerned about the incident, but we found unusual gambling patterns on the race. The rails bookies kept taking money for Her Ladyship, but the odds didn’t shorten as they normally would.’

      ‘As if the bookmakers all knew she was going to pull up, or at least lose.’

      ‘Yes, and one bookie took more bets than anyone else.’

      ‘Jonny Lowe.’

      ‘Yes. Obviously, it didn’t win, but the unusual thing was, Lowe also accepted a lot of wagers on the outsider too, as though he could see no other result except a victory for The Taciturn Man.’

      ‘A reasonable assumption if the horse was a course specialist.’

      ‘Yes, but it’s reckless to have such a one-sided book. He risked losing a substantial chunk of cash.’

      ‘Which he did when the horse fell.’

      ‘Yes. That’s why we’ve struggled to come to any conclusions. We also met a wall of silence. I couldn’t understand why Jonny was so confident about The Taciturn Man winning, and nothing came to light. We were about to end our investigation.’

      ‘Perhaps the trainer told him it was a cert, and he got greedy.’

      William’s shoulders lifted indicating his confusion.

      ‘Jonny’s been in the game long enough to grasp there are no certainties, but, considering the trainer is Alistair Nesmith, that’s possible.’

      Emma drummed her fingers on the table. ‘I don’t see anyone’s angle. Did some of the other bookmakers win loads?’

      ‘A few made a meaningful amount as the outsider won, but nothing out of the ordinary. Another strange thing was that the odds plunged on the outsider. That forced us to consider whether someone knew the first two in the betting would lose.’

      ‘I see. Which would mean it had to be Strike the Post’s race. Her Ladyship pulled up early, so perhaps they had inside information on her.’

      ‘It’s possible. Fixing two horses from different training operations would likely be a first. We checked the lay bets for Her Ladyship, but discovered nothing untoward.’

      ‘Lay bets being the ones which would make money on her not winning.’

      William smiled. ‘Right.’

      ‘If it was a fix, leaving the fiddle to the final fence was cutting it close.’

      ‘Yes, very risky, so that’s why we wondered if it was a deliberate fall.’

      Emma’s eyebrows raised.

      ‘Ah, I get it. Perhaps The Taciturn Man wasn’t supposed to win, but he ran too well. The jockey ends up in a horrible situation where he’s going to easily win the race. He panics and steers the horse into what he hopes would be a simple refusal, but they crash out instead, and he gets seriously hurt.’

      ‘Yep. It was lucky the horse didn’t break any bones and end up being put down.’

      Emma bared her teeth.

      ‘I didn’t think about that. I assume the jockey had plausible answers when questioned.’

      ‘Of course. He said he felt the saddle go to the left, and he went with it. He didn’t expect the impact with the wings of the fence, which seems to have ended his career.’

      ‘His injuries are that bad?’

      ‘Yes. He also reckoned he’d never do anything to hurt a horse.’

      Emma leaned back in her seat. ‘Well, he would say that, wouldn’t he? We’ve had difficulty locating him. Do you have an address?’

      ‘He’s at Great Ryburgh.’

      ‘We had a location there, but the house is unoccupied.’

      ‘That will be his old address. He told us he was being evicted but hoped to only move to an empty place his wife’s brother owned, which had recently become vacant and is in the same village. I have the details.’

      William gave Emma the address and she pictured a map of the area in her head.

      ‘So at either address, he’d live within walking distance to the racecourse.’

      ‘Yes. He’s a mid-sized jockey who would have spent his career battling with his weight. He’d probably run there on race day to sweat a few pounds off.’

      Again, Emma paused while she considered the implications.

      ‘Ronan has to be angry if his livelihood is finished, but what would he have to gain from killing the owner and a bookmaker?’

      ‘That’s what’s been on my mind ever since I heard about Glen, which was obviously before Jonny was killed. It makes little sense for him to have done it. Does anybody get away with murder nowadays?’

      A few do, thought Emma, but not many double killers escape justice. ‘There has to be a detail we don’t know yet.’

      ‘Right.’

      Emma’s brain was tangled up with all the latest information. From experience, she knew if she talked about something else, her mind might make connections in the background.

      ‘Were you a good jockey?’

      ‘Average, but I loved it. There’s nothing like the feel of a smashing racehorse underneath you. I rode a few times at Cheltenham. My God, the buzz. Never had a ride with a chance, but I remember the roar when the starting tape went up. Hairs are tingling on the back of my neck right now, just thinking about it.’

      ‘Why did you quit?’

      ‘My girlfriend got pregnant, and we needed a consistent wage. I was never going to make it, though. The top jocks are a different breed. They possess a certain horsemanship you can’t easily learn. I rode as a work rider for years to remain in the game. Wages were poor but at least regular. Then this BHA job came up. It’s brilliant. Horses are my life. I need to be around them, talk about them. Even mucking out would probably be okay if I wasn’t doing this.’

      Emma could tell his passion was genuine. ‘I don’t get the attraction, although I’ve never been on one.’

      ‘Never?’

      ‘No, I’ve always been plus-sized. I thought it would be unfair.’

      ‘Well, that’s true. Some say you shouldn’t ride any horse if you weigh more than a hundred kilos.’

      ‘I do.’

      ‘Let me tell you, then. Horses are amazing. They’re majestic, but peaceful, gentle creatures. There’s a bond between horse and rider, or even just with someone who cares for one. It’s difficult to explain. A kind of mutual respect and trust. They’re a hundred times stronger, but they always try to please. They give their all for us, and want nothing in return.’

      ‘Except a few bags of expensive oats, and a nice rub-down. Oh, and would you kindly clean up my enormous droppings?’

      William laughed. ‘There is that.’

      Emma’s mind had thrown up a question.

      ‘You said you checked who’d been betting and laying The Taciturn Man and I assume Her Ladyship. Did you go through Jonny Lowe’s credit account records?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Did anyone win big on Strike the Post?’

      ‘Nobody won any significant bets. There were lots and lots of small wins. Nothing over a thousand pounds.’

      ‘That seems plenty to me.’

      ‘Rich professional gamblers risk considerably more than you’d expect.’

      ‘As do addicts?’

      ‘I suppose, although the business has cleaned itself up over the last few years. There are betting time-outs, maximum losses, and flags are raised if people bet out of their budgets.’

      ‘So, what’s your opinion on that fall? After all, you were a pro.’

      William was silent for a moment. ‘I don’t believe we’ll be able to prove anything either way now, but I know race-riding. I understand the drive to win. It’s almost a need. Rafferty was probably as good a jockey as me. Victories would have been his lifeblood, and we checked and found no evidence of him making any money out of the result.’

      William’s face was serious.

      ‘Despite all that, my gut instinct is that he deliberately threw that race.’
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      Ashley had nearly reached Nesmiths Racing when Emma called to tell her William from the BHA had provided the jockey’s address.

      ‘Fabulous work, Emma.’

      ‘Is Scott still with you?’

      ‘No, he stayed with Kurt, who was on the verge of giving us some sort of confession, but he clammed up.’

      ‘Any idea what he’s done?’

      ‘Not really. Maybe Scott will prise the truth from him this afternoon. Kurt wants to identify Jonny’s body later and spend time with him. His sorrow came across as genuine, and I don’t think he has a clue about the violent nature of the murder.’

      ‘I wonder if Rafferty was pally with Kurt and Jonny, but I suppose living in a village near the only jumps racecourse in Norfolk isn’t a huge coincidence.’

      ‘Hector should find out. Have him and Zelda left for Ronan’s new place?’

      ‘Five minutes ago. I ran through what he needed to ask, but he was on the ball.’

      Ashley told her of Michelle’s suspicions around how Jonny died.

      Emma inhaled sharply. ‘That’s a shocking way to kill someone, and specific, too. Few people would have the skill.’

      ‘Exactly, and it occurred to me that Alistair mentioned he was in the Household Cavalry. Aren’t they something to do with ceremonies?’

      ‘Hang on.’

      Ashley heard fast typing in the background, then Emma whistled.

      ‘I’m seeing polished helmets and shiny swords. Very posh.’

      ‘On horseback?’

      ‘Some of them. Alistair has some explaining to do.’

      ‘Yes, although why would he tell me he used to be in a unit known for its swordplay, then murder a bloke he knows with a sword?’

      ‘Perhaps it was a slip of the tongue.’

      Ashley chuckled. ‘If only our lives were so easy. I guess it’s possible he wanted revenge in a spectacular way and didn’t care about the consequences.’

      ‘The press will love the drama. It’ll make world news.’

      Ashley grimaced at the possibility. A homicidal maniac on horseback would certainly grab attention.

      ‘Did Barry, Morgan and Sal leave on time?’

      ‘Yes, to meet you outside Nesmiths at eleven o’clock, as agreed.’

      ‘Hang on.’ Ashley drove around the final corner before the stable. ‘I’m arriving now, yes, I can see them. We’re certainly at the right location if we’re looking for people who ride.’

      ‘Be careful. You also might be in the correct place to find those who kill.’

      Ashley smiled. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

      She cut the call and parked behind Barry. Sal and Morgan had driven over together and stopped further up on the opposite side of the road. She gathered them to her and gave them a quick update.

      Sal was the first to comment.

      ‘It must have been like a scene from Braveheart. Weird to think we might be talking to someone shortly who’s capable of that.’

      ‘Agreed. Barry and I will grill Alistair.’

      Barry slowly shook his head. ‘Surely he wouldn’t use his own weapon.’

      Ashley shrugged.

      ‘He may have given it to the killer and arranged a concrete alibi for himself. Sal, Morgan, escort Julietta to a different part of the stable and take a statement from her. Lack of compliance from anyone today will lead to a trip to OCC. If Alistair kicks off, we’ll cuff him, but wait for a van.’

      ‘Who else do we want to interview?’ asked Sal.

      ‘Let’s see who’s there. Work riders, which I assume includes Buffy, are going to be comfortable in a saddle. Barry and I will talk to her. You chat to Eddie after Julietta. He doesn’t ride now, or so he told us, but he seems to have his finger on the pulse. He mentioned the dodgy race to me personally and hinted at what the BHA bloke confirmed.’

      ‘That’s true,’ replied Sal thoughtfully.

      Ashley considered how her team should play their interviews.

      ‘We stated before that Alistair might not be the best boss, so explore the others’ opinion of him. Maybe somebody has set him up by using his sword. I meant to ask Eddie exactly why he’s called The Whip, but it slipped my mind. He kind of implied it was to do with being smart – check when you speak with him.’

      Morgan had kept quiet. He scuffed his feet. ‘I still can’t see a decent motive for killing two people so barbarically.’

      Ashley slapped him on the back. ‘That’s why we’re here. To find one. Think about who’s died so far. The owner and the bookmaker. That leaves the trainers and the jockey.’

      Morgan nodded grimly. ‘I agree. Either they’re responsible, or they need to look over their shoulders.’
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      Hector swung the pool car around the bends approaching Great Ryburgh. He felt guilty about being in a good mood, seeing as someone had died in a grisly manner that morning, but he couldn’t help it. Drinks with Jenny had been more than pleasant. She had apologised profusely for being underdressed when he’d arrived in trousers and a smart shirt for their date, and she had been wearing tight jeans. Of course, he hadn’t minded.

      They had a surprising amount in common. They enjoyed tennis, crime thrillers and sci-fi movies. She’d said the Odeon in Norwich had been running old Star Wars films, but had moved on to Avatar. Having missed it on the big screen the first time around, she was planning to watch it. Did he want to go with her on Sunday night?

      Hector thought Avatar wasn’t a fantastic example of the genre and had not been fussed about sitting through what he considered a one-hundred-and-sixty-two-minute cartoon, but three hours with Jenny had appealed. About halfway through, she’d reached over and held his hand. He’d been surprised that the plastic cup of Coke in his other hand hadn’t bubbled and steamed.

      Stopping at the address provided, Hector turned the engine off. ‘We’re here.’

      Zelda smiled at him, and he noticed she had nice teeth.

      Her eyes narrowed. ‘You’re in a happy mood.’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘Care to explain?’

      ‘Nope.’

      They agreed Hector would ask most of the questions, while Zelda took notes on her iPad.

      A short woman with a worried face swiftly answered the door. Hector knew Ronan’s age to be around thirty, so he’d assumed his partner would be a similar age, but this lady appeared older.

      ‘DC Hector Fade and DC Zelda Cartwright. We’re looking for Ronan Rafferty.’

      ‘Oh, dear. I’m his wife, Colette. What’s he done now?’

      Hector remained expressionless, but hers was the sort of comment usually reserved for the mothers of naughty schoolboys. ‘What makes you ask that?’

      ‘Let’s just say we’ve been having a wild ride.’ She rolled her eyes at their blank faces. ‘He’s not here. You’ll find him walking along the Wensum most days. He believes constantly prowling up and down the river is going to somehow heal his shoulder and mend his leg.’

      ‘When will he return?’

      ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’

      Hector was about to enquire which was the most likely direction to locate Ronan, when Zelda interjected.

      ‘Sounds as if you’ve been having a trying time of things. Do you mind if we come in? We have a few background questions we’d like to ask.’

      ‘I suppose so.’

      Hector watched the woman shuffle through the kitchen behind her and into a tidy lounge in the manner of an exhausted person. The fridge, kitchen units, TV and sofa seemed dated to Hector’s young eye. Yet they appeared functional, which was perhaps a statement that did not apply to Colette.

      She slumped into an armchair. Her petite frame seemed even smaller, swallowed by the oversized sweater she wore. Dulled eyes, underlined by dark smudges, spoke of sleepless nights, not to mention the lines etched into her forehead and around her mouth. She pulled her straggly, shoulder-length hair back and, using an elastic hair bobble, created a messy ponytail. Loose strands framed a pinched face that didn’t suit being so thin.

      Hector was wise enough to let Zelda take the lead.

      ‘How long have you been married?’

      ‘Five years.’

      ‘It can be hard at times. Your husband’s injury will have affected more than just his career.’

      ‘The fall ruined our marriage. That’s what it’s done.’

      She spat the words out, but her expression didn’t change.

      ‘I still love him, but he’s consumed by anger and regret.’

      ‘Who does he blame?’

      ‘That’s the crazy thing. I’m not sure. Certainly himself, but it was something to do with that wanker, Alistair.’

      Zelda subtly cocked her head to one side.

      ‘The trainer?’

      ‘Yes. I rode for him a few times before I retired. He was cruel and controlling. His instructions were to be followed to the letter, or he’d rage at you. My last ride for him went wrong when my horse made a small mistake. She lost her confidence, wouldn’t respond to my urgings, and we tailed off. He berated me for all to see in the unsaddling area afterwards. My face still burns when I recall that day. I froze and would have sobbed in front of everyone if Eddie hadn’t whisked me away.’

      ‘Is that Eddie Whelan?’

      ‘Yes. A lovely man.’

      ‘Was the incident with Alistair why you retired?’

      Colette snorted with obvious disgust.

      ‘No, I wouldn’t have given that arsehole the satisfaction. I couldn’t get enough mounts with winning potential. It’s a tough game when you’re driving a four-hundred-mile round trip for a single ride with no hope.’

      Zelda bobbed her head. ‘That does sound demotivating, especially if the horse falls.’

      ‘That was my life.’

      ‘Forgive my ignorance, and probably my unconscious bias, but are male jockeys stronger? Nearly all the famous names seem to be men, or do they just get the best rides?’

      ‘Of course, males are generally more powerful than females, but in our sport, it’s the horse doing the tough work. Notts University did a study on whether either sex had an advantage. Neither blokes nor women came out ahead, but in the past, men were thought better. Things are evening out nowadays, because it’s down to jockeyship.’

      Zelda nodded. ‘Care to explain?’

      ‘Balance, skill in the saddle, timing at the jumps, tactics.’

      ‘Put simply, the ability to control and motivate the horse.’

      A small touch of colour returned to Colette’s cheeks. ‘Yeah, that’s it. Ronan and I met in the weighing room. We were the same age, both inexperienced, but keen to carve out a career for ourselves. I’d say I was a bit better than him, but even with our earnings combined we struggled to just pay the basic bills. He was still getting rides off Alistair, so I quit and accepted an administration job at a hotel. He tried so hard to make it as a pro, but the moment had arrived for him to accept the truth.’

      Colette wiped away a tear. ‘That’s what’s crazy about how he’s behaving. He knew the dream was over. We wanted children. The time had come. My aunt said we could stay at theirs in Norwich for as long as it took to save for a deposit on a house.’

      ‘Why didn’t the injury make his mind up?’

      ‘I don’t know. Perhaps he hoped to retire on his terms. It’s insane, though. He can’t run with the damage to his knee, and he might not be able to for years. I doubt he could lift a tin of beans with his right arm. He’d struggle to ride a donkey on the beach, let alone a thoroughbred over jumps.’

      ‘That must be difficult for him to accept.’

      Colette’s expression soured. ‘It’s been terrible for me. I’m at my wits’ end. We fell behind on the rent and were told to leave. I can’t find a way through to him. He won’t talk to me.’

      Hector had been writing in his pad, but a question had been burning for a while.

      ‘You said you’re having a wild ride. Can you explain more?’

      There was no pause from Colette.

      ‘His temper is close to the surface all the time. I’m on eggshells. So are the neighbours. Ronan’s best mate said not to ring again until he got a grip. Tesco Superstore in Fakenham barred him after he shoved the poor trolley collector. He needs therapy, although he has been calmer just lately. Maybe he’s finally processing what’s happened to him. He said there’s less pain now. You know, we’ve been together for ten years. He was always so upbeat and carefree. A typical Irishman. He enjoyed life and didn’t take it too seriously.’

      Hector wondered whether Ronan was feeling better after giving in to his rage and deciding a course of action, but his injuries would make that unlikely. Although he might not have been acting alone.

      ‘You heard about Glen Gordon?’

      ‘Yes, such a shock. He was a nice old guy. Liked a laugh. Loved his racing. Wanted to win, but he wouldn’t put that above the jockey’s happiness or safety, nor the horse’s.’

      The word safety triggered the same narrowing of eyes in Zelda as it did in him. Hector probed her answer.

      ‘Why would a jockey not be safe?’

      Colette’s face flushed. She let out a sharp, awkward laugh.

      ‘Occasionally, some trainers send jockeys out on horses which aren’t fit, or they’re poor jumpers. It’s a dangerous business. All our collarbones are broken. Alistair’s up to no good, too. I know he is. I kept my mouth shut in the past, because he’d have dropped Ronan if I caused trouble. We needed the rides and the cash, but it was horrible having someone like him having our livelihoods over us. Then there was that terrible fall.’

      The question lingered in the room, unspoken but palpable, until Zelda broke the tension.

      ‘When Ronan was injured, do you think it was because Alistair persuaded him to throw the race?’
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      Instead of another quick retort, Colette surprised Hector with a period of silence, punctuated only by inhaling deeply.

      ‘I don’t know,’ she finally said. ‘Ronan was unduly stressed back then, but I can’t remember exactly what was going on around that time now. After two weeks in hospital, he came home a changed man. I pleaded with him to open up to me, but he refused, finally becoming hostile when I pushed. Once, in his sleep, he shouted out, “It was my fault.”’

      ‘So, he caused the fall?’

      ‘He wouldn’t explain more. To me, the incident appeared unnatural for an accomplished rider.’

      Hector scribbled in his notebook, leaving Zelda to carry on directing the interview.

      ‘So, you liked Glen. Can you think of any reason why anyone would want to kill him?’

      ‘Not at all. He didn’t have a bad bone in him.’

      ‘Might he have been involved in any race-fixing?’

      ‘Not a chance.’

      ‘Who was the horse’s groom that day?’

      ‘Eddie Whelan.’

      ‘What are the chances of him being complicit in something like that?’

      ‘None. You’ve probably heard them calling him The Whip. Do you know why that is?’

      Zelda cocked her head to one side for a moment.

      ‘He’d whip his mounts mercilessly at the end of a race?’

      ‘Nope. The opposite. Eddie rarely whipped a horse, and never with maximum force. On occasion, they need a tap down the neck to make them concentrate before they take a fence, or a slap on the hindquarters to stop them veering from a straight line. Because of that, he carried one, but he reckoned an experienced jockey should be able to ride hands and heels to get the best out of a horse.’

      Zelda gave Colette a conspiratorial smile. ‘Not to whip to coerce their mount into going faster?’

      Colette gave her a small smirk in reply. ‘No. Sometimes owners or trainers tell a jockey to whip the horse at the finish. The rules are so much stricter now. Whips are only for encouragement and safety with a maximum of seven strikes, but they were very different times when Eddie was riding. Even so, he had a habit of accidentally dropping his two fences out, so he couldn’t use it.’

      ‘Sneaky.’

      ‘Not sneaky enough. He let it slip from his grasp once too often and got that nickname. Some people stayed loyal, even though he was getting on a bit, but Eddie began to struggle for rides. He was forced to take a retainer with a young, up-and-coming trainer. Eddie was pushing fifty by then. The yard had a cracking stallion, Silver Sailboat, who was fancied to win at Cheltenham. A beast, to be sure, but the owner refused to castrate him. That made for a tough, wilful creature. Guess who owned him?’

      ‘Not Glen Gordon?’

      ‘Yup. Only a few could handle Silver Sailboat, yet Eddie possessed the skill to coax peak performance from the temperamental animal. Eddie never whipped him. He reckoned the horse responded better to shouting and was liable to pull himself up if whipped. The trainer disagreed. Cheltenham came, and he was entered into a grade one hurdle. Massive prize to the winner. The trainer insisted he keep Silver covered up, which means have him amongst the other runners. Swing out wide after the third last fence, then give him everything.’

      Zelda’s forehead furrowed.

      ‘Don’t tell me he dropped the whip.’

      ‘Might as well have. He never touched it. I think he didn’t drop the whip, either because the horse was unruly, or perhaps it was because everyone knew by then he deliberately discarded them. The trainer was furious in the parade ring afterwards. Eddie just smiled, but he lost his retainer, and his career ended when the trainer badmouthed him to anyone who’d listen. Rumours came out Eddie might have been involved in race-fixing. Nothing was ever proven, but seeing as the trainer had already experienced a scrape with the BHA by then, people jumped to conclusions.’

      Zelda whistled softly under her breath.

      ‘I take it Eddie lost the race at Cheltenham?’

      ‘No, that’s what was daft about it. Silver Sailboat broke the course record for that distance. He sailed up the finishing straight, crowd screaming him on, trying his best, and he won by a rapidly diminishing short head.’

      Hector tutted. ‘Victory by a few centimetres, but the trainer hated to be proven wrong, and his ego couldn’t tolerate his jockey failing to follow orders.’

      ‘Exactly. There are no prizes for guessing the up-and-coming trainer’s name.’

      Hector had guessed, but Zelda hadn’t. Her eyes widened.

      ‘Not Alistair Nesmith?’

      ‘Yep. It set the dickhead on his way, too. A big winner like that. Owners came flocking to him to train their horses.’

      ‘How come Eddie works for him now after all that?’

      ‘No idea. He’s been there decades, too. Perhaps they made up.’

      Hector nodded, but with what he’d heard of Alistair, that seemed unlikely.

      ‘Thank you, Colette. You’ve been extremely helpful. There’s one final person I need to talk to you about. Jonny Lowe.’

      The name didn’t register on Colette’s face.

      ‘Who’s that?’

      Hector described Jonny. Colette was shaking her head when she paused.

      ‘Actually, that does ring a bell. Someone fitting the description, looking all agitated, came to the hospital to visit him. Ronan was too medicated for visitors, so I sent him away.’

      ‘And you didn’t see him again?’

      ‘No, never, but Ronan’s rarely here now. Long walks are the only thing that calm him. It was 10 p.m. when he returned last night. He might be anywhere on the river, for miles around, meeting whomever he liked, and I wouldn’t have a clue.’

      Hector studied Colette’s face. ‘I’m afraid Jonny is dead.’

      A puzzled frown creased Colette’s brow, her eyes darting back and forth between the officers. ‘As I said, I didn’t really know him. How did he die?’

      ‘Murder.’

      A gasp, a mix of astonishment and horror, escaped her lips. ‘Glen and Jonny. Have you caught who did it?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Is that why you’re here?’

      ‘Part of our investigation.’

      Colette’s hand shot to her mouth. Shock causing her accent to strengthen.

      ‘Do you believe Ronan to be responsible?’

      Henry kept his face blank. ‘We want to make sure he’s safe. Will he have his mobile on him?’

      Colette’s finger jabbed towards the sideboard, her stare fixed on the phone resting there. ‘It stresses him out.’

      Hector understood they needed this guy found as soon as possible, but it was unlikely Kettle would get the helicopter out, or a manhunt started, with merely circumstantial evidence.

      ‘Will you ring us the moment he gets back?’

      Colette’s gaze wavered. She seemed torn between devotion to her husband and the clear urgency of the situation.

      ‘Will he be looked after?’

      ‘Of course.’

      With a deep breath, she offered a reluctant nod, a silent acknowledgement of the painful choice she was forced to make.

      ‘Believe me, I’ll do it, but it might be late. Only once has he not come home.’

      ‘Was that recently?’

      ‘No, probably two or three months ago. He said he’d been listening to the river.’

      Hector gave her his number, and he took hers. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll be up.’

      Hector and Zelda stood and strolled from the house. At the door, Zelda paused.

      ‘Colette, do you think it’s possible your husband is involved in these murders?’

      A weighty pause hung in the air before Colette finally shrugged. Despite its simplicity, it was a gesture that spoke volumes.
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      Ashley drove her car through the gates at Nesmiths Racing, closely followed by the others. Alistair and his wife, Julietta, were arguing in the courtyard. They stopped and stared, both grim-faced, as their visitors parked up.

      Ashley strolled over.

      ‘Alistair, my colleague, Barry, and I would like a word with you. DC Freitas and DS Golding will have a discussion with Julietta at the same time, if that’s okay?’

      ‘What’s this about?’ asked Julietta.

      ‘Glen’s death.’

      Julietta shot Alistair a filthy look. ‘I’ll talk to them in the kitchen.’

      Ashley observed as Sal and Morgan disappeared after her in the direction of the main house.

      Alistair briskly turned towards a modern extension.

      ‘My office is over here. Can we be quick? The second string is due out in an hour.’

      When Barry followed, he whispered to Ashley as he passed. ‘This guy’s cruising for a bruising.’

      Ashley expected the office to be a mess with Alistair not being the type for fastidious organisation, but his desk was clear except for a laptop, a large ledger, and a huge Attheraces.com planner. A small Christmas tree had been placed on a cabinet, but no decorations were hung on it.

      Ashley and Barry sat down and kept quiet. Alistair fidgeted in his chair. He appeared relaxed one moment, then uncomfortable the next. Ashley suspected he was either a mass of contradictions, or a great pretender, with his brusque manner a front. She could guess his most damning trait would be an inability to tolerate being told what to do.

      ‘What do you want, then?’

      Ashley had informed Barry she would lead, but they’d worked together so often now, they could adapt as the conversation went on. Ashley’s eyes were drawn to the photographs on the wall. It seemed all people in the business loved pictures of their horses, past and present. They were almost like family. As her gaze swept over the joyous and proud owners, she suspected, for some, the connection was even stronger than family.

      ‘The Taciturn Man. Is his career finished for good?’

      ‘Yes, sadly, it is.’

      ‘That must be a blow for a stable your size.’

      ‘It’s not great news, but we’re much more than one horse.’

      ‘You were being investigated by the BHA over his last race.’

      ‘Yes, and nothing has come of it.’

      Ashley smiled. ‘I didn’t realise their inquiry was over.’

      ‘As good as.’

      ‘I’ve seen the race. That fall appeared unusual, even to my eye. Why would a horse do that of his own accord, coming up to a fence?’

      ‘That shows how little you understand about racing. We’ve actually had news about that. There’s an explanation for his not wanting to jump the final obstacle.’

      Ashley prepared herself for a tall tale, but Alistair’s demeanour was not that of a liar.

      ‘The vet did a barrage of tests. He noticed a slight thickening in some of the rear ligaments and had scans done. There appears to be the beginnings of a degenerative hip injury. That’s probably why he ran badly at Huntingdon in his previous contest, and why he decided he’d had enough at Fakenham.’

      ‘He looked to be running a brilliant race that day. If he had popped over the final fence, with his only remaining rival being spent, he could have cantered home.’

      ‘Who knows what was going through his mind?’ replied Alistair, airily. ‘They give their all, but if his joints were causing him pain, he might have pulled up. Maybe the saddle slipped. Perhaps jockey error. Rafferty’s not the best.’

      ‘Why use him, then?’

      ‘He’s cheap, and he follows orders.’

      ‘That’s important to you, isn’t it?’

      ‘What is?’

      ‘That people do as they’re told.’

      ‘Of course. I’m responsible for many things here. It’s crucial I can rely on my team. There are a lot of spinning plates, serious ones too, like people’s careers, the health of the horses, owners’ dreams, health and safety, you name it.’

      ‘Is it difficult to have a day off?’

      ‘Exactly, I rarely do.’ Alistair grinned, but there was no humour present.

      Barry, having so far resisted using an iPad, showed Ashley his notes where he’d written:

      
        
        He already knows another person died.

      

      

      Ashley had been suspecting the same thing.

      ‘Did you know there’s been another death at Fakenham Racecourse?’

      The collar of Alistair’s T-shirt appeared to have tightened as he stretched his neck out of it. ‘Yes. A stable girl received a call.’

      ‘Which one?’

      ‘Caroline.’

      ‘Is she here?’

      ‘She’d better be. I’ve had words before about her sloping off early.’

      ‘Are you aware who the victim was?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘Jonny Lowe.’

      Alistair sat stock-still. His tongue darted out and licked the sides of his mouth. Again, he appeared hard to read. His voice, when he finally spoke, came out as a croak.

      ‘That’s a shame.’

      Barry seized the moment to apply pressure.

      ‘Any idea why anyone would kill Jonny?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘Any dealings with him?’

      ‘Not really.’

      ‘He comes here to your yard.’

      ‘He has visited, yes, but it’s not like he’s a regular.’

      Barry then leisurely wrote his notes, assuming correctly that an already unsettled Alistair would hate the silence and choose to fill it.

      ‘Are you implying I’m involved somehow?’

      Barry clicked his pen.

      ‘Why would we think that?’

      Alistair, clearly annoyed, scowled at Barry.

      ‘I haven’t got time for this palaver.’

      ‘Palaver?’ said Ashley. ‘Two people you know, one extremely well, are dead. Both killed in an extremely violent fashion. Don’t you want to help catch those responsible?’

      ‘That’s your job, not mine.’

      Ashley decided it was the moment to hem Alistair in.

      ‘You were in the forces?’

      ‘So?’

      Ashley watched as he tried to find something to do with his hands. He removed his mobile phone from his pocket, briefly checked the screen, then returned it.

      ‘Which regiment did you serve in?’

      ‘The Household Cavalry.’

      ‘Is that the unit with the glistening uniforms and flashing swords?’

      ‘I was in a tank most of the time, but yes, our dress uniform is flashy and there is a sword.’

      ‘I always think it must be tricky, charging at an enemy, reins in one hand, sword in the other.’

      Beads of sweat appeared on Alistair’s forehead. He sank into his seat.

      Barry closed his notebook and placed it on the desk. He slowly put his pen on top of it. Ashley uncrossed her arms and rested her hands on the arms of her chair. They both stared at Alistair. The atmosphere in the room grew thick. An invisible weight seemed to press down on the trainer, stealing his breath.

      His jaw clenched. A muscle ticced in his cheek as he fought for composure, but he lost the battle, and the words tumbled from his lips, piercing the still air.

      ‘My sword is missing.’
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      Ashley blinked rapidly, trying to process Alistair’s unexpected confession. She kept her eyes on him as he bridged his fingers and shifted forward in his seat. It still wasn’t easy to read him. Ashley didn’t utter a word, and Barry followed her lead.

      Alistair took two deep breaths. His chin rose as he calmed himself. His voice, sharp and clear, sliced through the air like a knife.

      ‘I know the rules. You’re allowed ceremonial swords at home. I used to get it out every now and again. Swish it around. Brought back memories. I occasionally participated in parades, so I polished my uniform now and again.’

      ‘Was the sword functional?’ asked Barry.

      An eyelid fluttered involuntarily. ‘Yes.’

      ‘When was the last time you saw it?’

      ‘I think I looked in the box about three months ago.’

      Barry scoffed. A vein throbbed at his temple. ‘It’s rather convenient you say you’ve lost your sword on the morning someone may well have been attacked with it.’

      ‘How was I to know that?’

      ‘Anything missing from your toolbox?’

      ‘How dare you? I didn’t kill Glen, either.’

      ‘Where did you keep the weapon?’

      ‘In a box in my office at the house.’

      ‘You have two offices?’

      ‘This one is purely for racing.’

      ‘Was the box locked?’

      ‘No.’

      Barry shook his head with disbelief.

      ‘When exactly did you last see it?’

      Alistair swallowed. ‘I definitely saw it for Trooping the Colour. The official birthday of the reigning monarch. There’s a military procession and march past, also known as the King’s Birthday Parade. The event takes place in June on Horse Guards Parade at Whitehall.’

      ‘And you were in that?’

      Alistair placed his hands flat on the desk.

      ‘Not as such. Troops participating are drawn from fully trained, operational officers and soldiers from the Household Division.’

      Barry sneered.

      ‘Are you saying you put on your old uniform including the sword and watched the display on TV?’

      ‘It’s stirring stuff. I am pro-royal and enormously proud of my military service, which is more than you’ve bloody done.’

      Barry’s features turned to stone. ‘I’m still undertaking my bit for the public. Searching for murderous scum. I’d wager I’ve seen many more dead bodies than you have, although you might have the edge on me over the last week.’

      Alistair slapped his hands on the table.

      ‘You’ve got a lot of nerve!’

      ‘Where were you yesterday evening and this morning?’

      ‘Here, damn it.’

      ‘Can anyone else corroborate that?’

      ‘I don’t know. My hours are long and often antisocial. I was likely in the other office. Alone.’

      ‘Polishing stuff?’

      Alistair leaned back in his chair. ‘I tell you, I’m not responsible. Look elsewhere.’ His face had turned a puce colour.

      Ashley gave him a tight smile.

      ‘Alistair, we’d like to be able to rule you out. Your answers haven’t allowed us to do that yet. Two people you know are dead. There’s a suspicious race at the centre of it. The BHA is investigating. Someone’s been killed with a sword, and yours is missing.’

      The trainer lurched out of his chair. ‘I have the second string to exercise.’

      Mirroring each other’s movements, Ashley and Barry rose from their seats. Barry walked around the desk.

      ‘I don’t think you’ll be doing that today, Alistair. You need to accompany us to the station. We shall have a structured interview, and you can provide as much information as possible so we’re able to catch those responsible.’

      ‘I’ll drive in later.’

      ‘That won’t be acceptable. We’ll obviously have to dust your office if there’s been a theft. The CSI team will also be conducting their investigation in both your yard and your property.’

      ‘Why would they need to be in my yard?’

      Barry turned to Ashley, wondering how much she wanted to reveal to Alistair.

      She took a breath before deciding to lay the revelation on him now.

      ‘The victim might have been killed by someone on horseback. Perhaps the animal was stabled here.’

      ‘I am sure I’d notice a missing horse. Nobody’s just borrowed one.’

      ‘You’ll be able to clarify all that at Wymondham.’

      Alistair lifted his chin.

      ‘I’m ringing my solicitor first.’

      Ashley recalled Jonny blustering a similar comment.

      ‘Do you have one for this type of matter?’

      Alistair had set his jaw, but it softened as he indicated he hadn’t.

      ‘Alistair, this is your last chance to do this nicely. You wouldn’t want us going to the effort of arresting and cuffing you. The image of you being dragged into a police vehicle would be seared into your wife’s and team’s memories forever. I think you want to help. As I’ve stated, two men died. Maybe the killer isn’t finished. You’re exposed out here. No nearby neighbours. Anyone could easily slip through the surrounding countryside under the cover of night and wander around.’

      ‘We have gates and fences.’

      ‘Which can be climbed.’

      ‘Not by a horse.’

      Ashley couldn’t help smiling. ‘How about an agile one?’

      Alistair frowned.

      ‘Nope, they’re too high within the yard. It’s a pity that our dog died. I loved the old boy. He was probably the only creature here that genuinely liked me. He’d have warned us if an intruder came.’

      Ashley wasn’t sure what to do with that comment.

      ‘Look, please come to the station. Answer our questions. I know that will cause inconvenience at Nesmiths, but you must understand. We can’t return and check the place out later. It must be done now.’

      ‘What about the horses?’

      Ashley had no idea what went on in a busy stable, but the animals obviously needed looking after.

      ‘You appear to have plenty of staff, so your wife can look after things here. Assuming Julietta hasn’t confessed to our colleagues she took the sword.’

      Alistair wasn’t in the mood for humour, but any tension left his face. He dropped back into his chair.

      ‘Fine. Let me prove my innocence.’
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      Ashley left Alistair with Barry and stepped outside. Sal and Morgan were waiting for her. She strode over to them.

      ‘Everything okay?’

      Sal shrugged.

      ‘Julietta came across as sound. She was honest, straightforward, and accommodating, but her dedication to her horses’ welfare bordered on obsession, seemingly eclipsing all other concerns. She adores being a trainer, although her feelings towards Alistair might not be as strong.’

      ‘Trouble in paradise?’

      ‘Some. Separate beds. Growing arguments.’

      Ashley told him what they’d uncovered with Alistair.

      Sal grinned.

      ‘I suspect if Julietta had taken the weapon, she’d have used it on him first.’

      ‘Have you had time to speak to anyone else?’

      Morgan showed her a list of names.

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘A group of young lads. Work riders. They get paid to be here in the mornings. Mostly jockey hopefuls. They didn’t want to badmouth either of the bosses. Typical youngsters. No malice. They said one lad left under a slight cloud three months ago, but he was a bit simple.’

      ‘Three months?’

      ‘About that. Buffy’s gone out with the afternoon exercise lot. Eddie had a bank appointment in town, so he’s not here, but he resigned after racing on Saturday. Gave a week’s notice.’

      Ashley frowned.

      ‘Funny he didn’t mention leaving, although I suppose he had no cause to. Did Julietta mention if it was sudden, or had she been anticipating it?’

      Morgan tilted his head.

      ‘Seemed expected. Eddie’s been saying his back’s playing up for a couple of months, his knees for longer. She said they’ll really miss him. His experience has been invaluable on countless occasions.’

      ‘Okay, we’ll look into that later. I’d like you to take Alistair to OCC. He’s compliant. We’ll interview him under caution there. Our conversation wasn’t straightforward. I get a sense of him being dishonest.’

      ‘Perhaps he’s a clever one who pays others to do the dirty deed and doesn’t let the guilt affect him.’

      ‘Anything’s still possible, Morgan. Who else is about? I heard a young woman called Caroline was the person who received a call about the murder.’

      ‘Yes, we were told that. Her dad’s a groundsman there. She needs talking with to find out why he’d ring her.’

      ‘Where is she?’

      ‘In the parlour.’

      ‘Sounds a bit weird. Aren’t they for cows?’

      Sal laughed. ‘That’s what I said. It’s an in-house joke and the name for the small barn around the back where they do the grooming.’

      ‘Right. I’m going to ring Kettle, and I’ll make sure Alistair’s house office is processed this afternoon. I was hoping for clarity today, but, as seems to be the norm just lately, it’s becoming more complex.’

      ‘I know what you mean. The link between Jonny and Glen, a suspicious race eight months ago, is a strong one, but there could be something else going on.’

      ‘There will be a lot of interviews occurring today. Someone may break ranks. Make Custody aware they might have fresh visitors. I’ll interview Buffy and the young groom, then we’ll catch up back at the office for a meeting around three before we chat to Alistair again. If we bring all the statements together, a pattern might be obvious.’

      Sal nodded. ‘When we return, Morgan and I will collate whatever the other teams discovered from their discussions with the racecourse employees. Hopefully, Hector’s been to see the jockey, too.’

      ‘That should be interesting.’

      Sal puffed out his cheeks. ‘What are we missing? Was Alistair helpful or obstructive?’

      ‘Reasonably cooperative, assuming he was telling the truth.’

      ‘People, eh? I would be bending over backwards to assist if I were him. These murders are close to home.’
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      Ashley rang Kettle, who told her he already had Suffolk’s CSI team on standby to process the scene at Nesmiths Racing. He also said he’d attend her meeting when she returned. Two murders, one a dramatic spectacle, put her boss under the national spotlight. His superiors would be demanding a quick resolution before the public’s attention reached fever pitch.

      Ashley had called for uniformed officers to help and posted the first two to arrive outside each office to stop anyone else going in, but investigating three months after a crime was far from ideal, even if the sword had been taken then. Fingerprint scanners would take the prints of the staff, which might let them know if someone had been in the rooms without reason.

      With Alistair calm, Sal and Morgan had placed him in their vehicle. Morgan sat with him, while Sal drove them away. Sal appeared deep in thought and didn’t notice Ashley waving him off.

      Ashley and Barry headed to the groom room, where they found a young woman rubbing down a chestnut horse. Caroline was so absorbed in her task, she didn’t hear them approaching. Each stroke of the brush was almost an indication of love, smoothing out the mare’s sleek coat and drawing soft nickers of contentment. The bond between girl and animal was palpable. A moment of trust and affection played out in the peace of the barn.

      Ashley coughed to catch the girl’s attention. She was rewarded with a wide smile, revealing slightly crooked teeth that gave the youngster a quirky charm.

      ‘Grab a brush if you want to help out.’

      Barry curled his lip. ‘Do you mean the brush to sweep up the dung, or what you’re doing?’

      ‘Either’s fine.’

      ‘We’re police officers.’

      ‘I heard you were here. Was my dad right?’

      ‘Yes, someone died,’ Barry shot back.

      ‘Jeez, I should ask for danger money.’

      Ashley shook her head at Barry’s bluntness, but Caroline didn’t appear fazed. Ashley stepped closer to the girl, to be near the animal, too.

      ‘So, you do get paid?’ she asked.

      ‘That depends on your point of view. I’ve been coming here for years, since I was thirteen. Saturdays at first, then most afternoons after school. I have a free period today, so I come and groom whoever needs it, or I’ll muck out. For the last few months, they’ve even let me walk the horses around the parade ring at the racecourse.’

      ‘You both look like you’re enjoying it,’ Ashley commented.

      The horse’s head turned, and she playfully attempted to nibble at Caroline’s arm.

      ‘We are. In the wild, they groom each other with their teeth, so she’s trying to return the favour. That’s how lovely they are. We’ve only had her a month, but she’ll soon learn she is the star, and to relax.’

      Barry wandered closer.

      ‘Why are you brushing her? It’s not like anyone sees them until they race.’

      ‘If they’re ridden every day, you should groom them that often. They pick up mud and dust, which gets in the skin, or under the saddle, and that can develop into sores. They enjoy the attention, too, keeps them relaxed, while you check for injuries or marks. Come and have a go.’

      Barry looked a little awkward.

      ‘Perhaps another time.’

      Ashley was impressed with the young lady’s confidence. Caroline had a stocky frame, which she used to move the horse around. Her broad back and sturdy legs suggested a physical life spent outdoors.

      Ashley gazed into the horse’s large brown eyes. They seemed to pull at her soul. Not judging, or, perhaps, even understanding, merely forgiving.

      ‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’

      Caroline pointed to the corner at an old wooden kitchen table against the wall with four seats around it.

      ‘That’s where we have our lunch if it’s raining, otherwise I sit on the grass with the horses.’

      ‘Excellent. Let’s sit down. Barry, take notes. Actually, I will have a quick go.’

      Ashley picked up a spare brush and ran it along the horse’s side. The horse lifted one of her big feet up and clopped the ground.

      Caroline smiled.

      ‘She likes that. You’re also removing dead hairs and exfoliating. That helps prevent bacteria or fungus building up, which can cause irritation and painful skin complaints.’

      ‘Is this what you fancy doing for a living?’ Ashley found that she was genuinely interested.

      ‘Oh, part of me wants to, but, without boasting, I’m actually super bright. I’ve got an offer to read English at Oxford, so I’ll be leaving next year. I think they have a riding club there, so it should be good. My parents would kill me if I dropped out to be a groom.’

      ‘There are other careers with horses. It’s your life.’

      ‘Well, kind of. We had a deal. My parents have been uber cool about me spending so much time here over the years. Being around these creatures makes me feel so cheerful and at peace, which means I can cope with the chaos of school. My grades remain high, so everyone’s happy. Anyway, studying at Oxford is hardly a poor second best.’

      Ashley handed her the brush back. She and Caroline took a seat next to Barry. Ashley found herself grinning.

      ‘That was relaxing.’

      ‘Told ya.’

      ‘How do you find working with Alistair and Julietta?’

      ‘Julietta’s brilliant. She taught me how to ride. I’d love to be skilled enough to be a jockey in an amateur race, but I’m not there yet. That’s my dream. It’s been brilliant for my development here. Academic life is too easy for me, but I’m pretty uncoordinated. Can’t catch a ball for toffee, so learning to ride hasn’t been simple.’

      ‘What about Alistair?’

      ‘He’s okay, too. Kind of a stress-head. You have to push back, or he takes liberties. He gave me grief one day, so I handed him the yard brush and walked out. He stopped me from leaving. Another time, he shouted at me when I couldn’t get a horse to enter the barn and I’d returned him to the field. Alistair was banging on about needing his orders done to the letter. I told him to dock my wages, and he shut up.’

      Ashley chuckled. She liked this young lady.

      ‘Shouldn’t he pay you? It sounds like exploitation.’

      ‘I’m not sure about that. Maybe, but I come when I can, except on Saturdays, where I do six ’til twelve. Lessons are expensive, so in a way they are paying me. Both the trainers generally let me get on with grooming when I’m here. Then I have a lesson if someone’s around to teach me. The work riders help. My balance isn’t great, but the horses respond to me.’ She rested her hand on the mare’s thick neck. ‘They know how I feel.’

      ‘Did you see Glen Gordon here much?’

      ‘The owner? Yeah, of course. He was hilarious. Like the grandad I never had. He kept telling me mobile phones made you ill, and that life was better without one.’

      Ashley smiled. Scott had emailed her to say Fiona told him Glen didn’t have one. At least Caroline had confirmed that.

      ‘He was probably right.’

      ‘I admit my generation are glued to them. Get this – Glen sometimes helped me muck out, feed the horses, wash the stables down.’

      ‘He did?’ Ashley was intrigued.

      ‘Yep. He loved it all. Used to leave his wife, Fiona, talking shop to Alistair in the office.’

      ‘Inside office, or outside?’

      Caroline pouted while she thought.

      ‘Inside. Funny you say that, but he had certain people he spoke to anywhere, like on the gallops, others he would take to the house. I guess for privacy.’

      Ashley remembered Fiona saying racing was Glen’s thing, but it seemed it was hers, too. She also recalled Fiona’s heated discussion with Alistair at the recent race meeting.

      ‘What about Buffy and Eddie?’

      ‘Buffy’s a little intense, but super efficient. Eddie’s forgetful, or at least he pretends to be. He’s a joker, but sometimes grumpy. They both love the animals, though, and they’re kind to the part-timers and especially those of us who work for free. People like Alistair are more about the business side of things.’

      ‘If I want a riding lesson, how much are they?’

      ‘About forty quid.’

      ‘I suppose there are other places to learn, but nothing similar to this in Norfolk, where you can work with so many horses.’

      ‘The shire horse sanctuary in West Runton obviously has quite a few. It’s great there, but they have all kinds of animals, and I only have one obsession.’

      ‘I haven’t seen those big breeds for years.’

      ‘You’ve gotta go back, it’s brilliant now. The Suffolk Punches are amazing and beautiful, but totally different from the horses here. Thoroughbreds are my passion.’

      ‘That gives Alistair a monopoly,’ said Barry.

      ‘Which might be open to abuse,’ added Ashley.

      Caroline gave a swish of her ponytail as though she didn’t care about any of that.

      Ashley realised the horse from the suspicious race would probably still be in the yard.

      ‘How is The Taciturn Man?’

      ‘Oh, I miss looking after Tassy.’

      ‘Doesn’t he get exercised or groomed now?’

      ‘He’s living his best life in a paddock. There’s another retired racehorse there, too. Nothing wrong with that one, just slow. There isn’t any point in running them when they’re too old.’

      Ashley recalled Eddie’s nickname.

      ‘Why do they call Eddie The Whip? I intended to ask him, but he’s not here.’

      Caroline chuckled. ‘I asked him years ago. He reckoned it was because he was such a masterful race magician and whip-smart.’

      ‘I assume that means he’s a clever chap, but what’s a race magician?’

      ‘That’s what I asked! He was joking and meant someone who could judge the pace, come with a well-timed run, whittle through the field, nail it on the line, and win on the nod in a blanket finish. I think he mentioned all the clichés there are. Eddie is clever, too. Massively. He’d make a better trainer than Alistair.’

      ‘I don’t suppose you know Jonny Lowe?’

      Caroline’s face showed instant recognition. ‘Yeah, I do. He was nice. Always said hello. He visited every now and again on a Saturday morning. I thought it was a bit strange. He had to be here to get inside info on how the runners were, but obviously Kurt was here all the time.’

      Barry had subtly returned to taking notes. His head jerked up.

      ‘What reason would Kurt have to be here?’

      ‘He’s the stable vet.’
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      Ashley kept a straight face.

      Barry didn’t. His eyes tried to escape from their sockets.

      ‘He’s what?’

      ‘One of the vets. We have two, although Kurt rarely appears at the racecourse nowadays. I think he and Jonny met at a meeting. Kurt’s pleasant, too, and great with the horses.’

      Ashley would be talking to Kurt about that soon. There was a clip-clopping sound approaching, then Buffy led a horse into the barn.

      Ashley stood up and watched her secure the horse’s reins through a metal hoop.

      ‘Don’t you ever ride them?’

      Buffy smiled. ‘I just got off this guy. Retty seems fine, but he changed his legs a few times up the gallops, which isn’t like him. I’ve brought him in here for a look.’

      ‘Is that the winner from last Saturday? The Reticent Boy?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Buffy with a spreading grin. ‘He’s an exciting prospect, so it’s better to be safe than to lose him for half the season. I’ll rub him down and get him settled. This one loves a big carrot. He’s so funny, sometimes holding it in his mouth, like a cigar.’

      Barry had recovered his poise now the beautiful assistant had arrived.

      ‘They’re pampered pets.’

      ‘They are, but, trust me, you’ll always, always, receive more back from a horse than you give.’

      Ashley turned to Caroline. ‘We’ll need fifteen minutes to speak with Buffy, then you can get on.’

      ‘I’ll use it as an excuse to watch them gallop.’

      Ashley had a thought.

      ‘Before you go, Caroline. What’s your father’s name?’

      ‘Stephen Hill. The head groundsman at the racecourse.’

      ‘Why would he ring you to say there had been a murder?’

      ‘Wouldn’t you if your daughter worked here?’

      Ashley supposed she would. It seemed the course employees had connected the incidents to Nesmiths, although the questioning they’d received would likely have led them to make that assumption. Perhaps Stephen’s poor emotional state was partly due to fear for his child.

      ‘What did he say?’

      ‘Just to be careful,’ Caroline said.

      ‘Not to leave and go home?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Okay, thanks for your help.’

      Buffy waited for the girl to depart, then sat down next to the detectives.

      Ashley had never read Horse & Hound magazine, but she suspected Buffy could have stepped out of the centre pages.

      ‘You’re lucky to have Caroline.’

      ‘Gosh, yes. Caroline’s a fabulous help. She adores the horses as much as I do.’

      ‘Surely that’s not possible,’ said Barry.

      Ashley restrained herself from vomiting, but a gentle angle of Buffy’s head conveyed her appreciation of the compliment.

      ‘Caroline will make a fine horsewoman, too.’

      Ashley imagined Caroline charging on a horse, sword aloft, then discarded the image.

      ‘Right, Buffy. I’m the senior investigating officer for the investigation into the recent murders. You’ve been here a long time, so you must know how everything works.’

      ‘Five years now, more or less, so yes, I do.’

      ‘Where were you before?’

      ‘At a trainer’s in Tadcaster.’

      ‘Why did you come here?’

      ‘It’s where I’m from. My parents passed, and I inherited their house not far away. I came back to sort out the estate. There were many debts, but the property was mortgage-free. Nesmiths was the closest stable, so I offered my services for nothing if I could ride out after work. Then Julietta presented me with a job offer. Gradually I took more on. I can help Alistair and Julietta with most things. A lot of people at a yard end up as jacks of all trades. Sometimes I’m their representative at the meetings if Julietta and Alistair are elsewhere.’

      ‘So, they do take breaks?’

      ‘Not much lately. They need to hire a covering trainer, which makes it expensive. They occasionally have a long weekend away.’

      Barry gave Buffy a winning smile. ‘It certainly sounds like a vocation, rather than a job.’

      ‘It’s addictive. I saw you at the races. What did you think?’

      Typically, Barry focused on his disappointing gambling returns. ‘It was all right, but it was tough work finding the winners.’

      ‘I meant the spectacle.’

      ‘Apart from losing money, it was great.’

      Ashley recalled the moment the runners and riders came over the final fence, and once when it was just the jockey after his horse refused.

      ‘It was glorious,’ Ashley added. ‘The horses were kind of magnificent and noble in the parade ring, yet peaceful, and they seemed to be enjoying it. I could see how much effort they put in during the race. I observed them up closer than I had before, and they were all full of muscle with bulging veins.’ Ashley steepled her fingers as she recalled the young jockey flying over the fence. ‘It was also sort of gladiatorial.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Horse racing is raw. Dangerous. There was no hiding out there, or at least not much.’

      Buffy raised an eyebrow at her final comment. ‘I believe those who say when God had a rest, he was secretly making horses.’

      ‘Barry thinks he was building Carrow Road.’

      Barry was so mesmerised he didn’t notice the dig, but he did refocus on the task at hand.

      ‘Okay, Buffy,’ said Barry. ‘We’re here interviewing.’

      ‘Who with?’

      ‘Everyone.’

      For all Buffy’s beauty, she had cold eyes. ‘I just heard about Jonny. Obviously there was Glen, too.’

      ‘Word gets around quick.’

      ‘That’s the racing community. There’s no faster method of communication than racing gossip.’

      ‘Who told you?’

      ‘I overheard the work riders talking.’

      A leggy blonde wandered in. Buffy turned to her.

      ‘We’re busy here.’

      ‘Another groom?’ asked Ashley, after their visitor swiftly left.

      ‘Another helper, as Alistair calls them. She’s the daughter of a rich villager not far from here.’

      ‘Another one of those who isn’t paid?’

      ‘I can tell by your scowl you suspect they’re being taken advantage of.’

      ‘Aren’t they?’

      ‘It’s the racing world. Girls and boys everywhere are queueing up to be around the horses. They get a feel for the business. Free lessons if they want. Experience of handling many animals with different natures. They tend to do a few hours here and there. Most love the gallops when they’re good enough. It’s thrilling and never disappoints, even up the all-weather track. Are you much of a rider, Mr Hooper?’

      Ashley detected the slightest uplift at the sides of Buffy’s mouth as Barry’s brain panicked. Buffy removed her hat, loosened her hair with delicate fingers, then tossed it from side to side. Ashley suspected Barry would very much like to be a rider.

      ‘I’m a little out of practice,’ was the best Barry could manage.

      Buffy smiled disarmingly.

      ‘Forgive me for saying this,’ said Ashley, ‘but you seem a bit wasted brushing horses. Have you ever fancied being a trainer?’

      ‘It’s too full on. We’re busier here than we look. There are many elements to running a stable. Ordering the feed, managing the vets, declarations for races, maintaining transport, booking jockeys, organising exercise rotas and lots more besides.’

      ‘So, you assist with all those tasks?’

      ‘Hell, no. Julietta and Alistair do most of that, but I will help if they’re desperate. It’s the animals I want to be with.’

      ‘Are you married?’

      ‘Yes, I am. He’s quite wealthy, so he doesn’t mind what I do. Like the girls, I’d probably do it for free. I don’t even gamble. It almost dirties it for me.’

      ‘Would you bet on a dead cert?’ asked Barry.

      Ashley hid her smile. It was a good question.

      ‘No, because there’s no such thing. Sometimes jockeys are on tired horses, but the money is down. They throw their mounts at the last fence and can misjudge it. I suppose gambling is too risky for me. I can’t handle losing money as well as missing out on the trophy.’

      Barry was on form with another clever probe.

      ‘Would the horses run round the track without encouragement?’

      ‘Thoroughbreds are raised to love the sport. They’d race in a herd regardless. Charge around and jump. I understand these creatures. They enjoy the partnership with humans, too. Both of you feel the rhythm, the happiness. There’s nothing like it. Tassy soaring over those Fakenham fences.’ Buffy grinned, showing perfect white teeth. ‘Poetry in motion.’

      ‘Do you remember his final race?’ asked Ashley.

      Buffy’s white teeth clamped down, and she snarled through them.

      ‘Of course. I’ve no idea what the jockey was thinking.’

      ‘Slipped saddle?’

      ‘I suppose, but it looked bad and ended in tragedy. The Taciturn Man will spend his days in a field instead of soaring around a racecourse.’

      ‘Who was the vet who decided his career was over?’

      ‘Kurt. He’s a decent guy. Puts the horses first, whatever Alistair might tell him to do.’

      Ashley filed that nugget away. ‘Do Kurt and Alistair generally get on well?’

      ‘Yeah, I’d say so. Although Kurt’s pushing his luck. He was supposed to have been here this morning and didn’t show. He isn’t answering his phone, either. That type of behaviour brings out the worst in Alistair.’

      ‘Did you regularly see his partner, Jonny?’

      ‘I never spoke at length with him. He had nothing I was interested in. Even though he often tried to tap me up for knowledge, I used to walk off. He’s like Alistair. In it for the money. Eddie used to speak to Jonny every time he came, so ask Eddie what he knows about him.’

      Ashley’s ears perked up. ‘Really?’

      ‘Yeah, Eddie likes to gamble. I’m pretty certain he has an account with Jonny. Had an account.’

      Ashley stored that away, too.

      ‘Does Eddie bet big?’

      ‘I’m not sure. Back in the day, the pay was peanuts, so it was sometimes gambling that kept a yard going. Maybe he caught the bug and couldn’t shake it.’

      ‘I read about betting yards,’ said Barry. ‘A few of the stables had incredible coups. They entered hard-trained horses that hadn’t run for a while, so they were ready to race, but at unfancied odds, then put them in accumulators. Won millions. A few of the shadier ones even had horses running as ringers.’

      Buffy gave him the megawatt smile again.

      ‘Yeah, although you can’t do that nowadays. It’s all digitalised. Horse passports. Online gambling. AI operating in the background. Betting bots and tracking cookies, and every race is televised on at least one of the racing channels. It’s a good thing.’

      ‘Was there any reason for Jonny to be here other than looking for intel?’ asked Ashley.

      ‘Kurt’s always in demand here. Perhaps it was the only place Jonny knew to find him.’

      Ashley, testing the waters, decided to gauge Buffy’s loyalties. She kept her tone casual.

      ‘Do you think Alistair would ever do anything dishonest, like have Eddie place bets for him?’

      Buffy hesitated, a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes. ‘No, I doubt it. Those two have a past, you know.’

      ‘Good or bad?’ Ashley pressed.

      ‘Terrible,’ Buffy admitted, a hint of bitterness creeping into her voice. ‘A massive falling out years ago, back when Eddie was riding for him. Ruined Eddie’s career, it did.’

      Barry scratched his head, a silent question hanging in the air. ‘So, how come they’re working together now?’

      Buffy offered a cryptic shrug. ‘Necessity, I suppose. Like that average jockey, Ronan. Not everyone’s willing to ride for Alistair, nor would many trainers employ someone in their seventies. Alistair and Eddie had a big row before Tassy’s last race, but I’m not certain what over.’ She winked at Barry, her smile not quite reaching her eyes. ‘They must’ve buried the hatchet.’

      Ashley and Barry exchanged a glance, the irony of Buffy’s choice of words not lost on either of them.
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      Caroline disturbed them by returning to the barn with another horse, so Barry and Ashley said they’d be in touch and left. They drove to the office in silence, minds whirring. She glanced over a few times at Barry, who was frowning out of the window. He was the first to speak as they made their way inside.

      ‘I need a coffee.’

      An hour later, Ashley and DCI Kettle stood at the front in the big meeting room. Ashley’s guys were present, as were the members of the teams who’d helped with interviews at the racecourse and personnel from the HOLMES room and admin department. The BHA’s William Brazil was also in attendance. Kettle sat, leaving Ashley with the floor.

      ‘We have plenty of information to collate. Conclusions might not be easy. I’ll go around to each person so everyone hears their reports. Emma will update the whiteboard as we progress. At the end, I want your thoughts, any guesses, even any feelings. Barry and I went to Nesmiths Racing Stable earlier, so he can start.’

      Barry waited until all eyes were on him.

      ‘There’s a horse race, which took place around eight months back, which seems to be central to this investigation. So, I’ll begin our discussion with Alistair Nesmith, the trainer of The Taciturn Man. Alistair appeared shifty, but not necessarily guilty. He’s ex-military and confessed to owning a sword.’ Barry allowed a rumble of interest to go through the room. ‘He mentioned it went missing about three months ago, which is rather convenient. After some pressure, he agreed to come in to assist with our enquiries and is with a PC in the family room. CSI are going over his offices, but I’m not hopeful.’

      Barry paused while Emma wrote on the whiteboard, then he continued.

      ‘We spoke to a groom. Caroline. She revealed a variety of things, many of which we weren’t expecting. It appears Kurt McAdam is a veterinarian. Specifically, Alistair’s vet.’

      ‘Blimey,’ said Hector.

      ‘Yep. We don’t believe he was one of the vets on the day of the race I just mentioned, but he may be involved in something underhand. Let’s face it. Kurt clearly kept his position at Nesmiths hidden from us.’

      Barry let that fact sink in before continuing.

      ‘Has Eddie been honest with us? Caroline also told us Eddie is called The Whip because of his intelligence and hinted at him knowing everything that goes on. If there was a fix occurring in the yard, it’s likely Eddie knew about it. We believe he was the groom for Glen’s runner that afternoon.’

      Hector cleared his throat.

      ‘That’s interesting. Ronan’s wife, Colette, explained The Whip name came from him ignoring the trainer’s orders to use one, occasionally deliberately dropping them. He and Alistair seriously fell out decades ago, but have since made up.’

      Ashley scratched her head.

      ‘This Eddie is becoming a bit of a conundrum. Buffy told us that he and Alistair had fallen out as well.’

      Barry watched Emma finish her bullet points.

      ‘It does make you wonder if Alistair and Eddie are up to something. Buffy said Eddie was a gambler and probably had a betting account with Jonny, and they were always thick as thieves when he arrived at Nesmiths. Alistair explained Tassy had a degenerative condition, which was discovered after the race. Perhaps they knew before the race he wasn’t right and pulled a complicated scam together?’

      Kettle cleared his throat. ‘There appear to be plenty of people who would or could get involved in a shady race, but they don’t sound like double murderers. I assume this Caroline and Buffy aren’t suspicious.’

      Barry shrugged.

      ‘Buffy appears to be an aloof character, and the horses are her sole focus, but she’s a cool customer. Buffy did say Caroline was a promising rider, after she had talked herself down, and Caroline’s been there for years, moving about the place with a lot of freedom. Although she’s seventeen.’

      Kettle scoffed.

      ‘I don’t fancy a female teenager for killings like these, but I guess she could have taken the sword for someone else.’

      He gestured for Ashley to carry on. She had noticed William Brazil sifting through his paperwork.

      ‘Thank you, Barry. You’re next, Sal.’

      ‘We had a conversation with the work riders. I got no sense of them being involved in criminal behaviour of any kind. They didn’t appear to think anything was problematic in the stable, although one lad was let go about three months back.’

      A flicker of curiosity crossed Kettle’s face.

      ‘Around the time the sword disappeared,’ confirmed Ashley.

      ‘Yes,’ said Sal. ‘I’ll do the interview with Alistair if you like, because I can bring that in. Morgan and I also spoke with Julietta. She appears to be the organising force in the yard. The marital relationship is at best strained at the moment, but I’ll eat my shorts if she’s done something to put their business in jeopardy.’

      Ashley nodded in agreement.

      ‘That’s my feeling, but desperate times. Anything else, Sal?’

      ‘I’m very interested in speaking at length to this Eddie, although Mr Whip-smart might be a tough nut to crack.’ Sal checked his notes. ‘Julietta also said Fiona was the boss out of her and Glen, who liked the odd bet, but she loved her racing.’

      Ashley nodded.

      ‘Which Caroline confirmed, whereas Fiona gave us the strong impression it was Glen’s thing. Perhaps her sweating on their rapidly diminishing inheritance caused her to take part in a fiddle with Alistair, which went awry. Fiona also stated Glen wasn’t a gambler, so she’s clearly another person willing to lie to the police.’

      ‘Kurt should be able to provide us with Jonny’s account records,’ said Hector. ‘Then we’ll know precisely who had what.’

      William waved his papers.

      ‘Actually, I have a list. I’ve just checked the names. Glen Gordon had an account with Jonny, as did Eddie Whelan.’

      Ashley tapped her finger on the desk. ‘That doesn’t make sense. Why would Jonny take bets from Eddie or Glen, when both had access to yard intel?’

      William put his papers down.

      ‘I’ll explain. There are a few gamblers who manage to beat the bookmakers betting on jump racing, even with the random fall factor, but Eddie and Glen may have been impulsive betters, or perhaps were inclined to ring him up drunk to place punts on the dogs or football. Meaning, overall they lost. Jonny will also have taken their calls suspecting they were punting on inside information. If they both rang him and put bets on The Taciturn Man, for example, he would be confident it was going to run well.’

      Ashley smiled.

      ‘Excellent point. I’m finally getting a solid theory of what probably occurred. Jonny has both Glen and Eddie keen on Tassy’s chances. The horse’s course record is brilliant, anyway. Jonny decides to make a fast buck. He takes a stack of money on the other two horses in the contest, thinking he would clean up. Yet the rider, Ronan Rafferty, veers at the final fence, and falls, which nearly bankrupts Jonny.’

      Ashley allowed those listening to absorb what they’d heard.

      ‘All that makes it a great time to move on to the jockey. Hector?’

      The young man ran his fingers through his thick hair, probably to annoy Barry.

      ‘I was ready to have a BOLO put out on Ronan Rafferty, but we’ve made progress. Let me give you the background. He wasn’t at home, but his worn out but still loyal wife was forthcoming. Ronan sounds an angry soul, possibly vengeful. She said his behaviour was deteriorating even before Tassy’s race. Colette used to be a jockey, and she was dubious about that last-fence fall. Since then, Ronan’s been in hospital and his racing days are over. That’s made him bitter, and incredibly distant. Isolated.’

      ‘Sounds as though he could be our guy,’ said Morgan.

      Hector raised a finger.

      ‘Let me finish. Ronan walks the River Wensum all hours, exercising his legs, but also trying to find peace. Whether that’s for the loss of his career, or for what he’s done, I don’t know. His wife reckons she has no idea where he is most of the time, which stops her providing any alibi for him. Perhaps someone paid Ronan to pull the horse, he was incredibly unlucky, and it hit the wings of the fence.’

      Ashley thanked Hector and gazed around the room.

      ‘Okay, we can come to who might be responsible for encouraging him in a minute. Ronan certainly sounds unstable, and slicing Jonny up while on horseback would clearly be a more straightforward task if you’re a jockey.’

      Hector shook his head.

      ‘That’s exactly the reason why it probably isn’t him. His wife, Colette, said he’s ruined. Couldn’t run, never mind ride. Does that really resemble the man who killed Jonny or Glen, or even the person who injured Frank Levine?’

      Ashley rubbed her temples. ‘No, it doesn’t. Anyone else have anything to add?’

      William put his hand up again.

      ‘While you’ve been talking, I’ve just double-checked the balances and the bets behind them for Glen Gordon and Eddie Whelan. Glen was not doing well before The Taciturn Man’s race, and he lost another thousand on him.’

      Ashley whistled.

      ‘Bloody hell. Not only does he bet, but in large numbers.’

      ‘Eddie’s account balance went up and down, but there were numerous other accounts with anonymous names like Mr Smith and Mr Jones, which were seriously in credit after having lots of winners, including that race.’

      ‘No wonder Jonny was looking for a large payout,’ said Zelda. ‘It’s the classic sign of a desperate gambler, wanting one big score to stop themselves sinking. Are there contact numbers for those unidentified people?’

      ‘Nope, no addresses, either, sorry. The other thing I should mention is, while Glen lost big, Eddie Whelan won that day. He had forty pounds on the outsider in the race at 8/1, and he didn’t bet on The Taciturn Man at all.’
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      Ashley had to wait thirty seconds for the chatter in the room to stop. She let the silence hang afterwards while she thought.

      ‘Would forty pounds be a big bet if you knew it was likely to win?’ she asked. ‘Glen lost a thousand.’

      Hector got her attention. ‘Glen may have had access to more funds.’

      ‘Fiona said money was tight,’ said Sal, ‘and he still did a grand.’

      ‘Perhaps,’ said Zelda, ‘the Gordons took a desperate punt like Jonny did on what they hoped was a sure thing.’

      ‘That’s possible.’ Ashley blew out her cheeks. ‘I’m getting confused. Surely when Jonny took Eddie’s bet on the outsider, he’d have been suspicious.’

      William huffed out a breath.

      ‘I asked Jonny about that. He suspected Eddie hoped the other two would take each other on, leaving the bigger priced horse to win. If Eddie only got 8/1, then it must have been close to the off and Jonny would have been frantically taking loads of bets on autopilot.’

      Ashley scratched her head. ‘Let’s hear from the group who interviewed those present at Fakenham Racecourse.’

      Ashley listened as the other MIT members went through what they’d found out, but nothing seemed important. When she asked about Stephen Hill ringing his daughter, the detective who chatted to him said he’d confessed to calling Caroline without being prompted, not thinking it might affect the murder inquiry.

      The room was silent after they’d finished until Hector spoke again.

      ‘How about we focus on clever Eddie for a second? Let’s assume he knows everything that goes on. We’ve heard the sport is a hotbed of gossip. I’m confident a sizeable number of people in the racing world were aware of Jonny’s financial difficulties, so it’s highly likely Eddie also knew. Maybe he only bet that much with Jonny because he suspected Jonny was going under. No point winning if you don’t get paid.’

      ‘Although Jonny managed to carry on,’ said Ashley. ‘How was that?’

      ‘That confused me,’ said William. ‘I asked Jonny all these questions. He received an inheritance from a distant uncle. Ten thousand. Showed me the paperwork, which was legit. Not a figure to save him, but enough to keep himself above water in the hope of a miracle. Kind of like a slow death.’

      Ashley made a decision.

      ‘Eddie Whelan needs picking up and bringing in, but before we start building the gallows, it’s unlikely he’s our murderer. In fact, let’s consider the fact he might be a future victim seeing as he’s one of the few who came out ahead.’

      ‘Yeah, you’re spot on,’ said Barry. ‘If Ronan’s the killer and he believes Eddie was involved, he’d be a target. Saying that, three-hundred and twenty pounds is a nice win, but hardly life-changing.’

      Hector had been nodding his head in agreement as Ashley spoke. ‘If Eddie knows everything, perhaps he overheard Alistair telling Ronan to make certain his mount didn’t prevail.’

      Ashley turned to William. ‘Did Eddie also back the other fancied horse in the race, Her Ladyship?’

      ‘Nope. At least, not with Jonny. He could have bet on both horses. Remember, there are hundreds of other places where he could have placed a wager. If he spread all his bets on Strike the Post around, he could have made a significant profit.’

      The gears turned in Ashley’s mind, and a contemplative frown replaced her smile. ‘But how could he know Her Ladyship wouldn’t run well?’

      William was rustling his notes again.

      ‘I spoke to Her Ladyship’s trainer on a couple of occasions. Their horse pulling up disappointed them, but it had been running all winter. Admittedly, they didn’t seem overly surprised with its loss of form, but that doesn’t make them corrupt. I found no evidence of their place being a gambling yard.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ said Ashley. ‘We’ll bring Eddie in now. I want Fiona brought to the station too. She lied repeatedly to my face. Kurt also gets dragged in. Sneaky git, not telling us he was the vet. The jockey as well. Perhaps he’s lying about his injuries and is capable of riding. He has the best motive to be involved in this, even if he might not have been physically capable of the killings.’

      Morgan had been looking bewildered for a while. ‘Glen lost on the race, and he still died.’

      Ashley frowned again. ‘You’re right. We’re missing something. Why is Jonny dead? It was a bad result for him. He surely can’t have been involved. He lost a fortune! Any thoughts?’

      ‘Sal better do a good job interviewing Alistair,’ said Barry. ‘Everyone we’re dealing with has secrets.’

      ‘Agreed. Morgan, do Alistair’s interview with Sal. I’ll watch on the feed. Hector and Zelda, when is Ronan likely to be back?’

      Hector replied. ‘Colette suggested it might be late, but he should definitely return. She’ll text me on the sly when he arrives.’

      ‘Will she though?’

      ‘Yes. She’s worried about him.’

      ‘Okay. Seeing as they live in the same village, pay Colette a visit now to see if he’s returned. If he hasn’t, then head to Kurt’s. Haul him in.’

      Hector clicked his tongue. ‘Ronan might not be inclined to talk to us. Do I arrest him?’

      ‘Be persuasive. We’re worried. We want him chatting, not lawyering up. I highly doubt Kurt would have done harm to Jonny, but he was hiding something other than him being the vet. He promised to come in tomorrow, but that isn’t soon enough now.’

      Zelda was scratching her head.

      ‘Why run Tassy if he was injured? The horse could have got seriously hurt.’

      ‘That’s one of the big holes in our investigation that needs filling,’ said Ashley. ‘What did Alistair have to gain by losing? It would make him look bad. Unless, of course, he bet on the winner, too. Did he have an account with Jonny?’

      ‘No,’ said William.

      ‘Alistair must be our immediate focus. After all, he misplaced a sword.’

      ‘Except if he’s lying,’ said Jan, ‘and he slashed Jonny up, then hid the weapon.’

      Ashley felt as though they were going round in circles.

      ‘Anything else you’d like to add, William?’

      ‘You’re coming up against all the barriers we did. We found no concrete proof of dishonesty. Folk are lying, that’s obvious, but about exactly what, it’s difficult to say, and nobody so far has broken ranks.’ A shadow fell across his face as he laid his paperwork down. ‘Perhaps until now. I’m concerned people are being taken out to secure their silence.’

      ‘That is one possibility.’

      Barry let out a groan. ‘But the individuals in our sights aren’t an obvious match to a ruthless killer.’

      Ashley thought the same. ‘Is there someone involved we haven’t met? A Mr Big somewhere pulling the strings.’

      William’s earlier cheerfulness had evaporated, leaving behind a solemn countenance. ‘By that, do you mean ordering executions?’

      Ashley smiled at his perception.

      ‘That’s exactly what I’m saying, but for a double murder, if money was the motivation, surely the amount would be significant.’ Ashley’s eyebrows raised. ‘If it was Alistair covering his tracks, the loss to him would be his business, which would be in the hundreds of thousands.’

      William nodded. ‘More, and he’d never work in the industry again.’

      Ashley was glad of the investigator’s input.

      ‘When are you leaving?’

      ‘After this meeting, but ring me any time. I’ve emailed you the details of The Taciturn Man’s insurance policy. It pays out on destruction of the animal, for example after injuring itself, or the medical retirement after an accident, which doesn’t apply in these circumstances. The Taciturn Man was ultimately unsuited to the rigours of jump racing, but the degenerative condition was in its early stages. The kind thing would have been to retire him, but they were not obliged to do so.’

      ‘The risk being if the joint failed during a race or at a fence, there might be a catastrophic injury, which could result in death.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Wouldn’t the insurance then pay out?’

      ‘Yes. We looked at that viewpoint, but, like all the other angles, there’s no trail to follow, especially considering the horse was retired afterwards anyway, after the vet assessed him back at the yard.’

      ‘Thank you for coming in. We appreciate it. Barry, hunt Eddie down. Jan, bring Fiona in. Take another officer if you deem it necessary.’

      Jan shook his head and smiled.

      ‘I reckon I’ll be okay.’

      ‘Emma, trace this sacked stable lad. He’s the other person with a clear grievance. I don’t see a simple kid killing people in this manner, but who knows? He may have been forced somehow.’

      Emma wrote herself a note. ‘I was thinking. The 999 call was a young-sounding voice. Perhaps it’s a match.’

      Ashley gave a small fist-pump.

      ‘Brilliant. That’s the kind of deduction we need. These murders seem to have been planned well in advance. If Alistair is to be believed, even his sword went missing a long time ago, which may mean it’s a set-up. Gabriella, ask your admin team to input all this information as fast as they can. HOLMES might spot a link. See where it suggests we head next because there’s a lot going on here. There will be a meeting tomorrow morning at nine for everyone. Hopefully, we’ll get a break from the people we bring in this afternoon. Sir, anything to add?’

      Kettle crossed his arms.

      ‘I’d say you have yourselves a complex puzzle to solve, but you’re making progress. Keep at it. Support and encourage each other. The details are grim, the leads are tenuous, and the pressure is mounting. There’s dedication in each of you, but I’m aware of the toll these cases take.’

      ‘Will do,’ replied Ashley standing up, but Kettle hadn’t finished.

      ‘I hate to say this, but feed off each other’s strength and resilience because you’re not close enough to the truth yet. Which means you might not be able to prevent what happens next.’
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      Ashley kept Sal and Morgan behind and prepared them for the interview with Alistair. She followed her officers down to the custody suite, where they could record the discussion, assuming Alistair gave permission. Ashley went to the viewing room and settled down to observe. She imagined him to be the type who got huffy having to twiddle his thumbs. Hopefully, that would lead to uncontrolled outbursts.

      Yet, when he shuffled in, gone was the brash composure he’d displayed earlier. His work attire – walking boots, jeans and a thick green, sleeveless puffa jacket – looked remarkably out of place as he glanced around the stark room. Ashley suspected the murders of two people acquainted with him had finally sunk in. Either that, or the realisation of what he’d set in motion was coming home to roost.

      Ashley’s main hope from the conversation was an admission to him knowing The Taciturn Man wasn’t going to win the race. He could pad that out any way he liked. As with Her Ladyship, who pulled up, the effort could have been one too many for the season. Maybe he thought the horse just wasn’t at his best and couldn’t compete as he normally did.

      Ashley allowed herself a cold smile. No. She felt confident about her theory. It was similar to the growing confidence gained from getting the outside edges of a complicated jigsaw done. Alistair knew The Taciturn Man would struggle, because his vet, Kurt, had told him about the medical condition beforehand. The general opinion of Kurt was of him being experienced. He would have discovered the degenerative condition after his performance at Huntingdon, when the stable investigated why he ran poorly.

      Alistair understood if the Nesmiths declared the horse for a race back at Fakenham, it would be fancied to win, but what caused it to run below par in its previous contest would scupper its chances again. Did Kurt agree to wait until after the Fakenham race before revealing his findings? Perhaps Alistair simply sold the intel to someone else to allow them to profit.

      If the horse died, then the owners would get paid the insurance as well. That had to be Fiona’s angle. She knew the horse had a disorder, but decided to take a final throw of the dice to win one last race. Any prize money would have helped the Gordons’ cashflow, and if Tassy was fatally injured, they’d receive the market value of the animal.

      Maybe that was why Fiona appeared so furious at Fakenham Races. The horse lost, there would be no insurance payout, and Tassy had many years of life ahead of him, despite his career being over. Surely, having a healthy horse destroyed who was merely unable to jump, would be frowned upon. Paying for his upkeep with no prospect of glory or gain wouldn’t appeal if money was tight, even if it would be less than being in full training. Her and Glen’s finances were likely to prove much worse than she’d let on. Ashley ran her hands through her hair. It still didn’t explain Glen’s murder.

      Ashley’s suspicions explained the jockey’s actions, too. He would have been told the horse would lose, but he was also to make certain it didn’t win, even if it performed well. She thought of the jockey’s approach to the second last fence where the commentator said the horse put itself right. That would have been Ronan’s doing. Panic soaring through his veins. She imagined his heart hammering in his chest, a frantic rat-a-tat-tat against the backdrop of the roaring crowd. The race won. A cold dread washing over him as he approached the final obstacles.

      He’d certainly come out badly, though. The incident cost him his career as well as any reputation.

      Ashley suspected Alistair had been pulling horses for decades, but were Jonny and Glen involved all along? The killing of those two still didn’t make sense, unless one, or both, had attempted to blackmail him. Ashley scoffed at the prospect. They seemed an unlikely pair of blackmailers. Although dire financial straits sometimes forced people to act how they would never have conceived of beforehand.

      Ashley turned up the volume and caught the back end of Alistair agreeing to the conversation being recorded and him not needing legal counsel. He sat at attention in his seat. His poise recovered.

      Sal again explained a duty solicitor could be provided free of charge. Alistair wavered, but then shook his head.

      ‘I will answer the questions I see fit, but that’s it. Your case revolves around an investigation by that irritating little man at the BHA who didn’t prove anything. The two murders are nothing to do with me. Therefore, what you’re no doubt going to be poking your nose into is merely a failed civil matter.’ A flash of anger scorched across Alistair’s face. ‘Meaning it’s bugger all to do with you.’

      Ashley smiled as Sal deployed his I’m-a-bit-out-of-my-depth pretence.

      ‘Well, when it’s murder, we have to go down lots of different avenues. You obviously knew both of the deceased, and you’re the only person who’s misplaced a sword.’

      ‘Stolen. It was stolen.’

      ‘Who do you think took it?’

      ‘God only knows. I didn’t realise it was missing for a while. I keep it in a mahogany box. Nice thing. I assumed the wife was tidying up. She’s one of those women who not so much tidies as hides stuff. Out of sight, out of mind.’

      Ashley hoped he’d repeat those phrases if they ever got him in front of a jury.

      Morgan looked up from his notes. ‘When did you notice the weapon was gone?’

      ‘I can’t remember.’

      ‘Please try.’

      ‘Sorry, no idea. Have you found the sword?’

      ‘Not as yet.’

      ‘How do you know it was my one they used? Isn’t that hearsay?’

      ‘Who said a sword was used?’

      ‘What? Someone in the yard heard Jonny had been killed. You grilling me about my sword makes it pretty obvious how he died.’

      Sal took over again.

      ‘Our investigation keeps leading us back to The Taciturn Man’s last race.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘Can you tell me what happened?’

      ‘You have eyes. Watch it yourself.’

      ‘I’m not a racing fan, but, to me, it looks like the jockey deliberately stopped the horse from jumping the fence.’

      ‘Rubbish. His saddle slipped. Next question?’

      ‘Is it possible the contest was fixed in any way?’

      ‘Not by me. I lost a fine horse and a valuable jockey that day. It did my reputation no good, either.’

      ‘How would you feel if, say, Glen Gordon had arranged with the jockey, Ronan Rafferty, to make sure they didn’t win?’

      ‘I’d be bloody surprised, being a useless pair.’

      Sal appeared to ponder his next question. ‘What if Fiona had?’

      Ooh, nice, thought Ashley as Alistair made a small jerk backward. His voice lowered.

      ‘There’s more chance of her doing that, but it’s not likely. She’s not one for betting on horses losing on Betfair, or any other kind of punt, for that matter.’

      ‘Do you have a Betfair account?’

      ‘Not any more.’

      ‘Is that because you keep getting investigated by the BHA?’

      Again, another slight twitch. ‘No comment.’

      ‘You had a big row with Eddie years ago.’

      ‘I’m always arguing with him. He never listens, never has. Cracking jockey, though. Different breed from Rafferty. But rubbish at listening.’

      ‘Why work with Eddie, then?’

      ‘He knows horses. Understands how to get the best out of them, if they need to be held up, their optimum distance. The whole caboodle.’

      Sal pretended to check his notes. ‘If they respond to the whip?’

      Alistair tried to smile, but what appeared was more of a grimace. A strangled laugh echoed from his throat. He seemed to see Sal for the first time.

      ‘You’re not as stupid as you look.’

      ‘Too kind. Seeing as we’re being honest with each other, I put it to you the reason you still employ him is that you and Eddie have been involved in frauds for years. He probably knows too much, so that’s why you employed an old man, long past his prime.’

      ‘Past his prime? Pah! He remains my best work rider. Friendlier than Buffy, more stamina than the youngsters, and more nous than all of us put together. If they were Eddie’s scams, why isn’t he dead?’

      ‘So, you reckon Glen and Jonny were killed due to their involvement in a scam?’

      ‘I didn’t say that.’

      ‘Are you suggesting Eddie is the killer?’

      ‘No, I’m not saying that, either. I’m in the dark over these deaths as much as you are.’

      ‘You don’t seem overly concerned.’

      ‘I’m so busy, I haven’t got time to fret. I must declare, I had a moment of worry, what with you making me wait so long in that room. Now, may I return to work?’

      ‘You won’t be able to get back into either office until CSI has finished dusting. Let’s see who’s been in there. Somebody had to have taken the sword.’

      Alistair glared at Sal.

      ‘I suppose so.’

      ‘Where were you last night and this morning?’

      ‘At home.’

      ‘Can anyone confirm your alibi?’

      ‘Oh, I need an alibi now, do I?’

      ‘We want to rule you out.’

      ‘My arse, you do! Actually, Julietta was out in the Land Rover, and some of the other car’s sensors failed weeks ago. Four bloody grand to fix. I can’t have gone anywhere.’

      ‘Except perhaps on horseback.’

      Alistair’s smile was cold.

      ‘I’m not daft. That’s dangerous enough nowadays in daylight, with all the idiots on the roads.’

      ‘Are you a good horseman, Alistair?’

      ‘Not bad.’

      ‘You see, we think the person who killed Jonny did so with your sword on horseback. Like a single steed cavalry attack. Some would say a glorious thing. Charge of the Light Brigade. Perhaps a fitting end for a man who deserved it.’

      ‘I’d have to be insane to use my own sword, or my own horse.’

      ‘People make impulsive choices.’

      ‘Okay, let me summarise your implausible theory. I got dressed up, in all my regimental clobber. Saddled up Shergar. Then charged through the streets and fields to Fakenham Racecourse, sword aloft. Met Jonny as arranged and cut him down in full view of the public.’

      Watching remotely, Ashley’s frown deepened as Sal’s attacks on Alistair proved futile.

      ‘You may have been reckless or enraged.’

      ‘Your people are probably hiding the sword under my bed as we speak.’

      ‘Could anyone have taken a horse from your stable and used it?’

      ‘Not a chance. Julietta and I possess the only keys for the front and backyard gates. They’re too high for even our best jumper. If someone rode a horse to kill Jonny, it wasn’t one of mine.’
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      Alistair clammed up after that. Ashley had watched the interview with a rising sense of frustration. They didn’t have enough to charge him, neither did they have enough to keep him in custody. Sal was aware, said Alistair was free to go, and thanked him for his time.

      When Ashley returned to her desk, she had a missed call on her mobile from Gerald, the crime scene manager, who was working the scene at Fakenham Racecourse. She rang him straight back.

      ‘Afternoon, Ashley.’

      ‘Any instant joy?’

      ‘Only with a Pot Noodle. Sorry, no weapon found. Blood splatters are clearly going to be from the victim, but Michelle reckons, with such a strong strike, there would definitely be microscopic residue from the blade in the victim’s bones.’

      ‘So, if we locate the sword, we’ll be able to connect it.’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Have you heard from the teams at Nesmiths?’

      ‘Yes. They’ve processed Alistair’s home office, but it’s unlikely to do you much good, unless we get a fingerprint match from someone who’s been inside the room but shouldn’t have been. Everyone at the yard has willingly provided prints, so let’s see what we find, but surely even the dimmest of flames would wear gloves nowadays.’

      ‘There’s a young lad, described as a bit simple, who could have taken the sword.’

      ‘Excellent. That might help.’

      ‘Although we need to find him first.’

      Gerald chuckled. ‘Of course.’

      ‘What about DNA?’

      ‘That’s not especially helpful. In a working stable like that, they’d be swapping horses, grooming together, using the same brushes, sharing equipment, even just rubbing against each other.’

      ‘Okay. Alistair mentioned a wooden case that stored the sword.’

      ‘Yes, it’s been located. Julietta showed my people around the whole property after they did their preliminary sweeps and discussed who was allowed where and when. They said she was accommodating.’

      ‘That’s encouraging. No doubt we’ll talk soon, Gerald.’

      ‘Bye.’

      Ashley considered Julietta’s cooperation. Perhaps she wanted Alistair locked up or at least barred from racing. Maybe she suspected him of being corrupt, but now the evidence was building, she couldn’t ignore it. Still, a divorce would likely lead to the loss of the business.

      Ashley thought about where the horse had come from. There had to be thousands of them in Norfolk alone. She brought her computer to life and asked Google how many horses there were in the UK.

      It was approximately 850,000.
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      First to report in to Ashley that afternoon was Emma.

      ‘Sorry, boss. We’re struggling to find the youngster who the Nesmiths let go.’

      ‘Couldn’t Julietta help?’

      ‘She tried. Gave me his name, Tim Doyle, aged nineteen. He had an Irish birth certificate. He missed a lot of school, which is common for jockey wannabes over there, but whereas many are street-smart, Tim wasn’t. He lacked common sense and, unlike those Irish boys and girls who act as if they were born and placed in a saddle, he was just an okay rider. Although the main problem was his forgetfulness.’

      ‘Oh dear.’

      ‘Yes. Julietta said she and Buffy really tried with him. The kid loved the job, and he was only on minimum wage, but he left gates and stable doors open. Put the wrong horses in the paddock together, and sometimes forgot to set his alarm.’

      ‘Surely he wouldn’t be that mad at being sacked. He must have been expecting it.’

      ‘Julietta thought he was disappointed, but more stunned than furious.’

      ‘Did he leave straight away?’

      ‘No, he had to book a flight, so he was there for a few days.’

      ‘When his sense of injustice may have arisen?’

      ‘Potentially. Julietta told him there were picking jobs at nearby farms if he was desperate, but he wanted to go back to Ireland.’

      ‘Doesn’t she know where?’

      ‘No, he arrived asking for work, but she can’t remember where he hailed from. Said he was raised on a farm with horses. Julietta thinks it might have started with Drum. They often give people like him a one-day trial, and he was good enough to take on probation.’

      ‘Not our likely sword thief, either?’

      ‘I listened to the 999 call again. There’s an engine running in the background, which makes the sound quality poor. The caller is young, but the accent isn’t Irish.’

      Ashley went back on Google after Emma had gone. There were around 136,000 horses in Ireland. She typed places there beginning with Drum or variants thereof.

      Dromahair, Dromahane, Dromcolliher, Dromineer, Dromiskin, Dromod, Dromore, Drum in Monaghan, Drum in Roscommon, Drumcliff, Drumcondra, Drumkeeran, Drumlish, Drummin, Drumraney, Drumshanbo and Drumsna.

      She was about to rest her head on the desk when Jan appeared. He had a frustrated look on his face.

      ‘Fiona wasn’t home, so I knocked next door as suggested. Her neighbour had just put a blanket over Fiona on the sofa. She was out for the count, having recently drunk half a bottle of gin.’

      ‘Ah, the age-old way of coping with unwelcome pressure, or the toll of shame and regret. Her world has imploded. Like Rafferty, her reputation will have gone when all this gets out, and, whatever she’s been up to, she loved her husband.’

      Barry had no better news when he returned.

      ‘Eddie’s not answering his phone. I’ve been to his address, but there’s no answer. It’s a studio flat in Fakenham. Maybe he’s done a bunk, although one of the neighbours reckoned she saw him this morning.’

      ‘Does he have a vehicle?’

      ‘She said not. Walks to work. She likes him. He often does odd jobs for her, changing bulbs, fixing cupboards, even mows her lawn.’

      ‘Which isn’t the behaviour of a ruthless psychopath.’

      ‘Perhaps only an extremely clever one hiding in plain sight.’

      ‘That would be bad news. Most unhinged people have shown their colours by middle age. I hope we’ve double-checked everyone for previous.’

      ‘Of course. All clean.’

      Finally, Hector and Zelda returned. Hector slumped in a seat.

      ‘No Kurt. I could see through the curtains at the front, and nobody appeared in. His car was gone.’

      ‘Let’s check his registration on ANPR and pray it’s not been picked up near Heathrow.’

      ‘Zelda’s already checked. The last time a camera recorded the reg was a week ago on the A47. I assume for work. Which means he’s probably still in the local vicinity.’

      ‘And Ronan?’

      ‘Still not back.’

      ‘Brilliant!’

      ‘I’ll stay up in case his wife rings me. What should I do when she does?’

      Ashley pondered the pros and cons for a moment.

      ‘He might not be in physical shape for attacking people, but he is capable of walking. Nobody’s seen him yet to verify his fitness levels. I want to watch his movement. If he can swing his other arm, that could be enough for the Glen and Frank incidents. He’s short, too, which fits the blows on them. Even though it’s unlikely he wielded the sword, he would have had access to it at Nesmiths.’

      Hector smiled.

      ‘Who’s to say it isn’t two separate killers with two different motivations?’

      ‘That would be the horrible icing on today’s unpleasant cake. Right, if Colette messages you, ring Control and ask Uniform to do a welfare check on the property. Explain our concerns. Ronan might lose his grip at the intrusion.’

      ‘Shall I attend the call as well?’

      ‘That’s not a bad idea if you don’t mind, but, like the others we suspect, we have no certainty of what he knows, if he’s guilty of anything, or if he’ll cooperate. Be careful. We need him talking, not furious because we’ve dragged him to the station at midnight.’

      ‘Understood.’

      ‘Obviously, bring him in if he appears crazed or extremely defensive.’

      ‘And if I don’t hear by, say, eleven o’clock tonight?’

      ‘Ring Colette to double-check and make sure she’s okay. We’ll need to track him down first thing in the morning. If he hasn’t come home, he’s more likely to have been involved and may well be dangerous, so contact me before you steam after him.’

      Ashley told Hector and Zelda about the other no-shows. Zelda tutted.

      ‘That’s a lot of missing people.’

      ‘Yes, but tomorrow is a new day, and Kurt and Eddie should be back at work. One of those connected with that race will break. Fiona with a hangover is my favourite. The jockey might be willing to grass the others up if he considers his life ruined, and Kurt’s likely to fold completely when we tell him what we have. He was probably going to confess, anyway.’

      Hector grimaced. ‘Add in Alistair, and we have a big bunch of untrustworthy people with suspect morals.’

      Ashley’s nails clicked against the desk as she stared at him.

      ‘Correct. They’re the runners and riders in the murder stakes.’
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      A shiver wracked Ronan Rafferty’s body as he trudged through the thick grass. Despite leaving the house prepared for the elements, the day’s long hours had allowed the cold to seep into his bones. His stomach rumbled. A good sign, he hoped. Maybe his appetite was finally returning. That morning, his face in the mirror had been gaunt, hollowed. He barely recognised himself. His ribs shocked him most. They were a stark landscape he’d never seen before. Testament to how much he’d wasted away.

      Ronan paused at his favourite spot. The high riverbank discouraged fishing but provided a perfect vantage point to watch and listen to the water flow by. The river’s endless, timeless movement soothed him in a way nothing else could, not even his wife, who had been a tremendous support in the past, but whose wary gaze he could now barely endure. As he continued walking, he decided he would tell her everything.

      Ronan stumbled when another memory surfaced. One that was never far away. He couldn’t tell Colette everything. Even she wouldn’t understand him mugging Jonny. He attempted to push the recollection from his head, but an image of the knife to Jonny’s throat while snarling “Drop the bag” wouldn’t fade. Why had he done it? Sure, he was desperate, but the robbery hadn’t occurred to him until Alistair suggested it. The trainer had assured him Jonny wouldn’t report anything to the police because he was up to no good himself.

      The night pressed down, heavy and quiet, illuminated only by the feeble glow of his torch. He was almost back at the house, just half a mile now, but each step felt heavier than the last. It was another person’s property Ronan trudged to, not his own home. A place filled with memories, but none of them his.

      What was he going to do? His dreams hadn’t vanished in a puff of smoke. They’d gradually eroded over the years, leaving him with a bitter sense of unfulfilled potential. No Cheltenham or Aintree glory for him. No jockeys’ championship. Years of toil, marked only by a steadily growing list of injuries, then, finally, a succession of crimes.

      Alistair had offered him a lifeline a long time ago, and Colette’s and his money struggles had lessened, but there had been a price to pay. His honesty. And still he never quite earned enough money. The drip-drip-drip of debts rising until the bucket was full. Finally, he’d taken Alistair’s advice and done that terrible thing.

      How many horses was it now that he’d kept out of contention at the back of their races, or let them go off too fast, so they’d never win? At least five. The first BHA inquiry near the start of his retainer had been a close-run thing. In hindsight, that race had been a warning for what would later happen. The over-exuberant nag on that occasion, pulling like a train, got him out of trouble by misjudging the third-last fence, sending Ronan shooting out of the side door to roll on the grass. The Taciturn Man had not been so kind.

      Ronan’s face scrunched up as he remembered the horror of knowing he was heading for victory. He hadn’t been overly worried at the starting line. Tassy wasn’t moving as well as he normally did at Fakenham, but the beast dug in. Tried its best. When Her Ladyship pulled up, leaving only a poor horse for him to beat, even a sore Tassy would win easily.

      Ronan planned to unseat himself at the second last, but the bloody creature sensed him moving, took an extra stride and swerved, enabling him to pop the fence, which left Ronan bolt upright in the saddle. That meant there was only one obstacle to go, and Ronan panicked.

      He had seen the footage many times. Dwelt on it. Feasted on his shame. The disgrace of appearing a seven-pound claimer learning the sport, not a man who’d ridden in over five hundred races.

      There would be no more mounts. Even if anyone felt mad enough to give him a second chance, he knew his frozen shoulder would never recover for him to wield a whip properly, never mind drive a horse out in a tight finish.

      Colette had sacrificed her career for their future, and his dishonesty was how he’d repaid her. She would be better off alone. Many a time, he’d stared into the swirling depths of the River Wensum and contemplated slipping in. But somehow, he was still standing.

      For how long, though? Kids might lift his gloom, but he doubted it. Ronan needed to be around horses. A life without them would be no life at all.

      A figure materialised from the shadows, startling him. The lane was usually deserted after nightfall, even more so on a chilly evening. He lowered his torch and shifted the beam from side to side and forwards and back, expecting to find a dog ahead of the walker. Maybe it had found something interesting in the thick bushes.

      The approaching figure stopped five metres away. Their face concealed by a hood and a scarf. A light flashed on and rose to blind him.

      Ronan raised his hand, anger rising swiftly to the surface.

      ‘Get that bloody thing out of my eyes.’

      The beam dropped and was extinguished. He blinked, then found the person had stealthily moved right in front of him.

      ‘You know what you did, Ronan. There are consequences.’

      The voice was familiar, but he still tried to lift his torch in case he was attacked. As the person stared at him, Ronan had never felt more vulnerable, more exposed. He would have struggled to fend off a kitten, but he managed to dig up the remnants of his pride. He bared his teeth, felt adrenaline spike even as his shoulder complained loudly. Then a flash of silver.

      Ronan cried out as an incredible pain erupted in his stomach. He gasped and stared down. A gloved hand moved back to leave an ornamental handle obscenely protruding.

      Ronan understood straight away it was a killing strike. A burning came, from head to toe, like liquid fire through his veins. Each heartbeat pulsed with agonising pressure, before slowing. His legs turned to water, and he fell sideways, slumping onto the grass. Straining his neck, he looked up, seeing only stars. Then his attacker’s face appeared.

      Ronan had always imagined his last thought on earth would be a vision of his first win, but that image of a teenager pumping the air after his third pony race was elsewhere. For a moment, random memories of his toils these last few years ricocheted in his mind, but they swiftly faded.

      Blackness rapidly closed in, and with it came a chilling clarity.

      He deserved to pay for his crimes, but not like this. Not by this executioner.
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      Ashley awoke and stretched in bed. She felt at peace for a moment, then remembered the search for Ronan. Her phone rested on the bedside table where she’d left it. There were no new messages. It was six o’clock. She smiled and rang Hector. Youngsters didn’t need much sleep.

      ‘Ashley! I thought it was Control.’

      ‘What happened last night?’

      ‘I’d already briefed Control about our concerns. They were on high alert anyway, with the two murders. Just before eleven, Colette texted me to say he still hadn’t returned, and she was getting frantic. I rang Control and asked them to send two officers over and to ring me with any news.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘They arrived at midnight. Colette was safe but agitated. The sergeant on duty was concerned enough to ask the constables to stay with her until Ronan returned. I was about to call for an update.’

      ‘They’d have been in touch if the situation had changed, but it won’t hurt to make sure. Tell them two detectives from MIT will be paying Colette a visit around 10 a.m.’

      ‘That’s the plan?’

      ‘Yeah. I suspect Ronan’s either killed himself, killed someone, or been killed. This case is going to blow today, Hector, and anything could happen. We’ll have a nine o’clock meeting first, then Emma can head over there with Sal.’

      Ashley didn’t feel like breakfast, which was unlike her. The people her team desperately needed to speak to revolved in her mind as she drove to work. Emma was already in and up to speed. Ashley shared a meaningful look with her. Barry seemed subdued when he arrived.

      Ashley checked her emails before the meeting and found a late night one from Michelle, who’d clearly been burning the midnight oil to get Jonny’s PM finished. A skim read of the results revealed Michelle’s theory remained. A skilled rider had deeply slashed the victim – someone who was well versed in the art of swordplay. Surely, that could only be Alistair. The black mark on the victim’s forehead was indeed done by a marker pen.

      She had also received a message from CID’s Jake Parnell telling her Jenny had finally located the drink-driver who’d been angry with Frank. The man’s neighbour revealed he’d moved to work in France, where he could still drive, and was unlikely to have returned to clobber the arresting officer. Border Control were checking. Some great news was that Frank would make a full recovery and had been home for a few days.

      Ashley sensed the energy of her team. She gave everyone the positive update about Frank, and was about to get straight down to business when Kettle announced the investigation into Jonny’s car.

      ‘The mechanics said the vehicle appears in perfect working order, which tells us Jonny probably ran away from the racecourse in a panic.’

      Ashley groaned. Springing that on Jonny would have been interesting.

      ‘That means he was likely lured there,’ said Emma.

      ‘Or he was happy to attend,’ replied Barry, ‘then things got too out of hand for him, and he ran.’

      Nobody had any other theories and, with him dead, Ashley moved on.

      ‘Hector and Zelda. Wake Fiona and get her dehydrated soul in an interview room. She’ll crack. Jan’s due in at ten to help run things here. Emma and Sal, go and see Colette, and hopefully Ronan. Be careful.’

      ‘Anything from the PM?’ asked Kettle.

      She repeated the gist of Michelle’s email. Kettle rubbed his chin as he thought.

      ‘That black mark is odd, and therefore extremely concerning. It’s not a letter, nor a symbol of any kind.’

      Ashley glanced around the office. ‘Anyone have any idea what it might be?’

      Her words were met with a deafening silence.

      ‘Well, I can’t think of anything related to a shape like that, either. It looks a bit like a thin moustache, but I don’t believe any of our suspects have one.’ She scanned those present again to find blank faces.

      Only Zelda had a theory.

      ‘Don’t military officers sometimes have moustaches?’

      ‘I suppose a few do. Okay, keep the black mark in your thoughts. It didn’t get there by mistake.’

      Kettle looked perturbed. ‘And there was definitely nothing similar on Glen?’

      ‘Nope.’ Ashley kept her eyes on her boss. ‘If Ronan’s not home, I’ll have my guys call you. I want a full search up and down the river.’

      Kettle nodded. ‘I’ll need more than gut instinct to authorise that.’

      ‘We have to get hold of him asap. I fear for other people’s lives. Ronan is deep within this and in poor shape. I reckon we’ll find him down there if he’s still alive. If I can talk to him, the threat of prison should scare him into opening up.’

      Kettle’s eyes lingered on her. ‘Agreed. If Emma and Sal stay with Colette while we search, they’ll be close by if you want support at Nesmiths, which I assume is where you’re going.’

      ‘Yes, Morgan and I will see if Kurt’s home first, then we’ll meet Barry at the stables.’

      ‘I can save you a trip to Kurt’s,’ said Gabriella, who had slipped into the room. ‘We’ve been monitoring his car on ANPR, and he triggered numerous cameras around 10 p.m.’

      ‘Please tell me he wasn’t hundreds of miles away.’

      ‘No. He appeared to be going across country towards Downham Market. Uniform were heading to intercept, but he vanished.’

      ‘Bloody hell! This is getting infuriating. If Kurt doesn’t pick up when I call him this morning, he’ll find his face on the news. Right, before we finish, let’s have a quick refresh. I don’t think Glen was crooked. Naïve, maybe. You know, an innocent, blithely going about his life, liked by all, enjoying himself.’

      Barry clicked his fingers. ‘While Fiona kept him in the dark.’

      Hector appeared well rested despite his late night. ‘It’s possible the killer thought Glen was complicit in the scam, and that’s why he died.’

      It was clear to Ashley the team also sensed it was far from over, with her officers focused and steely-eyed.

      ‘Are Fiona and Kurt next?’

      ‘Kurt’s clearly thinking that,’ said Barry. ‘I reckon he took the easy way out and did what Alistair wanted. He’d probably have got away with it, but he’s been unlucky. In a sense, they all have. If The Taciturn Man had run badly at Huntingdon because of a worsening disorder, it’s more than reasonable to think he would do so again. Alistair made certain by putting up a jockey he could threaten with no more rides to make sure. Maybe it wasn’t Ronan’s first time pulling a horse. He’d only have to have done it once before, and he’d be in too deep to ever get out.’

      Kettle took a deep breath as he thought.

      ‘Do you reckon Ronan or one of the others threatened to tell the authorities?’

      ‘No, I don’t think so,’ said Barry. ‘Few of those in the racing industry see it as just a business or a job. For the people we’ve met, it’s a need. It’s part of their being. Riding for Alistair was Ronan’s last chance to stay in the sport. He’d suck up whatever Alistair asked him to do.’

      Kettle nodded appreciatively at Barry.

      ‘That’s why I’d like to talk to that stable lad who left under a cloud,’ said Ashley. ‘He’s likely to be aggrieved, has no loyalty to Nesmiths, and is out of the game. Unfortunately, all we have is him returning to a place starting with Drum in Ireland, and there’s about twenty of them.’

      ‘I was thinking about that,’ said Gabriella. ‘It will be tricky if he only recently went back and isn’t on the electoral register.’

      ‘Tim told Julietta but all she remembered was it began with Drum-something. Maybe he mentioned it to the other staff as well. Perhaps Caroline knew, but I didn’t think to ask her.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll try a search on all the drums, see if I get lucky.’

      Ashley had one last name to mention.

      ‘Eddie Whelan. He’s given a week’s notice, but he should be back at work today. He’s another one who’s been vague with the truth.’

      ‘What did he say?’ asked Kettle.

      ‘Made out he was a weak old man on the cusp of retirement. Had a big bet on the third horse in the betting who benefitted from Ronan’s fall without admitting to it. In light of what’s going on, his sudden resignation could speak volumes.’

      Kettle grinned as he stood.

      ‘Perhaps he’s making his escape before he gets caught by us, or before the villain grabs him. Cracking effort, everyone. I’ll warn the search teams and CSI we may well ask for their assistance today. How much of the Wensum are we going to need to check? Walking distance of Great Ryburgh?’

      ‘Yes. With his injuries, he’s not likely to have trekked miles and miles away. More likely in circles.’

      Kettle stopped at the door.

      ‘Do you know what my big concern is?’

      No one replied.

      ‘If you consider the sword went missing three months ago, that’s considerable planning and patience. I’m not sure I like the vengeance angle. We’d have a clue by now exactly what the revenge was for. If it’s a money motive, then how come those who lost it are the ones who are dead? I prefer the notion someone’s eliminating potential liabilities, and my pick of who’s responsible is this slippery Alistair guy. But let’s hope it’s not a statement killing.’

      Ashley wasn’t sure where he was going with that.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Whoever did this took out a police officer and murdered Glen. Both grabbed the headlines. The nation was watching. Then a sabre slash from a flashing blade appearing out of the fog even grabbed the world’s interest, but we still don’t know what the killer’s motivation was.’

      Ashley swiftly understood. She spoke the words slowly.

      ‘Perhaps the worst is yet to come.’
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      Ashley took Morgan with her to book out a vehicle. Kettle wasn’t a stickler if she wanted to use her own car, but pool cars were there to be used. For some reason, en route, Morgan thought she’d be interested in hearing about how he’d spent the weekend improving his car’s fuel economy. She zoned out but found her mind wouldn’t go blank.

      What did the killer want the world to know? Or why had they been so desperate to silence Glen and Jonny? Alistair was at the centre of this. Was he the perpetrator, or could he have paid someone else? He was clearly a deceitful guy, but murder usually involved intense emotions or impulsive acts. Neither seemed a good fit for his character.

      Ashley tried to ring Kurt, but the call went straight to voicemail.

      ‘Looks peaceful,’ said Morgan when they arrived at Nesmiths.

      Ashley got out of their vehicle in the courtyard. She suspected most of the team would be exercising the horses. A young girl wearing a Santa hat and wobbling on a bicycle came around the stable corner. She waved at them for a moment until she nearly lost control.

      ‘Morning.’

      Ashley beckoned her over.

      ‘Hey, Caroline. Can you spare me a minute?’

      She juddered to a halt.

      ‘One of my tyres is going down, so you’ll need to be quick or I’ll be late for second period at school. Alistair knew I didn’t need to go in first thing, so he called me early to ask if I would pop over and help feed the horses. Eddie has rung to say he won’t be working his notice.’

      Ashley choked back a curse and forced a smile onto her face. ‘Will you miss him?’

      ‘He could be super grumpy, but also supportive. It was obvious he hated Alistair, so why work for him? I can do without that negative energy, but he did make me laugh as well. He often gave me tips as he watched me ride. Corrected my seat. Moved my feet.’ Caroline cocked her head to one side. ‘So, yeah, I will.’

      ‘Do you remember Tim Doyle?’

      Caroline’s face split into a grin.

      ‘Of course! He was so entertaining, but unintentionally. Like working with Laurel and Hardy, knocking stuff over and tripping up.’

      ‘Do you know where he was from?’

      ‘Fakenham.’

      Ashley coughed as she got another surprise.

      ‘Pardon? I thought he came from Ireland.’

      ‘That’s where he lived before he returned to his hometown. His dad had a saddle-making business here, but, about five years ago, he took a contract for one of the main trainers back in Ireland. Perhaps Willie Mullins’ stable. Anyway, he moved his family over there and made a success of it.’

      ‘Can you recall the name of the town?’

      ‘It began with a d, I think.’

      ‘Drum something?’

      Caroline squinted. ‘Possibly. Sorry, although how many big saddle-making businesses can there be, especially where a Mr Doyle is the owner?’

      Ashley gave the clever girl a smile. ‘That’s a smart suggestion. You’d better get off.’

      Ashley’s phone rang.

      ‘Hi, Hector. I want good news.’

      ‘Erm.’

      Ashley’s heart sank.

      ‘Wasn’t Fiona there?’

      ‘No, she’s in hospital.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘The friend went to check on Fiona in the middle of the night and found froth around her mouth. Her breathing seemed erratic, so an ambulance was called. She’d taken an overdose.’

      ‘Is she going to make it?’

      ‘Looks that way. They administered activated charcoal when she admitted to taking sleeping tablets, but they don’t think she took enough of them anyway.’

      Ashley shook her head at the sad news, but it further complicated their case. She felt a pang of pity for the poor woman, then put it to one side.

      ‘Did Kurt answer his phone?’ asked Hector.

      ‘No, I’ll text him to say we’re onto him, but I was planning to speak to Eddie first, or put pressure on Alistair, so I had Kurt over a barrel, but Eddie’s not shown up at work, either.’

      ‘Great. No Eddie, Kurt or Fiona. What shall we do?’

      ‘You’re not far away. Drive down here to Nesmiths.’

      ‘Catch you in a bit.’

      Morgan was updating Barry, who had just arrived.

      ‘Come on, you two,’ said Ashley with more enthusiasm than she felt. ‘We’ll head to the gallops. Perhaps Alistair’s in a confessional mood, or at least a cooperative one.’
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      Ashley, Morgan and Barry went the same route to the gallops as their team’s previous visit. A keen wind bullied them up the slope. There was no Land Rover in sight. When they reached where it had been parked before, they spotted six horses circling around at the bottom of the all-weather track.

      With helmets and winter jackets, it was hard to discern who was who. Ashley suspected the thicker-set individual, sitting straight-backed on the largest horse, was Alistair. He broke into a trot towards Ashley, then into a canter, and the other five followed. She couldn’t help thinking of how Jonny would have felt when half a tonne of solid flesh bore down on him.

      It was Alistair who raced by first. She recognised Buffy and a few of the younger work riders galloping after him, while Julietta brought up the rear. Julietta was already slowing as she reached them, a worried look on her face.

      She reined in her horse and was the first to return to the officers.

      ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘Nothing as such. We wanted a word with Eddie, but I hear he won’t be returning.’

      Julietta glanced back at Alistair. A sneer had crept over her face when she returned her gaze to Ashley.

      ‘You’ll need to speak to him about that. It’s more work for the rest of us.’

      ‘Eddie didn’t seem the type to leave you in the lurch.’

      ‘Again, talk to Alistair.’

      Julietta expertly wheeled the horse around and trotted over to the others.

      Alistair came over to join them next. He rode differently from Julietta, who had higher stirrups and her head further forward. Alistair’s posture was military. Ashley could very much imagine him holding a sword, face a mask of concentration.

      ‘Here to check up on me?’

      ‘Yes,’ replied Barry. ‘Thought we’d give you the chance to come clean.’

      ‘I explained before. Killing someone with my own blade just wouldn’t make sense. I’ve been set up. They want you here at my stables, so the focus is away from them.’

      ‘Who do you think that is?’

      ‘I don’t have a clue.’

      Ashley kept her eyes on Alistair’s face. He was the epitome of the old-style British stiff-upper-lip officer. The type who fought with cold steel at Rorke’s Drift in the morning, then declared it a rough day over a lunchtime sherry afterwards.

      Glen’s and Jonny’s deaths were close-up kills. Sometimes they were the type that occurred in the heat of the moment, but those crimes were usually one-offs. Two separate incidents indicated a strong resolve. A heart, frozen as ice.

      Barry had decided to use his impressive skill at getting under people’s skin.

      ‘Did you sleep well last night?’

      ‘I had more than a few whiskies, if you must know. Talked things through with the wife. Cleared the air. We’ll survive this.’

      ‘What did you do to upset Eddie?’

      ‘I breathed. He’s one of those people who likes to land the final blow. Revels in having his revenge served cold.’

      Ashley detected a slight edge to Alistair’s words. Was that anger, or fear?

      ‘Sounds like you both have quite a history, going back many years. We heard about your first Cheltenham winner.’

      Annoyance lit up Alistair’s features. He didn’t try to hide it. ‘Told you, did he? You should know the truth about that race. I’ll meet you in my house office in ten minutes, now I’m allowed in there.’

      Alistair rode closer, so the horse’s head was nearly over the rail. He jabbed his finger at Ashley. ‘That poor old, retired jockey bollocks is a front. He has pride, and he’s ruthless.’

      The magnificent creature whinnied, muscles rippling beneath its gleaming coat, its powerful lungs drawing in deep breaths. Ashley experienced a shiver of unease, grateful for the barrier separating them. The animal’s gaze, sharp and intelligent, seemed to echo its rider’s indignation. Alistair wheeled away, then headed towards the stables with the others following him.

      Ashley, Morgan and Barry tramped after the six horses. She had certainly been hoping for a more successful morning.

      ‘What do you guys think?’ asked Ashley.

      ‘He’s normally a cooler customer,’ said Barry. ‘He’s definitely rattled.’

      Morgan’s face contorted in a visible display of distaste. ‘I get the impression he’d be the sort we send down who never admits their crime, even if the evidence was overwhelming.’

      Ashley chuckled. ‘It’s a shame we haven’t got some of that evidence.’

      Morgan nodded forlornly. ‘That’s true.’

      Ashley glanced at Barry. ‘I saw your dream woman amongst them, all decked out in the latest Barbour. Her husband must have plenty of cash.’

      ‘I’ve gone off Buffy. These horsey types would rather trim their horses’ toenails than pander to my needs.’

      ‘Do they have toenails?’

      Barry’s bottom lip stuck out as he thought. ‘I’m not sure. It’d be a big job if they did.’

      They waited outside the farmhouse for Alistair to return from the stables, then Ashley and Barry followed him into the house, leaving Morgan to update the team at OCC.

      The trainer went behind the large desk and flopped into an executive chair. The room felt more like a library than an office.

      Alistair exhaled deeply. ‘Let me guess. Eddie reckoned I had insisted the whip be used during Silver Sailboat’s race at Cheltenham. He ignored me because, as always, he knew best. The horse romped in. He was proven correct, and, in a fit of pique, I destroyed his career.’

      Ashley couldn’t remember exactly what Hector had written up after his encounter with Colette, but that sequence of events seemed close enough.

      ‘What does fit of pique mean?’ asked Barry.

      ‘I had the hump!’

      ‘That sounds about right.’

      ‘The true version is that my horse had been running over too short a distance, but was still scraping home each time. Her handicap mark was low for a mare of her ability. Worse horses had to give her weight, and she would improve with racing over further.’

      Barry frowned. ‘Further?’

      ‘A longer distance. In short, I felt bloody confident of victory.’

      ‘Was it another fiddle?’

      ‘No, Barry. It’s a part of the sport. Most yards do similar. You protect a horse’s handicap mark by not having them thrash other horses in the run-up to the most lucrative races.’

      Again, Barry appeared confused. ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘The handicapper wants every horse to finish the race together. If a horse wins, the handicapper allocates it more weight for their next race, which they carry in their saddles.’

      ‘Ah, so the extra burden slows them down.’

      ‘Yes. If they still easily beat their opposition, they get given even more weight. A much-bandied phrase in racing is that weight stops trains. Imagine how a person would perform at running given a bigger and bigger backpack to carry.’

      ‘I see. So it’s better not to show your hand before the big meetings.’

      Alistair smiled.

      ‘Exactly. It’s a well-known tactic. Chasers are entered over hurdles to get them race-fit; hurdlers run on the flat, to protect their handicap rating. There’s still so much that could go wrong. That’s why I was furious. The Cheltenham hill has ruined many a dream.’

      Ashley didn’t get it. ‘Eddie won and was proven right, though, wasn’t he?’

      ‘He was bloody lucky, and it was the final straw. Watch the beginning of the contest if you can find the race. Might be on YouTube or Racing Post archives. The second and third favourites both fell on the first circuit. That made our job easier, but, as I suspected, our horse idled after the last fence when he found himself running at a longer distance with a notoriously stiff finish. He only just got home. Another couple of metres and I’d have lost my yard. That’s how much we needed that victory. None of all this—’ he briskly waved his index finger around ‘—would have happened.’

      Ashley took a moment. ‘Yet Eddie did win, and you, in effect, still retired him.’

      Alistair bared his teeth.

      ‘He ended his career by refusing to follow straightforward instructions. Eddie was washed up by then. He’s a drunk and a feckless gambler. Look at him. He has nothing. Lives in a rented studio flat, no partner, no friends, no future. That’s the reason he carried on working. Although perhaps he’s been biding his time until now to have the last word.’

      That wasn’t the vibe Ashley had got from Eddie, but he had a betting account with Jonny. He obviously enjoyed a flutter. Even Ashley knew that jockeys, like all sportspeople, sometimes developed substance issues when the roar of the crowd faded. As for him being the killer, that was possible. He was short, he could ride, and money worries soon came to those who had drunken bets.

      Barry snorted. ‘Why have him back, though?’

      ‘During that period, I was seriously under-staffed and needed someone experienced fast. He knows horses, and I chose to give him a break. I forgave him, although I never expected him to stay long.’

      ‘No honour among thieves, or is the phrase, keeping your enemies closer?’

      ‘Maybe he overhears things, but, I can assure you, Eddie is not in my inner sanctum. I wouldn’t trust him. When it was time to get the bets down, he’d have flogged the info to all and sundry, and the odds would have already crashed.’

      Ashley smiled at Alistair.

      ‘Is your sanctum only for one?’

      Alistair’s face reddened.

      ‘You’re damn right!’

      ‘Who would he sell the information to?’

      ‘There are no end of people looking for an edge. Crooks, betting firms, bookmakers, other trainers and owners. There’s serious cash swishing around out there. That money would love to find its way to a hot tip.’

      ‘What happens if you double-cross those types of folk?’

      ‘Do you mean if someone was given an inside tip, and it lost?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Alistair smiled.

      ‘Most would take it on the chin because there’s no such thing as a racing certainty. Watch Annie Power, a short-priced shoo-in, burst into the lead in the Mares’ Hurdle at the Cheltenham meeting of 2015 with one flight to jump. The horse was odds-on and had won eleven of its previous twelve races. There were thousands of accumulators on four Willie Mullins’ trained favourites, and the other three had already won. Ruby Walsh, the top festival jockey, was perched on her back.’

      ‘Sounds like it would be a foregone conclusion,’ Ashley replied, ‘but nothing’s one hundred per cent.’

      ‘Exactly. Most horses do their best, but maybe they have a tummy bug that day. Or wake up distracted.’

      ‘They’re like humans in some ways. Fallible. I take it Annie Power didn’t win.’

      ‘She fell at the last hurdle with the race in the bag. I doubt there’s been a louder audible gasp of dismay in sporting history. The bookies were saved a £50-million payout and conspiracy theories abounded. The mare stayed in training and never got close to being beaten again.’

      ‘What about criminals who think they’ve been swindled? What if they don’t accept the vagaries of horse racing as one of those things?’

      The animation dropped from Alistair’s face.

      ‘I’m not certain, but we’d probably be reading about the upshot in the news.’
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      Ashley twisted around when Hector knocked on the door and poked his face around it.

      ‘I’m here,’ he said.

      ‘I’ll be with you in a minute.’

      He disappeared without commenting.

      Alistair groaned. ‘How much longer do you need me?’

      ‘We’re just about done here, Alistair. We’d like to speak to Eddie. Is he likely to be at his flat?’

      ‘No, he told me he planned to visit his favourite place for the day. You know, it’s funny he’s leaving Norfolk, although he has been saying recently he’d like to travel around Ireland, but I always thought Eddie would wind out his days volunteering down there.’

      ‘Where are you talking about?’

      ‘Hillside Animal Sanctuary.’

      ‘In West Runton?’

      ‘Yep. He sponsors a retired racehorse there. Soul Train. Idiot gets a signed photograph twice a year for his twenty quid.’

      ‘Signed by the horse?’

      Alistair managed a small smile. ‘I should think the staff sign the picture.’

      Barry had left his chair and walked up to the desk. ‘Do you genuinely enjoy being around horses, Alistair?’

      Alistair seemed indifferent to the question.

      ‘Of course. The same way I have a fondness for dogs. They’re nice to be around. I enjoy the business of racing, but I don’t go head over heels for them like bloody Buffy. Talking to them as if they know what’s going on.’

      ‘Are you sad when they die?’

      ‘What kind of heartless bastard wouldn’t be?’

      Ashley was glad Barry didn’t answer that. Alistair seemed distracted. She wondered if his guard was down.

      ‘It’s tough some horses perish as part of the sport. How does that affect you?’

      ‘I have to accept the realities of this industry. Otherwise, I couldn’t run a successful operation.’

      Barry tipped his head to one side. ‘Yet you keep The Taciturn Man here. He’s just a lump of meat now, isn’t he? Eating all your hay?’

      Alistair sneered at him. ‘No, Tassy’s not in our yard. Even if we had kept him, the owner would pay for his feed. We’re not a charity. Buffy has him at her massive ranch, or whatever the hell she calls that property. They probably sleep cuddled up in the same bed.’

      Ashley frowned. ‘Did Fiona and Glen pay her for his upkeep there, then?’

      ‘Who knows what the arrangement is? It’s not only Tassy, either. There’s another slow old poke hanging around.’

      Ashley racked her brains for who’d suggested the horse was still at Nesmiths. Was it Buffy or Caroline? Ashley recalled Buffy in her expensive outdoor gear. If she owned a big ranch, which had its own stables, then would she really work here on poor wages, just to be near racehorses? Ashley pictured her on horseback, perfectly balanced, a natural rider.

      Barry hadn’t connected the dots. ‘Why didn’t the Gordons give The Taciturn Man to Hillside?’

      ‘I suppose that was a possibility, but Buffy loved him. From the moment The Taciturn Man came here, he captivated her. My guess is Buffy paid the Gordons to take Tassy off their hands. Perhaps not much because I doubt Hillside would have offered the Gordons anything.’

      ‘Wouldn’t Buffy now have his hay and vet bills to pay?’

      ‘Yes. Buffy would probably have worked here for free to look after Tassy, so she won’t mind the expense.’

      Ashley wasn’t listening. She was recalling Alistair saying nobody could get a horse out of his stable without his or Julietta’s keys, but Buffy wouldn’t need to borrow a horse. She had a choice of two at home.
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      Ashley put a hand on Barry’s shoulder to let him know to stay where he was.

      ‘Alistair, is it all right if we use this room for thirty minutes?’

      ‘If you must.’

      When Alistair’s footsteps had faded, Ashley told Barry to wait a minute. She went outside the house and asked Hector to fetch Buffy. While she waited for her to arrive, Ashley returned to Barry, who was sitting in Alistair’s seat.

      ‘Comfy?’

      ‘Not bad. By the way, that was clever to ask about Tassy’s current whereabouts. Caroline told us she missed working with him, but we naturally assumed the paddock was here.’

      Ashley tried to separate Buffy from all the other conflicting details and people she had racing around her head. It wasn’t easy.

      ‘Has everyone got secrets here?’

      ‘Seems so. We’re constantly being fed different views and facts about the same topics. No wonder the BHA struggled to make a prosecution. They wouldn’t have been able to believe a word anyone said.’

      Ashley rubbed her temples.

      ‘Let’s see what Buffy has to say. We’ll head to Hillside after this. I imagined Eddie had done a runner, but would he have told Alistair where he was going today if that was the case?’

      ‘Unless he was lying, and while we waste time driving to West Runton, he’s handing over his boarding pass to the Cayman Islands.’

      ‘He doesn’t seem the sort to do an international flit.’

      ‘True. Have you been to Hillside lately?’

      ‘No, not for years. You?’

      Barry’s face lit up.

      ‘Yeah, it’s a brilliant spot for first dates. Ladies do love their animals. There are chickens, ducks, alpacas, donkeys, rabbits, even a three-legged pig, all living in a green nirvana. Obviously, the shire horses are the main draw. A few hours there and the woman is putty in my hands.’

      ‘You really are a class act.’

      ‘It’s free to get in, too, which helps, but they don’t do normal milk. I assume that’s because milking is too mean on the lovely, cute moo cows, although I’ve always suspected getting milked would be a pleasant experience.’

      ‘Jesus.’

      ‘Anyway, I nick those little pots of milk from hotels, so, when I go, I’m prepared.’

      ‘Perhaps I should be checking your alibi for Jonny’s murder.’

      Barry rolled his eyes. ‘I wouldn’t know the first thing about riding a horse.’

      ‘Maybe you killed him on your push-bike.’

      The conversation was prevented from descending further by the sounds of Buffy arguing with Hector outside the office about being taken from her job.

      ‘Take notes when Buffy arrives, and get out of the chair so she can sit behind the desk.’

      ‘Are you worried she might run?’

      ‘Nothing else would surprise me today.’

      Ashley checked her phone. No messages, so Ronan hadn’t been found.

      Buffy stomped into the room. ‘Now what? We’re short-staffed as it is.’

      ‘We won’t take up too much of your time.’

      Buffy strode past them and sat in Alistair’s chair. She swivelled in the seat in a familiar manner. Hector closed the door with him on the other side of it.

      Ashley pondered how to deal with Buffy. Perhaps some kid gloves would disarm her.

      ‘Sorry to bother you again. It’s clear you’re an integral part of the operation here. You should ask for a raise.’

      ‘Alistair did offer me a stable-manager position, but I want to be hands-on.’

      ‘Best job ever for you, then?’

      ‘Empty stables can be upsetting after the horses’ careers are over, or they’re moved to a different yard, but other than that, yes. I’m happy.’

      ‘I bet you flake out when you get home.’

      Buffy’s eyes narrowed. ‘I like to be busy.’

      Buffy’s dismissive manner changed Ashley’s tack.

      ‘Tell me about The Taciturn Man’s retirement.’

      Buffy’s face cracked into the tightest of smiles. ‘Nice. Alistair told you I keep Tassy at home, didn’t he? He’s such a shit-stirrer.’

      ‘Why didn’t you mention it?’

      ‘I don’t think you asked. It’s not a big deal. That monster, Fiona, said to Alistair he might as well shoot Tassy seeing as he was no good any more as a racehorse. She wasn’t going to pay his livery.’

      ‘Must stretch your meagre wages.’

      ‘I paid Fiona a thousand pounds for him. That’s it. They don’t cost loads after they retire. I own the paddock, so it’s only a couple of hundred quid a month on feed and a few other bits and bobs in the winter.’

      ‘Plus the time.’

      ‘A neighbour’s daughter comes before and after school to feed and groom him for me most days, or I do it around work. Tassy lazily wanders around the enclosure during the day eating grass.’

      ‘Him and the other retired horse.’

      Buffy laughed. ‘Did he tell you my bra size, too?’

      Barry cleared his throat but refrained from commenting.

      Buffy steepled her fingers and glanced over the top of them at Barry, then Ashley.

      ‘I don’t reveal much about my life away from here. There’s always grief if you do. I have no pets or kids, and I’m a kept woman. I can’t afford to own brilliant horses, even though I have a stable for four. One of the horses in Alistair’s yard is worth over a hundred thousand pounds. To ride him, well, it’s like flying on Pegasus. That’s why I come here for little more than minimum wage.’

      ‘If you had to name your favourite horse ever, would it be Tassy?’

      ‘He’s my latest favourite. It was a privilege to take him home.’

      ‘Where were you Monday morning?’

      Buffy’s laugh turned into a choke.

      ‘You’re serious? Now you believe I’m the killer? I’ve barely met Jonny, and I liked Glen. That’s plain crazy. Alistair’s been manipulating you. It’s what he does. He’s heartless and selfish. Even Eddie’s had enough. You can only put up with Alistair’s bullshit and lies for so long, and it’s been obvious that funds have been tight for Alistair for the last few years. Eddie told me Alistair had a big gamble go south recently, too.’

      ‘What was the bet?’

      ‘I’m not sure. Eddie said a gamble went horribly wrong. Seemed Alistair’s punt came a cropper, and he’d overextended himself. Julietta’s got wind of it. She’s hopping mad. My days are limited here, too.’

      ‘You’re leaving as well?’

      ‘Well, I keep threatening to, but I love riding different horses, and there’s nowhere else similar nearby.’

      Barry had been scribbling furiously. He glanced up. ‘Are there many horses in Dubai?’

      ‘Why the hell are you asking that?’

      ‘Isn’t your husband from there?’

      Her gaze raked over him, dripping with disdain. ‘If you mean Egypt, then of course there are horses, but there is nothing like the set-up the UK has.’

      ‘If a horse had to be shot, what happens to them?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I know they used to sell them to the glue factory, or perhaps one that does pet food?’

      Buffy eyed him as if he were a particularly foul insect that had landed in her drink. Ashley suspected Barry was trying to unsettle her, but she wasn’t certain.

      Buffy spat out her reply. ‘They don’t shoot them nowadays. Injections are used to euthanise. I bury mine at home. They deserve that.’

      Buffy closed her eyes for a few seconds, then she turned her stare on Ashley.

      ‘Do you have anything sensible to ask me?’

      Ashley got straight to the point.

      ‘Do you have an alibi for when the murders occurred?’

      ‘The previous Monday night, I was with my husband. He’s gone back to Egypt now, but I can get him to email you. When was the other date?’

      ‘This Monday morning, or possibly Sunday night.’

      ‘That’s quite a timescale.’

      ‘You must still know where you were.’

      ‘Monday morning in bed alone until I came here, but I stayed on pretty late on Sunday. Eddie and I sometimes share a bottle of wine and discuss the racing from the previous day. We’re always too tired the evening of a meeting.’

      Ashley made a note to check that. ‘I didn’t realise you two were so pally.’

      ‘We aren’t close. He can be stubborn, which is infuriating, and he has the memory of an elephant if you annoy him, but he loves the business like I do. Wants the best conditions for the animals. So, we always have common ground. Our little tête-à-têtes every now and again clear the air and help us keep the ship steady, because whatever happens, we’re forced to work closely together.’

      ‘Alistair said Eddie was a devious individual with drink and gambling problems whose frail ex-jockey persona is all an act.’

      Buffy put a hand to her forehead and scowled.

      ‘When is the penny going to drop? You can’t trust a word that comes out of that man’s mouth.’
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      Ashley thanked Buffy. When she’d gone, Ashley called in Hector and Zelda. She wanted a quick debrief, but the thought occurred to her that Alistair, or anyone else for that matter, might have bugged his office or hidden a camera. She supposed if his sword had been stolen from the room, that might be a fair precaution. They stepped into the hall.

      ‘Zelda, can you do a check on Kurt’s house, then head back to OCC? Remind everyone to keep on top of their paperwork. I had a look at the HOLMES reports this morning, and it hasn’t suggested anything we aren’t already doing.’

      Barry chuckled.

      ‘Did it suggest we run around in circles?’

      ‘More or less. This is such a strange investigation, but, as Kettle said, this isn’t over. I want a good chat with Eddie next. Our suspicions also remain directed at the jockey until we find him. We’ll allow twenty-four hours to search along that river. If Ronan doesn’t show, there’ll be a press release with a warning he shouldn’t be approached, and a be-on-the-lookout for every force nationwide.’

      Ashley told Hector and Zelda what Buffy and Alistair had said.

      Zelda rolled her eyes.

      ‘It seems as if they’re all being helpful and honest, but all their versions conflict. Are any of them telling the truth?’

      Ashley gently clapped her hands. ‘That’s a decent point. If two or more people were working in tandem, they could confuse us.’

      ‘A campaign of misinformation.’

      ‘It would be high stakes. Nobody we’ve spoken to seems to get on particularly well with anyone else, and that includes the ones who are married. Would you go on a killing spree with a person you didn’t like, never mind trust? One false step, one betrayal, and it’s decades in jail.’

      Barry took a deep breath. ‘I think blackmail’s involved. Someone’s got something over someone else.’

      Hector chuckled. ‘You could do with improving your vocabulary.’

      ‘Shut up, Back Track.’

      Ashley cleared her throat. ‘Let’s have no bickering on the drive to West Runton. We’ll summarise our suspicions, see if we’re all thinking the same thing.’

      They walked into the courtyard. It was filled with the sounds of a busy stable. Industrious staff were going about their tasks. Horses were heading to the gallops, riders chatting and smiling. Alistair was shouting into his phone in a jokey manner. Only Julietta, at the rear of the group, had an expressionless face. Her eyes met Ashley’s and held her gaze, but she remained silent.

      Zelda gave them a thumbs-up and set off in the car she and Hector had arrived in.

      Ashley waved her off with smile. She’d formed a plan.

      Barry drove with Hector in the front. Ashley sat in the middle of the back seat. Some of the higher ranks always insisted on being in the front, but Ashley usually had the shortest legs and didn’t mind. She leaned forward.

      ‘Right. It’s time for more pressure. Let’s see if Ronan turns up and upsets the applecart, but, otherwise, I’m planning to bring Alistair, Eddie, and Buffy into OCC.’

      Hector peered over his shoulder at her.

      ‘Buffy?’

      ‘Yep. Her lies are as blatant as the others’. There was no need for her to be so guarded with us. Why would we care how much money she did or didn’t have?’

      ‘What does she gain from killing Jonny and Glen?’ asked Barry.

      ‘I’m not saying she did, but it’s possible she’s part of what’s going on. We’ll prepare in the morning, caution them, then grill them all afternoon and evening. Delve into their tangled comments. Go backwards and forwards, to and fro. Make it clear any contribution in this matter, regardless of the extent, will have significant consequences, unless they work with us now, or it could lead to a charge of conspiracy to commit murder.’

      Barry bobbed his head. ‘Compulsory life sentences scare most.’

      ‘Fiona should survive her overdose. There’s no value in visiting today, but she’ll also be getting a visit first thing tomorrow morning. She’s going to fold, I know it.’

      The confusion that had clouded Barry’s features gave way to a look of quiet understanding, as if a light had been turned on behind his eyes.

      ‘Right, because what she tells us will direct what we say to the others. If we know the truth, we can catch them out.’

      ‘Yes, that’s why we’ll be interviewing in the afternoon.’

      Barry chuckled. ‘Ah, more evidence of why you’re in charge.’

      Ashley nodded at the compliment. ‘Too right, and we’ll keep William Brazil in the loop. He knows that race and the people involved better than anyone.’

      Hector waited until they were at a junction before he turned and gave Ashley a serious stare.

      ‘Looks like we’ll finally get to the bottom of what happened to The Taciturn Man.’

      Ashley and Barry carried on discussing elements of the investigation, but she noticed Hector had disengaged. She watched the young officer for a few minutes as she chatted. He had an almost simple smile on his face as he dreamily stared out of the window.

      Barry noticed and cast a glance at him. He tutted.

      ‘Bloody rich people. Screw the lot of ’em, if you ask me. All they care about is money. Most of them should be in prison, where we should be allowed to beat them. Dress ’em in rags. Throw away the keys. Maybe eat some of the prettier ones.’

      Ashley wondered what the hell Barry was doing, then she realised he was seeing if Hector was listening to their discussion at all, having not said a word for a quarter of an hour. Now Barry had stopped talking, she could hear Hector humming.

      The fog lifted from Barry’s mind, his eyes widening as the truth became clear.

      ‘Dearie me,’ he shouted. ‘Sneaky old Fast Track. He’s finally emptied his sack!’
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      They didn’t have the chance to grill Hector, because Barry was just pulling into the large car park at Hillside Animal Sanctuary. There were surprisingly few cars around. Ashley unbuckled herself and hopped out. She opened Hector’s door, expecting him to be irritated by Barry’s gross comment.

      Hector calmly unclipped his belt and came to stand next to her. A smile now spread from ear to ear, even though he’d noticed Ashley staring at him.

      ‘What?’ he asked.

      ‘I see it’s true.’

      ‘A gentleman doesn’t discuss his love life.’

      Barry locked the car. ‘You should be fine to blab, then. I tell you what, that’s bloody par for the course. Typical lucky public schoolboys. You get dropped by Gabriella and immediately fall into bed with a hot PC. When Ashley dumped me, Norwich City lost, my car got a puncture, and I nearly had an accident on the M25 after an out-of-date Cornish pasty.’

      Ashley’s nose wrinkled. She definitely didn’t want to hear any more about that incident.

      ‘Congratulations, Hector. I almost said I hope you had a nice experience, but I can see it was.’

      ‘I understand what all the fuss is about now.’

      Barry strode past him. ‘Bet you wish you hadn’t wasted all those years.’

      Ashley gave Barry a shove.

      ‘Don’t listen to him, Hector. When the nuclear apocalypse finally happens, the only living creatures left will be cockroaches and Barry. Waiting has made it special.’

      Ashley read a poster nailed to a fence, saying how the animals had been saved from the milk trade. A small herd of cows grazed in a meadow, their tails swishing lazily as they chewed on lush green grass. Two, with soft, innocent eyes, playfully nudged each other, mooing contentedly.

      The entrance was open with nowhere to pay. The next sight to meet them made Ashley’s heart soar. Heavy horses.

      For a moment, she lost track of why they were there.

      The three of them naturally wandered over to the row of white stalls, most of which had an enormous head hanging over the gate.

      ‘Wow,’ said Hector. ‘Why haven’t you brought me here before?’

      ‘I forgot about this place,’ she whispered as she stroked the nose of the nearest one. She moved to the next stable, which appeared empty, but in the dappled light at the back, a magnificent Suffolk Punch stood patiently, its massive frame dwarfing the surrounding stalls. A sign revealed his name to be Merlin, standing at nearly eighteen hands high. For the first time, she really looked at the animal.

      Deep brown eyes, soulful and intelligent, gazed out at her. Every inch of his body, from the broad chest and sturdy legs, spoke of strength and resilience, yet there was an undeniable grace and poise in his posture, a quiet dignity that belied the immense size. Now she understood.

      ‘Wonderful, aren’t they?’

      Ashley turned to find a glum-faced Eddie standing beside her. He was dressed in a crumpled grey jacket, matching trouser material bunching above battered brogues. Perhaps a suit that a younger, taller Eddie had purchased many years ago. The massive horse moved forward to allow him to tenderly stroke its neck. For a moment, Ashley wondered how the retired jockey had ended up all alone.

      She gave him a nod.

      ‘Nice to see you, Eddie.’

      ‘Such gentle giants.’

      Ashley had to agree. ‘Are you okay? You look a bit down.’

      ‘Just sad. I came to say goodbye to these guys.’

      ‘Alistair told us you were here. Is there nothing similar in Ireland?’

      ‘Nowt like this set-up. There used to be carthorses everywhere but not now. I can stare into their eyes for hours.’

      ‘Morning, Eddie,’ said Barry. ‘Big horses. Very meaty.’

      ‘They’re so trusting. A kick could kill, one roll would crush, yet they spend their lives trying to help us. Exhausting themselves if necessary. It’s so lovely to watch them here, being looked after, living with their own kind, and feeling our love and appreciation.’

      Barry tried to stroke Merlin’s nose, but the horse shied his head away.

      Hector was allowed a pat. ‘Good judges of character, too,’ he said.

      ‘When are you leaving, Eddie?’ asked Ashley.

      ‘Saturday. Been to the bank, visited here, pack my things tomorrow. Then I’ll return to Nesmiths and say my farewells there.’

      ‘I didn’t think you were going back.’

      ‘Not to work.’

      Barry glanced around, but there was nobody near them.

      ‘Will Alistair let you in?’

      ‘Who knows? But it won’t matter. The lock for the rear gate at the yard is broken. Alistair isn’t aware, but if the stable lads are late, they sometimes sneak in that way, so he doesn’t notice. I’ll get in to say my goodbyes.’

      Barry turned to look at Ashley, but she gestured for him to continue.

      ‘Is there somewhere we can talk to you?’

      ‘We can sit at the tables here. It’s pretty mild today for the time of year. The place closes to the public from November to March, so nobody much will be about. They let me in because I volunteer so often.’

      ‘I wondered where the visitors were. How come we were able to stroll in?’

      ‘It’s still a working sanctuary. Hundreds of animals need feeding and mucking out.’

      A young woman in dirty jodhpurs came past, pushing a wheelbarrow. ‘Sorry, we’re closed.’

      Barry took out his warrant card. ‘Major Investigation Team. We won’t be long.’

      The girl shrugged and disappeared around the stable-block corner.

      Once the officers and Eddie were seated at a picnic bench, he held out his hands.

      ‘I figured you’d want to speak to me again. Perhaps it’s time to spill the beans.’

      Barry opened his notepad. ‘There’s no perhaps about it. People are dying. Tell us what you know.’

      ‘Okay, well, these aren’t facts. It’s hearsay, or stuff I overheard, but I’ve kept mum for a reason.’

      Barry’s pen hovered.

      ‘Is what you’re about to reveal going to mean Alistair loses his licence?’

      Eddie’s face looked beaten. ‘Yes, it’s likely Nesmiths will close. Julietta also has a licence, although I doubt she could carry on. We’ll all be tainted by association. Think of the job losses. Younger riders might get positions elsewhere, but they’d need to move to other parts of the country. It’s Julietta I feel sorry for. She’s in the dark, while desperately attempting to make the business a success. Their marriage is as good as over, but if they divorced, the dream would be over, and she cherishes that yard.’

      Barry’s jaw tightened. ‘With Alistair committing crimes, it’ll be over anyway.’

      ‘I suppose there is that,’ Eddie agreed. ‘To be honest, he’s been underhand from the beginning. You’ll have heard how hard it is to be a successful jockey, so I was forced to deal with him. Even back then, Alistair would hint I shouldn’t push the odd horse out at the end of a race, on the grounds of keeping them sound for next time, but the rules state jockeys must always obtain the best possible placing.’

      Ashley took over the questioning as Barry scribbled.

      ‘Are you saying he was testing the water?’

      ‘Yes. I knew if I did just one relatively minor dodgy thing, he’d have pressurised me for more, until I was leaping off their backs on purpose.’

      ‘Alistair said all trainers tell their jockeys to look after their horses if their chance has gone, especially if it’s their first race of the season.’

      ‘That’s the issue. Is there any point in whipping a horse to get fifth place?’

      ‘I’d say not.’

      ‘And every punter knows these fine animals usually improve after their first run, so where’s the line?’

      ‘You’re the jockey.’

      Eddie took a few seconds to peer at each officer. Ashley had never seen him look so serious.

      ‘The line is stopping horses deliberately. Taking bets on them to lose. The BHA were unable to prove anything because they couldn’t find the cash trail, but Alistair knew Tassy wouldn’t be victorious in his last race.’

      ‘How do you know that?’

      Eddie’s voice was almost a whisper.

      ‘The horse appeared ever so slightly out of sorts before the previous race at Huntingdon. I told Alistair then it would be safer not to run him, but the yard was struggling with cashflow, and Tassy was the favourite. He’d probably have won at ninety-five per cent, but he ran badly and never looked in with a chance. When we checked him over at home, he seemed a touch lame in the back, so Alistair called the vet.’

      ‘Kurt McAdam.’

      ‘Yep. A battery of tests were ordered, which can take a month to return, but Kurt’s an experienced guy. He told Alistair he suspected a degenerative disorder. Tassy’s career was probably over.’

      ‘Were you involved in that conversation?’

      ‘No, I overheard the shouting. Alistair lost his cool, I reckon, because the insurance he recommends to the owners doesn’t include such things. Because he wants to keep their costs down, he arranges cheaper cover for the owners. Payout in the event of death or career-ending injury on the racecourse, but not retirement through a medical condition.’

      ‘I don’t get why Alistair ran him again,’ said Barry.

      ‘It’s obvious,’ said Hector. ‘He knew Tassy wouldn’t win. So, he tells someone, and they make a wedge laying the horse. In fact, they could have backed both the other two to make certain and still made a healthy profit.’

      Eddie nodded sagely at Hector. ‘You’ve got it, lad.’

      ‘That’s so ruthless,’ said Ashley. ‘All that, while not caring if the horse might die.’

      Barry grimaced. ‘Maybe he didn’t sell the information. Perhaps he simply didn’t care. Tassy winning or dying was okay by him.’
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      Eddie leaned in towards them.

      ‘No, there had to be serious dough involved, because Alistair even went to the bother of putting up a second-rate jockey, explaining, whatever happened, Tassy must not win. I suspect he threatened Ronan with never riding in this country again if he didn’t do as he was told.’

      ‘Did you listen in on that conversation, too?’ asked Ashley.

      ‘Nah, but I’ve been in the game for a long time. Ronan was over the moon when he arrived at Nesmiths to talk to Alistair about the ride. Tassy was back at his favourite course, Fakenham. It was a televised meeting on ITV, nice prize, with a great chance of winning. He’d get his riding fee and hopefully a percentage of the winnings.’

      ‘How much does all that come to?’

      ‘The fee is about £220 per ride. The percentage of the prize fund is about eleven per cent. That was an above-average contest with a nice purse for the winning owner. I’d say around £6,500. If Tassy was first past the post, the jockey would walk away with around £900 for five minutes’ work.’

      ‘I’m in the wrong job,’ said Barry.

      Eddie’s white teeth appeared as he chuckled.

      ‘You sure? Don’t forget, it’s probably the most dangerous career in the world. There are falls, every week, even for the top jocks. From the get-go, you speed along at around thirty miles an hour with little protection. At the finish, you’re going faster. Not only that, if you come off at the front, there can be more than twenty horses behind you, all in a cluster, leaping over the fence, not knowing you’re curled up in a ball on the deck. There’s no space to move. The horses will do their best to miss you, but a few kicks are likely. If you are super unlucky, another one falls at the same obstacle. What if that six-hundred-kilogram, tumbling steeplechaser lands right on top of you?’

      Barry paled at the thought. ‘Yeah, that’s not very appealing.’

      ‘This is how I knew.’ Eddie crossed his arms. ‘When Ronan left the yard, he looked pissed off.’

      ‘Angry?’

      ‘A bit, but more resentful. Not the face of a man looking forward to a potentially decent payday and a big win.’

      A frown creased Ashley’s forehead. ‘Ronan was a struggling jockey and couldn’t afford to say no, even though he may have to stop the horse. The opportunity for glory had vanished.’

      ‘Correct, but I don’t reckon it was Ronan’s first iffy rodeo. I’m pretty sure he was involved in a few suspect performances. Lost me a £100 punt once by leaving his run miles too late on what I thought would be an easy winner.’

      ‘Is £100 a big wager for you?’

      ‘My maximum. That’s about the amount I earn a day.’

      ‘Are you a heavy gambler?’

      ‘I was for years. Got into trouble, but eventually I accepted that a lot of the intel I received was unreliable. You can’t even trust what you see with your own eyes. I bet you police get told porkies too. From people looking to distract and mislead, or those with axes to grind.’

      ‘I suppose so,’ said Ashley.

      ‘Makes solving a case tricky if there are a few individuals in on it.’

      Ashley, Barry, and Hector shared a look of confusion.

      Ashley held out her hands.

      ‘Sorry, I’m not sure what you mean.’

      Eddie’s eyes became flinty.

      ‘Fiona definitely knew what the vet had said.’
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      Ashley met Hector’s eyes briefly. It was no wonder Fiona had appeared guilty of something when they’d first spoken to her.

      ‘Carry on, Eddie,’ she said.

      ‘Fiona and Glen came to Nesmiths. He disappeared to watch the gallops, but she headed towards Alistair’s office. I expect she thought it was worth a chance. Maybe Tassy would win, and they’d take home the prize money, or, as the phrase goes, if he died, he died, and they would still receive a payout.’

      Hector huffed out a breath.

      ‘Which makes them as cruel as Alistair.’

      ‘Yeah. Now, if someone had knocked off Fiona, I wouldn’t have been surprised. She’s a mean old lady. Glen couldn’t stand up to her. In fact, Alistair told me and Buffy, after Fiona had left, that she’d said to put Tassy down if he was no good to race. Buffy went ballistic.’

      Barry bobbed his head.

      ‘She seems especially attached to that horse.’

      ‘All horses. Her husband is the director of a charity in Egypt. Buffy showed me a video PETA Asia sent to Egypt’s Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities, which featured horses with open sores and severe and untreated injuries including broken legs. The poor creatures desperately trying to survive by eating from rubbish dumps.’

      ‘Fucking hell,’ snarled Barry. ‘That makes even my blood boil.’

      Ashley switched her gaze to Barry, who clearly did have a genuine affection to horses. He had been trying to rile Buffy before when he asked her about what happened after they died.

      Eddie’s eyes had lit up in agreement.

      ‘It does for all of us. That’s how they met. Buffy had gone over there to help educate the people about looking after their animals. Unpaid, too. You know, treat your donkey kindly and it will give you great service for decades, otherwise it’ll die within a few years. She was so furious when she returned home. Wouldn’t talk about anything else.’

      ‘Does her husband get paid a big salary?’ asked Ashley.

      ‘He’s the director, so yes, but I doubt he’s minted. I don’t blame Buffy. Us British adore our animals – ninety-nine point nine per cent of all racing folk put the horses’ welfare first. Alistair and others like him are the tiny minority. It makes you think, are they much different from those mistreating animals in Egypt? People like Alistair deserve bad luck in life, but they seem to escape justice, time and time again.’

      Barry looked up from his notes. ‘Bad luck with a hammer?’

      A flinty hardness settled in Eddie’s eyes. ‘Perhaps not quite that serious, although Alistair is a monster. He calls them beasts and treats them as disposable assets. He’s got away with it for years only because he is a good trainer, and Julietta’s even more talented, but eventually the mud started to stick. Money problems mounted until he was in dire straits, so he took one final gigantic gamble.’

      Eddie theatrically widened his eyes, clearly wanting them to hazard a guess.

      Barry frowned. ‘What? We already know Tassy was stopped from winning.’

      ‘This time, he also fixed a bookmaker as well as the horse.’

      ‘Pardon?’ asked Ashley.

      ‘He double-crossed Jonny.’

      The pieces fell into place, and a slow smile of understanding bloomed on Ashley’s face.

      ‘Alistair probably sold the information far and wide. Loads of people would have wanted to place money on the other fancied horse and even the outsider, but instead of the odds coming crashing in on both horses, they stayed static, because Jonny was hoovering up all the bets thinking they were betting on losers. No wonder the BHA were confused.’

      Eddie beamed at her.

      ‘Exactly. Alistair knew Jonny was in the mire himself, so he called him to the yard. He told Jonny that Tassy had returned to full health. I heard him say those words with my own ears. The race would be a formality for him.’

      Hector shook his head. ‘Jonny and Alistair were similar types, both willing to bend the rules and risk everything.’

      ‘Yes. Somehow, the suspicion leaked that Tassy wasn’t back to his best. It’s funny, the inside knowledge always seems to leak. Perhaps it was just the volume of cash falling on Her Ladyship, but I wonder if Alistair disclosed the knowledge somehow to really shaft Jonny.’

      ‘But you only put money on the outsider,’ said Ashley. ‘I saw your bet in the ledger. £40 on Strike the Post.’

      Eddie winked at her.

      ‘I’ve known Her Ladyship’s groom, Phil, for yonks. We swapped information. I told him about Tassy. In fact, that’s probably how the rumour spread. In turn, he revealed Her Ladyship wasn’t firing on all cylinders. Phil reckoned she had gone over the top, but his boss thought they should take their chance.’

      Hector gasped with appreciation.

      ‘So, you backed the outsider, safe in the knowledge the other pair were unlikely to win.’

      ‘You nailed it again, kid. Years ago, I’d have had a grand on my sure thing, but horses surprise us. Word filtered out about Her Ladyship, too, although a keen eye at the parade ring would have noticed she was just beginning to come into her coat. So, the price collapsed on Strike the Post in the minutes before the off. Even Jonny wouldn’t take thousands at 12/1. I got 8/1 and told him I was hoping the other two would fire each other up and cut their own throats.’

      Ashley imagined the bookmaker’s emotions as the contest developed.

      ‘Jonny would have been grinning. The money in his satchel safe as The Taciturn Man powered towards the final fence with victory assured.’

      ‘I’d already written off my bet. Although I was kind of pleased that I hadn’t really gone to town and done thousands.’

      Surprisingly, a tear trickled down Eddie’s face.

      ‘Poor old Tassy. Perhaps he somehow understood it was to be his last day on the big stage. Maybe he wanted to go out in style. Stuck his life on the line, even with feeling uncomfortable. He fought the pain. Then that crooked little shit on his back tried to mess things up for him. The horse must have been so baffled.’

      Eddie’s eyes clouded over as he remembered.

      ‘Tassy put himself right at the second last, but he couldn’t do anything with the reins being yanked so badly at the final fence. Breaks my heart. He could easily have snapped a leg.’

      Ashley rested her hand on his. She glanced at her watch, but could tell the sky, a muted tapestry of grey, had begun its surrender to the encroaching twilight.

      ‘Thank you for explaining. Will you come in tomorrow and make a statement?’

      ‘Of course. What time?’

      Ashley wanted him there when Alistair and Buffy were present at OCC the next day. Fiona, too, if she had been released from the hospital.

      ‘Wymondham at 2 p.m.’

      ‘I know the place. I’ll finish packing this afternoon.’ Eddie scratched his head. ‘Even though I’ve said all that, I still don’t get why Jonny and Glen were killed. Are you sure it’s to do with that race?’

      ‘I think the full picture will be clearer in a few days. Thanks, Eddie, we’ll see you tomorrow.’

      Ashley’s phone rang when Eddie was out of sight. It was Emma.

      ‘Sorry to interrupt you, boss, but the searchers have located a body down by the River Wensum.’
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      Ashley’s first thought was of Colette, waiting at home.

      ‘Murder or suicide?’

      ‘Poor Ronan definitely didn’t kill himself.’

      ‘And it is him.’

      ‘Yes. They just searched online for his jockey profile. It’s a match. Ronan’s face was unharmed.’

      A cold shiver ran down Ashley’s spine.

      ‘Where on the Wensum was it?’

      ‘Not five hundred yards from where he’d been living. You remember the sniffer dogs, Chip and Pin, from the Bacton Wood case?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘They brought them down there and they found a scent straight away. Spilled blood would have made it easy, even if the body was concealed.’

      Ashley didn’t like the sound of that either.

      ‘Okay. We’re going to head down there. CSI may not want us too close if the scene is complicated, but I’ll take Hector to deliver the news to Colette afterwards.’

      ‘Gabriella’s been to see me. She’s located the saddling business in Ireland. It’s in a place called Drumlish. I wasn’t sure if you wanted me to ring, or if you planned to do it yourself.’

      ‘Go ahead. I’ll have my hands full for the rest of the day and most of the evening. Call them and have a word with the father first. He’ll be caught off guard and less likely to fabricate anything about his son Tim’s whereabouts.’

      ‘We can check with Border Force now to see if Tim flew back here.’

      ‘A driving licence is acceptable ID on the ferries if you’re British or Irish, so he might not have shown his passport.’

      ‘Perhaps if he is a little slow, he’d be easily manipulated by others.’

      Ashley rubbed her chin.

      ‘That’s one possibility.’

      ‘And if Tim is there when I ring?’

      ‘Talk to the lad. Win him over. He’s probably not involved. It isn’t ideal over the phone, but he still might know something. We’re well aware of how easy it is to underestimate people. It’s possible Alistair smugly assumed Tim was an idiot and dropped his guard around him. Perhaps he heard occasional titbits and remembered them. We can always get the Irish police to pay him a visit and take a statement.’

      ‘Understood. I rang the hospital to ask how Fiona was. She’s out of danger. I didn’t want her disappearing, so I checked whether it was likely she’d be discharged today. They said with an overdose, it’s important to keep them in for a few days, and they have to refer Fiona to her GP. Physically, she’s fine, but she’ll need support. There are obvious risks to letting her go home to an empty house, but they can’t stop her checking herself out.’

      ‘Right. The loss of her husband, and her respect, will still be fresh in her head.’

      Ashley explained what Eddie mentioned in their discussion.

      Emma sniffed.

      ‘Fiona must be so worried about what will happen when everything becomes public.’

      ‘Did you ask the nurse about Fiona’s state of mind?’

      ‘That’s the thing. Apparently, Fiona’s calm and in control. She wants to leave but understands one more day won’t hurt.’

      Ashley understood that was worrying. People who had given up on life often felt a sense of peace, having decided on a plan, meaning they might come across as being okay.

      ‘Which means there’s no chance of a hospital order to detain her?’

      ‘Nope.’

      ‘Great. Let me think about how Ronan’s demise affects my plans for tomorrow. I’ll still have the rest of them in. We have to get to the bottom of this fixed race. Obviously Ronan won’t be able to admit to his part, but Colette probably knew at least a little more than she told us.’

      ‘Faithful wife protecting her husband, even though she was angry as well as upset.’

      ‘Her need for justice on whoever killed Ronan should override that.’

      ‘Could she be in danger?’

      ‘God only knows. I’ll warn her. With how we’re thinking, Ronan’s death makes sense. He was the jockey. He had direct orders, but it sounds like Glen wouldn’t have been capable of ordering a takeaway in Burger King without assistance, and Jonny lost on the race after having been lied to. We are closing in, but the precise motivation behind these deaths remains unclear. All roads lead back to Alistair, but I don’t reckon he’s the killer.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘The potential downside is too great. He loses everything, with the remainder of his life in jail, and surely he wouldn’t kill with his own weapon.’

      ‘Maybe it’s a double bluff.’

      Ashley smiled.

      ‘Or just straightforward distraction. Why not use a hammer again? It would be as effective as a sword wielded on horseback.’

      ‘Messier, though.’

      Ashley couldn’t stop a small smile rising on her face. ‘Much messier. Chin up. What do we currently have on our side?’

      ‘At the moment, everyone’s still talking to us.’

      ‘Right. Let’s get as much as we can out of them. What happens when the guilty converse with the duty solicitor, or, worse, their own?’

      ‘They’re told to clam up.’

      ‘Precisely. I think Alistair has seriously pissed someone off. When he hears Ronan has died, he must understand he’s also at risk.’

      ‘Unless he’s involved.’

      ‘Being involved might not be a guarantee of safety.’

      Emma sniffed. ‘Right.’

      ‘When I speak to Alistair tomorrow, I’ll present all the evidence, hopefully from Buffy, Eddie, Fiona, Tim, Kurt, and even the bets from Jonny’s business accounts. If Kurt confesses to knowing about Tassy’s condition before the race, that alone will inform Alistair the game is up. His training days over. Perhaps then he’ll tell us who he sold the information to.’

      ‘I’ve never known an investigation like it.’

      ‘Me neither.’

      Ashley heard a female voice in the background on Emma’s end of the line. Emma thanked whoever it was, then came back on.

      ‘Good news, Ashley. We went wide with the circle around Downham Market seeing as we didn’t have an exact destination. There were ten McAdams in the area. A Mr and Mrs Kirk McAdam live nearby in Stowbridge. Morgan found the father on Facebook. A scant-used account with only one picture, but Kirk is black and has a close resemblance to his similarly named son, Kurt. We’ve got a phone number.’

      Ashley loved it when her team were on song.

      ‘Hold fire on ringing it. Kurts’s not likely to be a threat to anyone and probably just panicked. Get the paperwork in place. Send Jan to Stowbridge. We don’t want Kurt running and hiding again. He had the chance to come in, so us arresting him isn’t excessive.’

      ‘What do we arrest him for?’

      ‘Conspiracy to commit murder. If he won’t confess to what he’s done, we’ll have to assume the worst. Maybe he is in deeper than we thought, but I don’t think any of that is going to be necessary. Kurt will want our protection, because he’ll definitely be terrified he’s next on the list.’
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      Fiona stirred from a deep, dreamless slumber. For a moment, absent the incessant beeping of a nearby monitor, she wondered if she had slipped into oblivion. Instead, a tide of unwelcome flashbacks crashed over her, each wave a sharp, agonising reminder of what she’d done.

      Those memories lengthened and became more colourful and vivid. Shame, thick and suffocating, smothered her, a constant ache more painful than any physical wound. Perhaps an open sore that would never heal.

      A porter had moved her into a quiet side room. A brusque nurse had then told her she was lucky she would make a full recovery, but it didn’t feel that way.

      As they regularly did since Glen had died, Alistair’s features swam before her eyes. His arrogant face was a symbol of everything that had led to this moment. The humiliation, the desperate choices, the exploitation, culminating in her clumsy overdose.

      Fiona lay there, teeth gritted, for a few minutes. Attempting to take her own life had been the easy way out. That was the type of person she had become. Alistair had made her weak. Enough! From the ashes of her brief glance through death’s door, a tiny ember of her former resolve glowed. A small flame flickered. She clung to it, nurtured it, and felt strength seeping back into her soul.

      A decision was swiftly made. She would seize the second chance the nurse had spoken of.

      Fiona knew exactly what she must do. And to hell with the consequences.
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      Ashley, Barry, and Hector drove the half-hour journey to Great Ryburgh. She didn’t need to ask for directions when they were close. It was simple enough to follow a marked car as it hurtled past them, lights flashing, on its way to the scene. When they reached the village, they passed Kurt’s house, noting his vehicle hadn’t returned.

      They stopped at a gate to a lane that led down to the river. A police van had been parked further up, and a tape had been pulled across the entrance.

      PC Brannigan, at the outer cordon, had been on a diversity and inclusion course with Ashley in the previous year. He was explaining to an old man that he’d have to walk his sheepdog elsewhere that morning. The guy, and his pet, both appeared affronted. After a look of thunder and a large tut, the bloke stomped off with his hound chasing after him.

      ‘Morning, ma’am. CSI are already here. Gerald’s at the scene, but he said no access for anyone to the inner cordon until he allows.’

      ‘Even me?’

      Brannigan smiled. ‘Probably especially you.’

      ‘Okay. We’ll stroll down for a chat, but then we should be out of your hair. The victim’s wife lives near here, so she might watch the news and head down. From what I hear, she’s best kept clear.’

      Brannigan’s smile abruptly vanished.

      ‘It’s a grim sight.’

      Ashley gave him Colette’s description in case she appeared. ‘Has anyone called the pathologist?’

      ‘I don’t think so. They wouldn’t be allowed access straight away, either.’

      Ashley and her team walked down the lane and reached the river. It meandered peacefully by as though unaware of what had occurred on its bank. None of the officers spoke as they approached the flickering police tape. A sergeant was talking to a tall, stooped, grey-haired figure in a full PPE suit. Others dressed similarly were moving around a copse about fifty metres away from the water’s edge. Another group in normal clothes stood together further up. Ashley suspected they would have been the search team.

      Gerald noticed them arriving and came over.

      ‘Morning, all. Did the constable warn you?’

      ‘Yes, no access for anyone. I assume the attacker hid Ronan among those shrubs?’

      ‘Correct. The dogs picked up the scent on the path, then raced over to those short trees and undergrowth. I could see how the body was missed on the first sweep. We’ve got a lot of evidence to collect. It’ll take time, and the body was behind a bramble bush. They’re brilliant for pulling fibres off a murderer’s clothing.’

      ‘Hence not wanting us anywhere near them?’

      ‘Yes. The perpetrator, assuming it was one person, was strong. It would require a lot of effort to move even a small man fifty metres as a dead weight.’

      Ashley was reminded of the strength needed for the hammer blow and the sword strike.

      ‘I’m going to visit his wife before she hears and hurries down here. How did he die?’

      ‘A large wound in his chest, and his hands have been removed.’

      Ashley blanched. It was getting worse. Perhaps a loss of restraint as the attacker let their built up fury take over.

      ‘With something like a sword?’

      ‘That would be my assumption. There’s another upside-down V on his forehead. Similar-sized to the mark drawn on Jonny Lowe’s head, but a thick line has been drawn down from the apex.’

      Ashley pictured the drawing.

      ‘Perhaps it’s a crossbow symbol. Although that would be worrying as one hasn’t come up yet.’

      ‘My guess is an arrow pointing up. Here, I knew you’d want to see a photograph.’

      The image stirred something in Ashley’s mind, but she couldn’t quite grasp it. She continued to stare at the marks.

      ‘I suppose it could point to heaven.’

      Gerald shrugged. ‘It will be important to the killer.’

      ‘Of course. Can you email the photo to me?’

      ‘Will do.’

      Ashley put her fingers to her temple.

      ‘That mark is ringing a distant bell, but I can’t remember why.’ She shook her head and focused on the there and then. ‘You’ve seen more than your fair share of recently deceased, Gerald. When do you think he died?’

      ‘The searchers had to touch him to assess for signs of life. Rigor mortis had set in. Clothes are sodden from those showers last night. That’s why the first team wouldn’t have spotted blood in the grass.’

      Ashley considered how organised the killer had been.

      ‘It seems whoever was responsible had planned this to a tee. They stole the sword, knew everyone’s routine, and were probably known to the victims.’

      ‘The others were killed with a single strike. The missing hands indicate more anger, but you’re right about planning. We haven’t obtained much from any of the crime scenes. DNA will help when we receive the results back, but we’ll still need suspects to check them against, unless we get a match from the database.’

      Ashley thought of the people involved in the case so far. None seemed capable of this sort of crime. Like Fiona, they wouldn’t want to become pariahs in the sport they’d dedicated their lives to. What could have caused this level of violence?

      Either they had an extremely cool killer on their hands, who was perhaps unravelling, or someone else was operating in the shadows.
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      Kurt woke on the sofa, a film of sweat coating his skin, his chest constricted. He tried to recall if he’d had a nightmare, but his memory was blank. As he sat upright, a crocheted blanket slipped off him. His mother must have draped it over him as he slept. A lovely thought, he mused, but his dad had been poorly, and the central heating was cranked up to the max. He felt as if he were suffocating.

      Jonny’s face appeared in his mind, and a fresh wave of sadness and regret flooded through him. Kurt rested his head in his hands. Glen, then Jonny, it would be no surprise if he was next. All those complicit in the scam. Kurt wished he had confessed to Jonny about what he’d done for Alistair, then maybe things would have turned out differently.

      Kurt didn’t know who was responsible for the killings, didn’t really know exactly what had gone on, but the perpetrator possessed a chilling precision, and understood precisely when to strike. They were in complete control.

      ‘Do you fancy a cup of tea, love?’

      Kurt hadn’t heard the door open, but that was par for the course for his mother, who had spent a lifetime efficiently tiptoeing around the house, like a helpful mouse, cleaning and tidying as she went. With a gut-churning realisation, he understood he’d brought death to their home by being here.

      ‘No, I’m fine. I fancy a quick walk, clear my head.’

      ‘Sandwich when you return?’

      ‘Sure.’

      Kurt painted a smile on his face until his kindly mum left the room. He gulped back a sob as another rush of guilt hit him, then struggled to his feet and fetched his coat. Some fresh air would help. A new plan was now critical. There was a hotel he knew where nobody would find him. He should have gone there, or asked the police to put him in a secure place.

      Stepping out of the door, he pulled in the cool air. He had desperately needed the nap; meaningful sleep had become a hazy, almost forgotten concept. For a few hours, he’d felt safe, but people were easily followed in the modern world.

      Kurt was imagining where a tracker might have been hidden, when he saw the vehicle sitting outside next door’s property. A plain blue hatchback, parked up, when there was space on the drive. He recalled, with his mouth drying, that The Reeds spent every winter in Florida.

      The crack as the car’s door opened echoed in the quiet street. A tall, athletic man, professional in a black suit and shades, emerged slowly from the vehicle. He turned, gaze settling on Kurt. As he removed his sunglasses, the purpose in his eyes became clear.

      A surge of adrenaline, born of pure terror, jolted Kurt into life. He whirled around, and sprinted away, heart pounding. His long stride ate up the distance, but the pat-pat-pat of his pursuer was never far behind. As Kurt tired, his stride faltered. The man behind was relentless.

      He’s gaining, a terrified voice screamed in Kurt’s head. He stumbled and slowed. In his weakened state, there was nothing left.
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      Ashley departed the River Wensum scene and began the drive back to Great Ryburgh.

      ‘This case is one of the reasons why I returned,’ said Hector. ‘Why I didn’t quit.’

      ‘Ah,’ replied Ashley. ‘You enjoy mind-bending puzzles around a sport you know little about.’

      ‘In a way. Why should the background be about subjects we’re familiar with? The mystery still needs solving. I’m relishing the challenge.’

      Ashley smiled at him.

      ‘I’m pleased you’re back with us.’

      ‘A couple of the officers I worked with before in London were crap. It was all about the number of arrests they’d made, with a general disregard for how many were prosecuted.’

      ‘That’s crazy.’

      ‘Exactly. Look what you’ve been doing. Each time we speak to the individuals in this investigation, we’re building a stronger case. Gaining more evidence. People are saying things that they’ll contradict later. They’re giving us strings to pull.’

      ‘Are you implying I’m fab?’

      ‘I’m acknowledging the profound impact your teachings have had on me, and I continue to benefit from your guidance.’

      Ashley laughed. ‘See! I am fab.’

      ‘Seriously. It’s good to work with you again.’

      ‘Ditto. My former inspector, Peter Ibson, always emphasised the importance of building an airtight case. One that left the suspect with no option but to confess when faced with undeniable evidence. Then there’s no trial, merely a sentencing exercise.’

      ‘Amen to that,’ said Barry as his only contribution to the conversation.

      Ashley and Hector left him in the car updating the team back at MIT, and headed to the door that Colette would be waiting behind, anxious over the fate of her husband.

      Hector knocked firmly. ‘I’ll deliver the news.’

      ‘No, it’s better coming from a woman of similar age. You can have the next five to make up for it.’

      Hector’s eyes widened. ‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.’

      As many did, Colette understood without any words being exchanged. She spun around and rushed to the lounge, where she threw herself on the sofa.

      Ashley followed and crouched beside her.

      ‘I’m sorry, Colette.’

      The bereaved woman lay with her head in her hands, not making a sound. She eventually righted herself and stared at them through red eyes.

      ‘How?’

      ‘It’s not easy to say this, but he appears to have been murdered.’

      Colette’s gaze dropped to the carpet. She had a strange expression on her face when she looked up.

      ‘I’m almost relieved, which is a horrible thing to admit to.’

      ‘Why?’ asked Hector.

      ‘I was starting to suspect him of the murders.’

      Ashley didn’t reply with the fact he might still be complicit. It was a commonly used phrase that revenge necessitated two graves to be dug, but blackmail and double-crossing sometimes ended in the same manner.

      Ashley spoke gently.

      ‘What made you wonder if Ronan might be involved in something like this?’

      ‘I don’t know what happened to him. The boy I fell in love with was horse mad, with me a distant second. He was a good jockey. Maybe not an A. P. McCoy, but he deserved a career. The fall on The Taciturn Man was not him. He was better than that, but if the tack had moved, he’d have fallen and rolled, so I can’t explain it.’

      ‘And that was when his real troubles started?’

      Colette’s shoulders drooped.

      ‘If I’m honest, no. He had retreated into himself before that. Did you know about the BHA investigation into the winner Alistair had at Market Rasen?’

      ‘Bakersfield, the horse with the incredible improvement in form.’

      ‘That’s the one. Ronan had ridden the horse in every outing before that day. The champion jockey taking over and winning made Ronan feel like a second-rate loser. One who’d never eat at the top table.’

      Ashley suspected in her current mood Colette would tell them anything they asked.

      ‘Do you think while he was with Alistair he lost races for him deliberately?’

      Colette’s voice quietened, but there was strength within her words.

      ‘I don’t know. He grew secretive about where he was, who he was with, and where his money came from and went. I thought he was having an affair.’

      ‘Could he have been?’

      Colette’s accent thickened the more animated she became.

      ‘No, he was only interested in racing. He loved horses before anything else, but that was fine. I felt the same. Things like that, pulling horses, puts them in danger. On the flat if your mount is a non-trier, it dawdles around at the rear and comes home in its own time. It’s different over jumps. If your ride is not race-fit, there are still fences to get over.’

      Colette had recovered somewhat from the shock. She seemed to realise that herself.

      ‘Look, I am stunned by his death, but the reason I’m not screaming is because he hasn’t been the man I married for a while. I probably began to lose him years ago. His injury meant he completely slipped away.’

      Ashley’s suspicion was she’d lost him to Alistair.

      Hector offered to make Colette a cup of tea, but she insisted on making it herself. Ten minutes later, she had clicked into functional mode and asked about what came next.

      Ashley explained about the process, then guided the conversation back to who Colette thought would wish to harm Ronan. Colette wiped tears from her eyes as she talked about how popular and easy-going he used to be.

      ‘His laughter dwindled, and his smile was less frequent. It was as if life itself was chipping away at his joy, and I was a bystander, powerless to help. He seemed worried most days, but insisted I not worry. I saw little of him in that period before the accident. He might school a horse fifty miles away in the morning, then ride in a race two hundred miles in the other direction. The stewards investigated him for insufficient effort on an Alistair-trained gelding three or four years back, but they believed him when he explained the horse’s action didn’t feel right. I only found out when a friend mentioned the inquiry to me some time later.’

      ‘Did you raise that incident with him?’

      ‘Yeah, he became angry. Reckoned the stewards had nothing better to do. It’s all bad publicity though, and would put other trainers off hiring him.’

      ‘Did Ronan have many friends?’

      ‘The other jockeys, but he became very single-minded, and not much fun. They stopped ringing or coming over.’

      Despite the woman’s bravado, Ashley could tell the news, when it fully sank in, would be difficult to bear.

      ‘I know this is so hard for you. Is there someone you can be with?’

      ‘Yes, my brother. I’ll end up going home to Ireland, with my tail between my legs, like my parents told me I would.’

      Ashley remembered Eddie returning to the same place.

      ‘Have you seen much of Eddie Whelan lately?’

      ‘Me? No, only at the meetings I went to when I wasn’t working. He said hi whenever he saw me.’

      ‘Ronan ever mention him?’

      ‘Never.’

      Ashley recalled Colette saying Ronan could have been meeting other people.

      ‘What about Buffy? Did he spend time with her?’

      Colette barked out a laugh. ‘No, although he’d probably have liked to.’

      Ashley smiled softly back at her. ‘You told Hector when he was here before that Jonny Lowe came to visit Ronan in hospital. Did Kurt McAdam appear then or at any point since?’

      Colette shook her head. ‘I only know Kurt by his name being mentioned in passing. Buffy was obviously present when I went to the races, but we never spoke. I had a think about who might have come to our house after the accident. Possibly that bookmaker again, Jonny. I can’t be sure, because he stayed outside and I only saw a glimpse of blonde hair from a distance.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘They went for a walk, but Ronan said afterwards it was just someone trying to wheedle information from him.’

      ‘When was this?’

      ‘Six months ago. They could have been meeting more often, but that was the only time I saw anyone. Sorry, I wish I could be of more help.’

      ‘That’s okay. A family liaison officer will contact you shortly and assist you through all this. If you recall anything, or want to talk, please get in touch.’

      Colette walked them to the door.

      ‘Thank you for coming to tell me personally. That was kind. I’ll be in pieces later, and raging, and all the rest, so try not to think too badly of me.’

      Ashley squeezed her arm, which felt thin beneath her jumper.

      ‘Don’t worry about that. Look after yourself.’

      Barry appeared to be sleeping in the driver’s seat of the car when they reached it.

      Hector clambered in the passenger side.

      ‘This must be what they call the sharp edge of policing.’

      Barry cracked an eye. ‘I’m focusing on the case. Trying to construct a picture.’

      ‘And what have you come up with, then?’ asked Ashley after she’d climbed in the back again.

      ‘You’ve got to be pretty confident, to kill three people, and believe you’re going to get away with it.’

      Ashley thought of Eddie leaving Norfolk.

      ‘Okay, go on.’

      Barry grinned. ‘Sorry, that’s as far as I got. Sal called, though. Fiona asked the nurses’ station at the hospital to ring the police for her. They rang 999 in the end, who passed it through to Sal, back at OCC.’

      ‘What did she want?’

      ‘Fiona wants to talk to the person investigating her husband’s murder.’
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      Ashley contemplated heading to the hospital straight away, but decided Barry and Hector needed to get back for their paperwork. She took out her phone and rang Jan after they’d set off.

      ‘Hi, Jan. How are you getting on with hunting Kurt down?’

      ‘Hey, I was about to message you. I’m at his parents’ now. They’re pretty old, but with it. Mum was the one who got her son into animals. Kurt hadn’t told her about Jonny dying, and she panicked when she heard it on the news, but Kurt turned up at their place shortly afterwards.’

      ‘Is he there? I wondered if he’d be angry or upset when he realised you found him.’

      ‘I’ve literally just talked to Kurt. He was setting off for a walk a few seconds after I arrived. It was quite funny. He panicked and fled when I got out of my car. Must have thought I was the assassin. I had to chase after him, waving my warrant card.’

      ‘Is he being helpful?’

      ‘Very. I’ve explained he might not be safe, but he has another friend who runs a hotel nearby. He’ll stay without registering and leave his car in his pal’s garage. Obviously, we’ll have the address. He’ll write a full admission and try to remember times and dates. He’ll also go to court and admit to everything he’s done.’

      Ashley considered how evasive Kurt had been.

      ‘What exactly was his part in all of this?’

      ‘What we mostly knew or suspected. He assessed The Taciturn Man after the race at Huntingdon and, while he waited for the results to return, he told Alistair his diagnosis of the degenerative condition verbally. Alistair said to wait for confirmation from the tests and not to draft the report just yet. He wanted to talk with the owners. Next thing Kurt hears was the horse had been declared at Fakenham. He rang Alistair to ask him what the hell, and Alistair threatened him with losing the stable vet position.’

      ‘Someone else extorted by Alistair.’

      ‘Yes. Alistair told him running Tassy would be a one-off, a swansong, and he’d never risk him again, so Kurt took the path of least resistance.’

      ‘Didn’t Kurt understand not to trust him by that point?’

      ‘He was in a tricky spot because nothing had been written down. He suspected the horse would quickly pull himself up, so Kurt was eaten up by remorse when he had a horrible last-fence fall. When Kurt finally wrote to Alistair with his findings, which included the test results, he was forthright that Tassy had to be retired immediately. Alistair even became snippy about that, and Kurt thought he’d be sacked anyway. I suspect Alistair kept him on because he now had something to blackmail him with. We’ve learnt Alistair loves to have something over his employees so they can’t say no.’

      ‘And Kurt’s happy to provide a full statement right now?’

      ‘Yes. He’s firing up his laptop. All his records are in the cloud. He knows it might be the end of his career, but he’s sanguine about the fallout. Is that the correct word?’

      Ashley smiled, suspecting Hector had used it.

      ‘It is.’

      ‘Kurt’s love of pets and wildlife led him to becoming a vet, but that passion has faded with the reality of what the job entails. If the Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons revokes his licence, he’s resigned to the outcome.’

      ‘Okay, take his statement. We’ll see how things pan out tomorrow with regard to him coming into OCC. In other news, Fiona has requested to talk with me. Eddie told us Fiona knew The Taciturn Man shouldn’t have run, but she authorised Alistair anyway. I assume she wants to admit to what she did.’

      ‘Excellent. Are you going now?’

      ‘Yeah, via OCC. You’ll finish late with the drive back, so don’t return to the office. You youngsters love working from home, so make certain you update the computer with everything you’ve discovered when you reach there, including Kurt’s confession.’

      ‘Too kind.’

      ‘I’m dropping Barry and Hector at the office to do the same. If I can get an admission from Fiona, we have the full set. I’m not sure how strong the BHA’s powers are, but they may shut Alistair’s yard immediately after we present our evidence to them.’

      ‘So, tomorrow is D-Day.’

      ‘Too right,’ said Ashley.

      Despite the murders, she was beginning to enjoy this investigation.

      She finished the call, but frowned as her brain picked at that day’s revelations. Alistair was a cunning guy. If Kurt wrote the report after the second race at Fakenham, Alistair might plausibly deny knowing about Tassy’s ailment beforehand. He could easily say Kurt was vague about what was wrong with the horse. Kurt would have no way of proving he’d said otherwise. Ashley didn’t know how it worked, but she was fairly sure Kurt had the option of going to the stewards on race day to inform them the horse was not fit to run. He had failed to do that.

      The CPS wouldn’t be interested in a prosecution with such flimsy evidence, but it would assist any charges when they discovered the murderer. She wasn’t certain what the BHA’s response would be. She fired off an email to William Brazil. He would know.

      An email came through from Gerald, disrupting her thoughts. CSI were finishing for the evening and had secured the scene, with no more obvious clues found. She flicked to the images attached to the message and studied the black marks on Ronan’s forehead.

      It was a funny-looking design. The stem was too thick for an arrow. She showed the image to Barry and Hector when they were next delayed at a junction.

      ‘It could be a body shape,’ she said, ‘with missing hands and head. What do you reckon?’

      Barry took the phone off Ashley, stared at it for a moment, then gave her one of his smuggest looks.

      ‘At least that means we’re looking in the correct place.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘What are Glen’s riding colours?’

      Ashley thought back to the races where she’d seen Glen and Fiona’s horses running.

      ‘Black with a red cap.’

      ‘Right. Look how the mark is drawn. It’s the same style image you get on the racing pages showing the jockey’s colours to follow during the race. This is the Gordons’ jockey silks.’

      Ashley theatrically slapped her own forehead.

      ‘Of course, although wouldn’t there be a red circle above the body to signify the cap?’

      Barry’s beaming smile vanished.

      ‘Hmm. Jonny was the arms and Ronan the body.’

      Barry made no more comment. He didn’t need to. They were all thinking the same thing.

      Someone else was going to be the head.
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      Barry parked up when they reached OCC, and Ashley left the others to fetch her own car. The journey to the hospital took fifteen minutes. She arrived and headed to the critical care unit. A nurse escorted her to a side room with a warning not to be long. Fiona’s door had been left open.

      ‘Afternoon, Fiona. Or is it early evening?’

      Fiona’s chin lifted. Seeing women for the first time without make-up could be surprising, their masks removed, and Fiona looked a shadow of her former self. Hospital beds had a habit of making people look small in the same way coffins did, but Fiona’s proportions were almost childlike.

      ‘How are you bearing up?’

      Ashley only just heard the reply.

      ‘Not well.’

      ‘Thank you for asking to see me. With a murder inquiry, we need every piece of information as soon as possible. The smallest thing can make a massive difference.’

      ‘I must get the elephant off my chest. It’s crushing me.’

      Ashley pulled up a seat and took out her notebook.

      ‘Go ahead. I’m listening.’

      Fiona shifted herself up the bed and exhaled deeply. She spoke slowly, but with determination.

      ‘I’ve loved racing all my life. In the early days, it was a hugely male dominated sport. Female trainers and jockeys, even owners, were sometimes looked down upon. Buying our first horse thrust me into a new world, and I forged this feisty exterior to survive. I suppose that persona consumed the original one. Glen was the opposite, so laid-back, and he allowed me to dominate him. Although, he did need reining in at times.’

      Fiona’s voice wobbled at the mention of Glen’s name.

      Ashley gave her an encouraging smile. ‘Appropriate analogy.’

      Fiona’s cheeks twitched upwards.

      ‘Then we inherited all that money and life was brilliant, but racing is an expensive business. Glen went a little mad. We didn’t do too badly at first, but when interest rates dropped to near zero, the capital began to be eaten up. I’m afraid I wasn’t truthful when I told you our finances weren’t perilous. Glen couldn’t believe it when I said we’d need to sell them all except one.’

      ‘The Taciturn Man?’

      ‘No, he was worth tens of thousands and would be the first to go. When Alistair came and revealed Tassy’s diagnosis, I struggled to cope. Spoke terrible words about putting him to sleep. Alistair was vague about how serious the injury was. According to him, the Huntingdon run was probably a one-off, and we should land a final prize before we retired him.’

      ‘What exactly did Alistair say?’

      ‘He suggested the condition was similar to the start of osteoporosis, so it was devastating news, but, realistically, Tassy was young. He would be fine to race a last time. He’d win, or otherwise he would run tamely, like at Huntingdon. All I could think about was the prize money. We even had a bet on him, based on the reassurances Alistair provided. More fool us.’

      ‘Had Alistair done anything like that before?’

      ‘As I mentioned before, we aren’t big bettors. Desperate times, and all that. In the past, occasionally he’d comment when we saw him at the course, you know, don’t put any cash on such-and-such horse, he’ll come on for the race. Lying here, I’ve been thinking about all those occasions. Alistair said that type of thing for years, and I couldn’t recall any of them having won. There have also been a few huge gambles on our horses over the decades, none of which we participated in because we never knew. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d been playing us for idiots all the time. In fact, that was what I told him at the last meeting, but he denied it.’

      Ashley now understood the argument at Fakenham Races.

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

      ‘Can’t be helped now. The game is over.’

      ‘No life insurance on Glen?’

      ‘Not for years. Thought it a waste of time with pots of cash in the bank, so all the horses must go, and the house shall have to be sold. The property hasn’t been re-mortgaged, so it’s not like I’ll be hunting through the bins outside The Hot and Cold Chinese, but our house is my only significant asset.’

      Ashley didn’t much like the woman, but she couldn’t help but feel sorry for her.

      ‘How are you feeling now?’

      ‘Glen’s death overwhelmed me for a moment. I felt very much alone, but I’m stronger now. I’ve lived a selfish life, and I’m going to spend the remainder of it being more philanthropic. Volunteer. Be more giving. Less of a bitch, if you don’t mind me saying.’

      Ashley nodded encouragingly, pleased Fiona had a plan.

      ‘I don’t.’

      ‘I want to be helpful to others.’

      ‘Well, you can start with me by signing a statement. I’ll write one up now with what you’ve told me.’

      ‘I can do that.’

      Ashley took some sheets out of the slim document case she’d brought with her that morning and scribbled away. She thought of what Eddie had said about the cover paying out if Tassy was fatally injured.

      ‘I assume you knew if the horse aggravated the weakness and broke down during the race, and needed to be put down, the insurance would kick in.’

      Fiona’s face crumpled. She nodded. ‘I’m afraid I did. Horrible person that I am. Don’t worry. I’ll suffer for my choices. Racing will ostracise me.’ She sniffed. ‘Our financial worries were overwhelming. Stopped me thinking straight. Then I placed concern for our finances above that for the horse’s well-being. It’s unforgivable.’

      Ashley wondered about Fiona’s sincerity. Maybe there was a hint of only being sorry because she got caught.

      Fiona sniffed a few times.

      ‘I suppose you must see a lot of death.’

      ‘More and more, it seems.’

      ‘Do you suspect Alistair killed Glen, or had him murdered?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’

      Ashley was being honest. She didn’t know what to think. They hadn’t uncovered the person who had made significant monetary gain from Tassy’s final race. Alistair still had financial problems. Killing people seemed to help nobody they’d spoken to. It was too extreme. What were they missing?

      Ashley had a sinking feeling whilst Fiona read and signed what she’d written. Alistair would lie and say he told Fiona what Kurt had said to him. That Kurt implied it wasn’t a big deal. Or insist it was Fiona’s idea to run Tassy, not his. Again, there was only the word of one against another. Anyone else involved was dead. Glen, Ronan, and Jonny. Saying that, surely the cumulative weight of the evidence they had was overwhelming. The BHA wouldn’t need the burden of proof to be as high as in a criminal court.

      The only thing Ashley felt confident about was that they were closing in. The resolution was coming. Yet a tension set in her shoulders. It was still possible that the finale could occur before they had chance to stop it.

      ‘Okay, I’ll let you rest. Try to stay positive. They say the darkest hour is the one before dawn.’

      Fiona smiled, but her eyes were full of concern.

      ‘Do you think I’m in danger too?’

      Ashley attempted a reassuring smile.

      ‘I don’t, but I will arrange for two officers to stand outside the ward doors, just to be safe.’
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      Alistair walked into the lounge. The ten o’clock news was finishing on the television. Julietta had relaxed in the big, floppy armchair, where he always used to sit. She appeared fresh-faced, whereas he fancied lying sparko on the sofa. He had a flash of a long-distant memory, Julietta kneading the knots out of his shoulders after a draining day.

      He caught the mention of Ronan Rafferty’s death, his body found next to the River Wensum. Police were calling for the public to get in touch with any information regarding what had been confirmed as a triple-murder investigation. His gaze shifted back to Julietta. She was still an attractive woman. It was unpleasant to think he used to be lucky enough to have sex with her. What happened? This was now her lounge, her chair. The TV remote belonged in her hands. He felt like a stranger in his own home.

      She must have sensed his eyes on her because she twisted around. The look of irritation, or was it disappointment, or even revulsion, that passed over her face was gone in a millisecond. Stupid cow. He had saved them.

      There would have to be no more funny business, at least not for a while, but he was pretty confident he’d get away with his antics, as usual.

      Kurt and Fiona might try to drop him in the shit, but he doubted it would be enough. It had been the same person as always that he’d sold the information to. Alistair didn’t even know his name, just that he had enough connections and accounts to make himself a big payday without drawing attention to himself. It was annoying these faceless types made most of the profit, when it was Alistair taking the biggest risk.

      Alistair wondered whether he might even win Julietta back. He had a good cushion of cash now. They also had two promising five-year-olds, which an old schoolfriend of Julietta’s had offered them, arriving shortly.

      One horse could change a stable. Make a year. Perhaps Cheltenham next season. He smiled at Julietta.

      ‘I’m going for a last check. Did you lock up earlier?’

      ‘Yes, front and back.’ His wife raised the remote and silenced the television. ‘Look in on Retty. His groom said he wasn’t one hundred per cent again today.’

      ‘Will do.’

      She finally returned his smile. Perhaps she did still love him.

      ‘I’m heading up now. Make sure you bolt the front door. I don’t want to be murdered in my bed.’

      He chuckled, but she didn’t. They had spoken briefly earlier about the killings. Alistair had told her the rumour he’d heard was that it was to do with Jonny’s and Glen’s gambling debts. He suspected that, until tonight, she’d been too busy to let the reality of Ronan’s murder sink in.

      Alistair left and went to the tack room, where a photograph caught his eye. He lifted it off the wall. Him, Glen and Fiona celebrating a winner right near the start of their partnership. Such good memories. Certainly, more noble times. He put the picture back and forced the nostalgic feelings away. If he was honest, he’d never been upstanding.

      The safe behind the photo held the ammo for his pest rifle, which he’d collected from the loft earlier and hidden in his golf bag. He smiled as he removed the horse’s head club cover he’d put over it.

      The weight of the gun felt reassuring. He broke the barrel and loaded an air pellet. Alistair’s weapon, though old, was far more powerful than the twelve ft/lb allowed without a firearms licence. A licence he didn’t possess.

      He began his rounds, shook the front gate and double-checked the lock, then went around the stables and made sure all the horses were present and settled. The Reticent Boy popped his head out for attention. Alistair stroked his shoulder and slipped him a polo from his pocket. Retty crunched it pleasurably, then disappeared from view. The horse equivalent of five-star accommodation, and Alistair didn’t mind providing it. He stood in the dark for a moment and wondered what had happened to the idealist who always wanted to train winners and immerse himself in the sport. Business had certainly got in the way of the pure love he’d felt towards his equine friends at the beginning.

      Julietta and he used to do this task together of an evening, holding hands. A sense of satisfaction suspended above them. A happy yard, for all who worked there, but it had been over a year since they’d shared a bed. She hadn’t even got the Christmas decorations out this year. Perhaps they had nothing to celebrate.

      The rear gate was closed, so he gave it a rattle. The lock appeared loose. He’d have to get someone to have a look in case something broke in the mechanism and they couldn’t open it.

      Alistair was about to walk back inside when a prickle of unease made him pause. He slowly looked around. A flicker of movement at the edge of his vision caught his attention. His pulse quickened. He peered intently into the darkness between the gate’s steel bars. After ten seconds, he saw nothing in motion, then the faintest of sounds reached him. A soft scuff, a rustle of leaves, and finally a distinct crunch, as though something had disturbed the gravel path.

      Alistair held his breath, every sense on high alert. Was it just a stray animal, or was someone out there, lurking with evil intentions? The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. He had a bad feeling about this.

      Alistair never saw the blow coming. Blindsided, he crumpled to the ground, unconscious before he even hit the floor. He awoke to a terrifying reality: helpless, with a rigid, pointed object digging into his forehead, while he was held immobile by a strong hand. Alistair’s tongue seemed to have thickened in his mouth. A gurgle was all he could muster as hot breath washed over his face.

      He anticipated another blow. When one didn’t come, he opened his eyes and gradually his assailant came into focus. He managed to utter a word.

      ‘You?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Alistair tried to climb to his feet, but there was a disconnection from below his chin, as if the signals from his brain would travel no further.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I’m sick of your behaviour and others like it. Damaging our beautiful industry. Ruining futures, costing lives. Taking advantage of innocent animals. I suppose I could deal with the cheating and the lying, but you’ve ruined businesses, bankrupted owners, not to mention jeopardising Nesmiths and everyone who works here.’

      Alistair thought about what had happened. Three people had died.

      ‘You’ll never get away with it.’

      ‘I will. Nobody suspects me, and it ends tonight.’

      Alistair realised he needed to talk rapidly to find a way out of this.

      ‘I can help you cover everything up. We’ll concoct a story. I know the police are confused. They reckon I’ve pulled horses, but they’ve heard too many conflicting stories. I have enough funds now for the yard to survive. After all, that’s what we both want.’

      ‘The stable will be better off without you. Surviving through corruption is not an appealing option. Thriving through excellence is. You’re rotten to the core, so you’ll play no part in it.’

      ‘I’m sorry. I regret what’s happened, but I was desperate. You can trust me now.’

      Alistair swallowed deeply as the person smiled. One arm behind their back.

      ‘No, Alistair, you’ve always been up to no good, and it can’t continue. Anyway, this isn’t a negotiation.’

      Alistair’s voice was a thin, pathetic whimper.

      ‘What do you want from me?’

      ‘Nothing. I’m here to return your sword.’
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      Ashley’s half-arsed yoga session on the bedroom floor came to an abrupt end at 6.30 a.m. She answered the call.

      ‘Morning, ma’am. There’s been a suspicious death at Nesmiths Racing Stable.’

      ‘Do we know who died?’

      ‘The wife confirmed identification. The deceased is Alistair Nesmith.’

      Ashley closed her eyes. Bloody hell.

      ‘Suspicious death or killed?’

      ‘Oh, definitely killed.’

      ‘DC Hooper is on call.’

      ‘He’s next for me to ring.’

      ‘Tell him I’ll collect him from his home at seven, and we’ll go straight down.’

      ‘Understood.’

      Ashley cursed as she headed to the shower. Should she have done more to protect Alistair? Shielding people became hard when they were deceitful, especially within this insular community, where everyone seemed to be intertwined. Even so, there would be guilt on her part. Not only for Alistair, who was a liar, but for her team, who would also feel a sense of failure.

      Ashley focused on the investigation. They could analyse what they’d missed at a later date. The important question now was whether Alistair was the last murder. All roads had led to him. Was this the end?

      She pulled on a grey business suit and sensible shoes and left with wet hair. It was a chilly morning with the odd speck of rain. A thin layer of frost covered her windscreen. The BMW’s heater made quick work of clearing it. A faint glimmer on the eastern horizon hopefully indicated it would brighten up. The team had a lot to do.

      Barry was waiting when she arrived, and they soon made their way on quiet roads to Nesmiths. As Ashley parked away from the entrance to keep it clear, Barry yawned without putting his hand over his mouth.

      Ashley’s nose wrinkled. ‘Don’t mind me.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘That’s the second time you’ve done that recently. It’s like working with a hippo.’

      ‘You disturbed my beauty sleep.’

      ‘I do apologise. You’re certainly in need of some.’

      They got out of their vehicle smiling, thankful for the banter, but the slam of their car doors shattered the quiet of the countryside.

      Ashley showed her ID to the scene guard.

      ‘Where’s the body?’

      ‘Head past the stables, up to the back gate.’

      ‘Anything obvious I should know?’

      ‘There are two officers at the inner cordon. The deceased’s partner became heated after we arrived. She’s in the house now with the sergeant.’

      ‘I guess Julietta’s behaviour is understandable.’

      ‘I don’t think her husband’s demise was the cause. She was calm until Sarge told her not to exercise the horses. They’d already been fed by the time we appeared.’

      ‘So, she wasn’t devastated?’

      ‘She’d been crying.’

      ‘Well, maybe getting arsey is her way of dealing with grief.’

      ‘Yeah, I suppose. We’ve put the other employees in the kitchen. There’s an officer with them, but they appear to be a bunch of scared youngsters.’

      ‘We’ll head to see the victim.’

      Ashley and Barry walked by the stables to the rear of the property, where the cordon had been set up. They spotted the body resting against the high gate, which Alistair had proudly announced to be unjumpable. Stopping at the barrier, Ashley could see blood had trickled down his neck and dried, a grim testament to the violence that had ended his life, but the sword protruding from his stomach left little doubt as to the cause of death.

      Ashley turned to the officers standing guard.

      ‘Were you two first on the scene?’

      ‘I was,’ said the shorter one.

      ‘Did he have a mark on his forehead? I can’t tell from here.’

      ‘Yeah, a picture, like a black arrow with a red ball above it.’

      ‘Okay, thanks.’

      She shared a look with Barry, who would also be feeling angry at having failed to stop the murder.

      Ashley already knew there was no CCTV at the yard. Alistair wouldn’t have wanted evidence of his shady meetings.

      Barry swore under his breath. ‘I bet we’ve spoken to whoever did this. They must be a real emotionless robot. That’s assuming Julietta hasn’t done the world a favour.’

      ‘That is possible.’

      ‘Alistair was a complete scumbag. Obviously, it’s not right for him to die, but he was due a little payback.’

      Ashley took a moment. ‘Perhaps it’s exactly that.’

      ‘Eh?’

      ‘A robot. The murders have been so expertly executed.’

      ‘That’s true.’

      ‘They were planned to the nth degree, although I suppose the first one was scrappy with the police being present.’

      ‘I reckon they got disturbed, or Glen would have had a mark on his forehead, too. Maybe just one of the arms. Like a sick game of hangman.’

      ‘If that’s right, then the murders might be over. Let’s assume the killer knew the racecourse well, and they were familiar with the workings of this yard. Maybe the person has made no mistakes because they’ve been so motivated due to this being so personal.’

      ‘Are you suggesting it’s an employee?’

      ‘Yes, and a clever one.’

      ‘Whip-smart Eddie?’

      ‘Or Buffy, or Julietta. Most of the other staff members are youngsters. No kid planned this.’

      ‘Would Julietta risk losing the stables? It would be the end of her dream.’

      ‘She might if she thought she could get away with it, although we’re normally great judges of character. She hasn’t been on our radar, and we are rarely so wrong.’

      ‘Eddie’s moving out of Norfolk. If we can’t find any evidence he did this, then he’s free to disappear. He has nothing to leave behind. No job, no ties, no friends.’

      Ashley’s mind kicked into gear. With Alistair gone, it shone a new light on who was responsible. She’d always expected him to have been involved somehow, unless he’d been the victim of one of his own ploys. The ultimate double-cross.

      ‘I think Kettle was correct. It’s a statement killing. After this, everyone is going to be aware that those who died, and the people whose reputations have been destroyed, all abused their positions of trust, put animals and jockeys in danger, and they did it for money.’

      ‘So, the killer wasn’t interested in financial gain. Passion might have been the motivation.’

      ‘Right. A love of horses. An obsession. Who fits the bill?’

      ‘Eddie, Julietta and Buffy.’

      ‘Yes. Corruption damages the sport they love. Perhaps it’s vigilante justice by a purist. If these murders aren’t pinned on anyone, it sends a message. Those who deceive will face a reckoning, even if it comes from an unseen hand. I’ll speak to Julietta first, get the facts, but study her behaviour. You chat to the racing staff in the kitchen. They might have seen or heard something, especially to do with recent visitors. Then we’ll adjust today’s plan.’

      Barry smiled at her.

      Ashley held his gaze. ‘What are you so pleased with?’

      ‘You know what they’ll say about Alistair?’

      ‘No, what?’

      ‘He fell on his own sword.’
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      Ashley gave him a playful shove. Barry was often a calming influence amongst the tragedy of lives cut short, but the harsh truth remained. Alistair was put to the sword, as were Jonny and Ronan, but not Glen. She wondered why the killer used a different weapon on him. She’d seen many assaults with hammers, and a few had resulted in deaths, but it was a far less efficient method than a sword.

      The blow had been a single one, too, not a frantic pounding. Ashley had experienced enough detailed conversations with Michelle to know death rarely occurred the way movies depicted it. Violent endings were often messy, slow, and involved suffering, with people taking hours if not days to perish. Yet, some survived the seemingly unsurvivable. How would the murderer be confident they’d delivered a killing hit with a solitary hammer strike?

      She marched to the house and found Julietta sagging on the sofa in the lounge. A young sergeant perched opposite on an armchair, wearing a focused expression. Julietta looked up at Ashley, face full of tears.

      Her mouth opened, but no sound came out. She lifted an arm in the air, but still couldn’t speak.

      Ashley sat next to her, suspecting that Julietta had been running on empty, desperately trying to keep the yard going, feeling as though she was doing it alone.

      ‘That must have been a terrible shock. I’m sorry for your loss.’

      Julietta nodded.

      ‘I understand this is a raw moment, Julietta, but we need to ask you questions now about your husband’s death. It appears he died some time ago, but we’re always concerned the killer may still be about.’

      Julietta wiped her nose with the tissue in her hand and pulled herself more upright. ‘It was likely late yesterday evening. He came in to tell me he was checking on the horses.’

      ‘Was that the final stable lock-up?’

      ‘No, I do that as soon as the horses are back in their stables. A wander around before bed gives us peace of mind. He sometimes liked a small cigar then. We got a lot of pleasure having a last look in on our babies. We used to do it side by side.’ Julietta grimaced as another tear dripped off her chin. ‘We’ve not slept in the same bed for ages, or even had breakfast together, and now we never will again.’

      Ashley gave her a few seconds to compose herself, but the clock was ticking.

      ‘When did you find the body?’

      ‘I walk the perimeter first thing in the morning to check everything is secure. There’s quite a bit of crime in the country if things aren’t secured. That’s when I noticed him.’

      Ashley paused taking notes. She rubbed her temples.

      ‘So, you were already locked in when he went out there last night?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Do you know the rear gate lock is broken? A firm tug will open it.’

      Julietta frowned. ‘No, I knew it was a touch loose. The dog used to bark if anyone approached the house. His kennel was back there.’ She ran a hand through her hair. ‘Are you saying whoever was responsible knew they could slip in after I’d supposedly secured us in for the night?’

      Ashley recalled Eddie telling them about the lock, but if lads were sneaking in that way, all the stable staff would have been aware.

      ‘Yes, probably. I think that’s the killer’s first mistake. It means they are likely known to you, and close enough to understand the intricate workings of the yard. Have all your people arrived this morning?’

      ‘Come on, it can’t be one of us. We’re a team.’

      ‘Eddie has left your team.’

      Julietta’s face fell. ‘Eddie’s not capable of murder. At least, I don’t think he is.’

      ‘We believe the motive might be to do with fixing races.’

      Julietta’s body tensed. ‘Yes, well, I felt like killing Alistair myself when I suspected what he’d done. He still denied any part, but there was too much evidence this time. I’ve been thinking about going it alone, knowing our marriage would end.’ She shook her head. ‘I always thought he was such a great guy. It’s crazy not being able to see what’s under your nose.’

      ‘That’s often the way it is. The police and CSI are going to be here all day and tomorrow at the least. Will the horses be okay if they don’t get out?’

      ‘A day or two won’t hurt as long as they’re fed.’

      ‘How regular is that?’

      ‘Morning, noon and night. I’m sorry for snapping at your man. I wanted to focus on something else.’

      ‘No problem. You’ve had a shock. Is Buffy in today?’

      ‘She starts at ten. There was an issue with one of her horses, so I assume she’s called a vet out.’

      Ashley explained how CSI would cover every inch of the property, and all the staff would need to talk to a detective again. A simple nod was Julietta’s response, further confirming Ashley’s opinion of her as a cool character. Buffy and she were similar in that respect.

      Ashley left her with the sergeant and headed to the kitchen. Barry had just stepped from the room.

      Ashley waited until he’d closed the door. ‘Anything?’

      ‘Obviously we’ll need statements taking, but they appeared as the officer said. Nervous kids. Buffy wasn’t with them.’

      ‘You know, who are the two people with the most passion for the horses?’

      ‘Buffy works here purely to be close to them. Eddie’s given his whole life to the sport.’

      ‘Yes. That’s real passion.’

      Barry nodded grimly.

      ‘They’re both short. Both were angry with Alistair. Both excellent riders. Both had access to Alistair’s sword. Both aware the rear lock was broken.’

      ‘Agreed. They are also bright and confident enough to think they could get away with it. Eddie could flee to Ireland. Buffy flies to Egypt.’

      Barry’s eyes bored into hers.

      ‘Actually, that’s the only interesting piece of intel I received. I asked the youngsters if anyone knew where Eddie came from in Ireland, and that stable girl, Caroline, frowned. She said he wasn’t from Ireland. He was born in Leeds.’
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      Ashley’s face fell.

      ‘Seriously?’

      ‘Yep. She spoke to him the day before he left. She told Eddie about her hopes and dreams, and he mentioned his upbringing. Said he didn’t come from horsey stock, but always knew what he wanted to do with his life.’

      Ashley racked her brains about what Eddie had told them. Had he specifically said Ireland? He’d certainly mentioned the place and used the phrase the old country which Ashley had heard Irish people in England say about home. She scowled as she thought. Eddie did have a slight Irish accent. Was it possible he’d put that on?

      Barry had folded his arms. ‘My money’s on Buffy.’

      ‘What makes you think that?’

      ‘An old man hasn’t run around doing this. Caroline informed us Buffy was organised.’

      ‘Super efficient was the phrase used. If Buffy’s responsible, she left us with no direct evidence, which is impressive. With her partner in Egypt, she’s a flight risk.’

      ‘I’ll call Sal to get the paperwork done for Border Force.’

      ‘Good. I’m going to ring Kettle. There’s a possibility Buffy will come into work at ten, but if she’s the killer, I doubt it. Thing is, I don’t fancy knocking on her door if we’re right, not without backup.’

      Ashley watched Barry weigh up the decision.

      ‘An ARV will take a while,’ he finally said. ‘Time we might not have.’

      ‘True. Well, we have her vehicle’s registration from the statements we took before. We can track her to an airport, or on any major road if she runs. It’s Kettle’s decision to make. He’ll be wondering if he needs stronger intel to send half the county’s police to a residential property in the middle of nowhere.’

      ‘Don’t tell him we narrowed it down because we can’t think of anyone else.’

      Ashley shook her head. ‘No, it’s deduction. The process of drawing logical conclusions based on evidence and reasoning. Sherlock Holmes would be proud. I’ll get a Uniform team to attend Eddie’s flat to pick him up. Hopefully he hasn’t already left Norfolk. We need to be ready ourselves to visit Buffy. You call Sal, and I’ll talk to Kettle before we set off.’

      ‘I’m certain Eddie mentioned Ireland to us.’

      Ashley closed her eyes as she remembered.

      ‘What he said was, there’ll be horses in the old country, not that he was Irish born.’

      Barry clicked his fingers. ‘Eddie misses nothing, remember? Perhaps we’ve been too easy on him. I bet he has a clue who’s responsible, even if he hasn’t guessed outright. He might also be part of it, but not the person delivering the fatal attacks.’

      ‘That’s a great point. Look at those who’ve been killed. People who damage the sport. Individuals who put money before horse welfare. Gamblers focused on winnings.’

      ‘Not to mention a man who arguably finished his career.’

      ‘So, at the least, Eddie might have been turning a blind eye. Maybe feeding us duff information. The question is, how do we get him to talk?’
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      Barry and Ashley returned to her vehicle. Barry called Sal, who was almost at the office to start his shift. He gave him the low-down and set him the task of stopping Buffy from getting through Customs.

      Ashley rang Kettle. It was unlikely he would disagree with Ashley on placing a hold on Buffy’s passport or putting her reg into ANPR, but he’d want to be kept informed. As she suspected, he was in already and picked up swiftly. She explained her and Barry’s reasonings.

      Kettle made a soft humming sound for a few seconds before he spoke.

      ‘You’re asking me to decide if I’m happy to elevate the search for Buffy to a major incident, commencing with getting armed police to her property?’

      ‘Pretty much.’

      ‘You suspect she’ll resist if you try to arrest her.’

      ‘She’ll allow it if she’s innocent, or she believes we don’t have enough to prosecute, but if she’s guilty and bang to rights…’

      ‘How sure are you she’s responsible?’

      Ashley weighed up the odds. ‘Around ninety-five per cent. Give or take.’

      ‘Your concerns about approaching her house are that she has potentially already killed with no compassion, and that’s without staring down the barrel of life in prison.’

      ‘Or at the very least has been complicit in murder. I’ve got a baton and PAVA spray in my boot, but who knows what she’s packing?’

      ‘What about Eddie?’

      ‘I reckon he’ll come in and be able to prove he wasn’t involved, or at least think he can. With Alistair likely to be the end of the matter, I’m guessing Buffy is going to vanish.’

      ‘I’m not keen on the words “guessing” or “likely”.’

      ‘If we’re wrong, at worst it’ll be a good practical exercise. If we’re right, we take the plaudits and stop a dangerous person escaping the country.’

      She imagined Kettle smiling down the phone before he replied.

      ‘I assume you’ve already set the ball rolling with Buffy’s passport and ANPR.’

      ‘Yes, sir,’ said Ashley.

      ‘Hang on. Let me see how quickly I’m able to get an ARV out to you.’

      Ashley checked her watch. It was eight thirty. A squall of rain hit the windscreen like buckshot as she considered how much time they had. Kettle came back on.

      ‘I can have Officers Cash and Khan there in about an hour. Maybe less. Did you say Buffy was due in to work at ten?’

      A thought popped into Ashley’s mind.

      ‘Yes, but it’s occurred to us that, if she is guilty, ten o’clock is her cover. That’s the earliest she’ll believe anybody will chase after her if she doesn’t show up. If Buffy’s making her move today and we arrive much after then, we’ll be too late.’

      Kettle understood what she was thinking.

      ‘Buffy may have fooled us so far, which indicates she won’t be expecting a visit, so she might be there.’

      ‘Yes. That means it will be a shock, possibly causing a panic.’

      Kettle was silent for a moment. His detective brain would be rushing through all Ashley had said.

      ‘Is it two horses she has there?’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘If you’re right, and she’s killed through anger at Alistair and the others for putting animals at risk, surely she isn’t planning to abandon those animals.’

      ‘I doubt it. Julietta explained the reason Buffy wasn’t in until later was because she had an issue with one of the horses. Perhaps that’s her moving them before she leaves for good.’

      ‘To a friend’s maybe.’

      ‘Which basically means we need to head there straight away. She told us her husband had already returned to Egypt.’

      ‘Sounds like you may be right. There are two officers carrying tasers arriving at Nesmiths shortly. I’ll send the ARV, but you’re going to have to risk it before the armed boys arrive.’

      Two vehicles drove past Ashley’s vehicle.

      ‘Another van and a marked car have arrived here. Must be your Taser team. I’ll brief them and set off. We shouldn’t need too many numbers for one person. The other unit can pick up Eddie if he’s at home and escort him to OCC.’

      ‘No, take both units. I’ll arrange for someone else to collect Eddie.’

      ‘Okay, we’ll be in touch with Control when we’re close. Wish us luck.’

      Kettle had one last piece of advice.

      ‘The thought of living in a cold grey cell for decades won’t be appealing to a lover of animals and nature, so keep that in mind. Be careful. No heroics.’

      ‘Understood. Make sure we’ve already checked to see if Buffy or her husband have a firearms licence.’
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      Ashley finished the call and turned to Barry.

      ‘Kettle thinks we should apprehend Buffy now.’

      ‘What else did he say?’

      ‘That you need to go in first.’

      ‘Great.’

      Ashley left her car and gathered the officers who had arrived. They would head to Buffy’s in convoy. The Taser team to arrive and knock with the other uniformed unit, while Ashley and Barry kept back.

      Buffy’s place wasn’t far. They hadn’t visited her home yet, which was a further sign of how under the radar Buffy had been. Incredibly, the investigation was only just over a week old.

      As they set off, Barry began to whistle.

      Ashley turned to him. ‘Aren’t you concerned?’

      ‘Whistling’s what I do when I’m nervous.’

      She smiled, knowing he was defusing the tension. ‘Did you bring a baton or PAVA?’

      ‘Did you notice me carrying either when you picked me up?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘There’s your answer. Look, if four big officers in uniform can’t control Buffy, then things really will have gone tits up.’

      Ashley’s phone rang. Barry answered and put the caller on speaker, but Ashley asked the questions.

      ‘Hey, Sal. What have you got?’

      ‘No shotgun licence for Buffy or her husband. Gabriella had already done a deeper search on Buffy and Eddie, and they aren’t on any police databases nationwide.’

      ‘That’s a relief, but have someone spend an hour looking into Buffy online.’

      ‘We’ve done social media.’

      ‘No. Hunt through the racing news. Emma’s good at that sort of thing, so she can help. Perhaps Buffy has previous racing skulduggery, which she got away with.’

      ‘Ah, right. You mean see if there are any unsolved crimes that she might have been involved in?’

      ‘That’s the phrase I’m looking for. Check for incidents involving people connected to horseracing, especially if someone was hurt. What time is Emma hoping to speak to the groom who returned to Ireland?’

      ‘As you agreed with Emma yesterday, she rang the father. His son, Tim, was out, but he said he’d chat with his boy. The dad called in just as I arrived today. Tim is refusing to talk to anyone about his experience. The father is happy to have a discussion with Emma personally to explain why when she gets in.’

      ‘To what end?’

      ‘He didn’t say, but I had the impression there was something important he hadn’t mentioned, but he rang off abruptly. I knew Emma would be in soon, so I’ve left it to her.’

      Ashley agreed with his reasoning. ‘Right. We’re arriving at Buffy’s now. Text me the moment you hear or find anything.’

      ‘Agreed.’

      Ashley pulled in behind the two police vehicles. The detectives got out and joined the other officers. Ashley stared over at the house. It was a large, exposed property, extremely expensive, set back on its own in farmland, with what appeared to be a barn conversion at the rear. There was no sign of life. No windows open.

      ‘Okay, guys, take it nice and easy. Calm voices. No drama. We need a chat at the station, that’s all.’

      Ashley shivered as a cold draught whipped through her suit. Creaking bare branches from nearby trees were the only sound. The officer’s knock elicited a dull thud from the door, hinting at solid construction. Even an enforcer might have difficulty breaching it, Ashley realised, assuming she concluded they had the authority to break in.

      Next to her, Barry leaned into the breeze, his eyes on the unopened door. When the officer knocked again and received no reply, Barry walked to the right and peered down the wall at the side of the property. He turned around to face Ashley.

      ‘There’s barbed wire all the way down, but I can see a paddock type fence at the bottom after the wall finishes.’

      Ashley strode left and stared down the other side. It was the same as Barry’s, except for a solid metal gate, also laced with wire. The rear must be where Buffy stabled the horses. Ashley involuntarily shook her head as the third knock went unanswered.

      Barry had come over to her side of the house. He rattled the gate, which didn’t move. ‘Give me a boost?’

      ‘Are you planning to climb over? There might be a dog.’

      ‘Some guard dog that isn’t barking after us thumping the front door, but, no, I won’t be going over. This suit is new, and I wouldn’t want to leave one of my plums on a barb.’

      ‘You could leave both, then the hound will have nothing worthwhile to bite.’

      Ashley didn’t mind getting her hands dirty, so she boosted Barry up so he could see over. Barry strained his neck, but couldn’t easily grip on the top of the gate due to the wire, so he wobbled.

      ‘There are two cars here. One’s Buffy’s. The other is new, although it has a hire-car look about it.’

      Ashley frowned.

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘I don’t know. Kind of a boring, standard brown saloony-type thing.’

      ‘I assume by you having not mentioned any people, there aren’t any.’

      ‘No, but the boot is raised on the brown car.’

      ‘Take as long as you need. You aren’t heavy.’

      ‘Okay, bring me down.’

      Ashley swiftly wiped her wet hands on her trousers. She didn’t have time to hunt for wipes.

      ‘Well?’

      ‘There’s nobody about, but why would you leave a boot open?’

      Ashley could feel the tension rising. Her brain was clicking up the gears.

      ‘Returning from shopping or going on holiday. What’s the layout?’

      ‘Secure courtyard. Gate at the side-rear like this one. Paddock must be beyond. I saw no movement, equine or otherwise.’

      She pointed at the officers who had come over to them.

      ‘We’ll look around the back, but won’t engage if we spot anyone. You four keep knocking. Check the registration of the brown vehicle to see if it’s a hire car, but unless the driver forgot to shut their boot, they’re in, so be ready.’

      The four men nodded grimly, knowing their lives were in danger.

      Ashley’s mobile beeped. It was a text from Kettle.

      
        
          
            
              
        ARV ETA 15 MINS.

      

      

      

      

      

      She repeated the information to the others, then she and Barry edged down the dirt track at the side of the house, which had been well walked by horses. The nearest home had to be a hundred metres away. That one was also huge but appeared newly built, instead of hundreds of years old, like Buffy’s.

      At the end of the brick wall, they passed the other high gate with wire, then a five-foot-high paddock fence began. The paddock, which was about the same square footage as the house and grounds, was split in two. One half had plenty of grass, the other not much. There was what she guessed to be a stable building against the rear wall of the grounds.

      It was even quieter, with no leaves or branches to rustle. Barry stepped on the first rung of the fence.

      ‘I can climb over this and check that stable.’

      ‘Go on, then.’

      Ashley’s phone rang again. She pressed accept.

      ‘What’s up, Sal?’

      ‘You have Gabriella to thank for this. She used AI.’

      ‘Right. Did you ask it who killed Alistair?’

      Sal laughed. ‘It’s not quite that efficient. Morgan had explained to Emma he’d already checked online for other hammer and sword murders and came up empty-handed. He then looked for non-lethal hammer or any blunt-force attacks with the same result. Finally, he had a look for unsolved crimes with similar weapons. There were a few of each, but nothing close by, and you can imagine how much data he trawled through.’

      ‘But Gabriella found something.’

      ‘Yes. She used ChatGPT and added the caveat of a horse, training, owning, gambling or stable link to the Google search. There were a couple of hits. One was to do with jump racing. An owner from Harrogate was whacked over the head and knocked unconscious six years ago. North Yorkshire Police made no progress and asked the public for help, but the case was never solved.’

      Ashley recalled Fiona antique shopping in Harrogate.

      ‘North Yorks is a trek from here. When was that?’

      ‘Six years ago.’

      ‘Buffy told us she returned five years ago when her parents died, and she inherited the house. She’d been working at a yard near Tadcaster.’

      ‘Which is a town in North Yorkshire.’

      ‘How far is Harrogate from Tadcaster, and is there a national hunt course nearby?’

      ‘Hang on.’

      She imagined Sal’s pudgy fingers typing on his keyboard.

      ‘Harrogate is about sixteen miles away from Tadcaster. Wetherby National Hunt Racecourse is smack-bang in between them.’

      Ashley checked her watch. The clock was ticking.

      ‘Were there any specific details?’

      ‘Very little. The computer found the only article out there, which was in the local news. Didn’t make national.’

      ‘Ring North Yorkshire Police and see what’s on their local log.’

      Ashley heard the officers knocking loudly in the distance at Buffy’s front door again.

      ‘Will do. That’s not all. Buffy’s parents died in a road traffic collision, six and a half years ago. It’s possible Buffy had a falling out with someone in Tadcaster, assaulted them, then came back here to a free house.’

      ‘Yes, and she won’t be on any logs if she’d stopped working there and simply returned for the assault. She probably lied about how long ago she left Yorkshire. Pass on my thanks to Gabriella. Brilliant work. We’re at Buffy’s house now, and we think someone’s here, but they’re not responding to our presence. Go to Kettle’s office and ask his views on whether we need a warrant to enter. The ARV crew will be here shortly. That’s the time for breaking doors.’

      ‘On my way.’

      Ashley cut the call as Barry was climbing back over the five-bar wooden gate after looking inside the stable. Calling the place a ranch as Alistair did was pushing it, but for a private property, it was a lovely set-up.

      ‘Anything?’

      ‘There are four booths.’

      ‘Booths?’

      ‘Horse homes. One of them has a massive black devil in it. Gave me the evils, swishing its head about and showing its teeth, so I kept clear. The other two are empty, although one contains horse shit.’

      ‘Do you mean manure?’

      ‘There was a big pile of whatever you want to call it.’

      ‘How warm was it?’

      ‘Strangely, I didn’t pick it up with my bare hands to find out. Should I go back?’

      Ashley gave him an exasperated look.

      ‘I meant, was it steaming? Maybe Buffy was here recently.’

      ‘There was an issue with one of the horses, remember? Maybe she took him to the vet’s, so there only being a single horse here fits.’

      ‘Doesn’t the vet come out?’

      ‘I suppose so. Whatever, I don’t think the beast I just met was that Tassy creature. It seemed much bigger than what we saw on the race replay.’

      ‘Tassy was brown, remember, so you must have seen the retired steeplechaser she also keeps here.’

      An officer appeared at the side of the property. He beckoned them over.

      ‘The front door has opened.’
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      Ashley ran towards the beckoning officer, with Barry in hot pursuit.

      ‘Is it Buffy?’

      ‘No, a Hamdam El Sewedy. That’s the husband, right?’

      Ashley was confused. He was supposed to be back in Egypt. ‘Correct. No Buffy?’

      ‘He said she’d taken one of the horses to a different stable.’

      ‘Why didn’t he answer the door faster?’

      ‘Listening to music with ear plugs.’

      Barry raised an eyebrow. ‘Let’s see what else Hamdam has to say.’

      Unsurprisingly, Hamdam was unsettled at seeing four police on opening his door, but he invited them to talk in the lounge.

      Ashley and Barry entered, leaving the officers outside in case of Buffy’s return, with orders for two of them to walk the perimeter.

      Hamdam wrung his hands as he hovered near the sofa. ‘Please, take a seat. Is this about the murders?’

      Barry sat in an armchair and took his notebook out.

      Ashley nodded, but remained standing.

      ‘Yes, it’s connected.’

      ‘Should we be worried?’

      ‘Our enquiries mean we’d like to speak to Buffy. Did she say when she’d be back?’

      ‘Yes, soon. We’re heading to Egypt at ten o’clock for an extended holiday. I’ve been trying to get her to live out there, but she didn’t want to leave her horses or her job. We’ve been living separate lives because my role has become much busier, and I can’t come over as often. She finally agreed a few months ago to take time off.’

      Ashley was pretty certain Nesmiths Racing Stable hadn’t heard about her vacation. It was clear Buffy was hoping to slip away.

      ‘Has she commented on the recent deaths?’

      ‘Not really. I saw the incidents on the news and asked her about them. She told me the owner and trainer had annoyed high-end gamblers and been taken out. We agreed it was a good moment for a break.’

      ‘When did you arrive in the UK?’

      ‘A week ago.’

      Ashley gave him a smile, hiding the revelation of another lie from Buffy.

      ‘It must be exciting to see each other when you don’t get to spend all your time together.’

      Hamdam bobbed his head.

      ‘Usually, but she’s not been here much. I think she was busy sorting out somewhere for the horses to stay while she’s away. Putting other things in motion. Who knows? Maybe she will stay in Egypt for longer.’

      ‘Where did she work before Nesmiths?’

      ‘A place with a funny name. Perhaps Tencaster.’

      ‘Do you mean Tadcaster?’

      ‘I’m not certain. Your country is full of weird villages and towns.’

      There was a knock at the lounge door. Ashley opened it to find two men in black camo clothing holding rifles. She stood in the doorway, so they remained out of Hamdam’s sight.

      ‘Morning, guys. Barry will brief you. Collect the guys from the perimeter. We’re waiting for Buffy to return.’

      While Barry rose, put his notebook away, left the room and closed the door, Ashley had a thought about the animals and walked over to Hamdam.

      ‘Who’s looking after the horses while you’re in Egypt? Buffy said she has a local girl who comes around for feeding and grooming.’

      ‘That’s the usual arrangement, but because she’s abroad for longer, she thought it better to send them to another stable. Buffy has paid upfront for their livery fees.’

      ‘Where is it?’

      ‘She didn’t say.’

      ‘Do you have a horsebox to move them?’

      ‘No, she walked Tassy there. Buffy was worried about being late. A vet was meeting her at the new stables to discuss their needs, then she’ll leave the horse, return and collect Jonesy.’

      ‘Jonesy?’

      ‘Her other horse. His racing name was Corporal Jones. She said it’s a fifteen-minute walk with Tassy due to his condition, but she can ride the big guy.’

      ‘Do you know who the vet was?’

      ‘I think the one the owner of the stable uses.’

      Ashley marched back to the door and opened it again. Barry had the six officers around him in the hall. She beckoned Hamdam over, wanting him to see the number of officers.

      ‘Is she likely to come into the house after she’s dropped off the first horse?’

      Hamdam walked over and shrugged. ‘I doubt it. She saddled Jonesy before she left this morning.’ His face fell when he noticed Cash and Khan. ‘Why do those men have guns? I thought your police didn’t carry them.’

      ‘We’re worried about Buffy.’

      Hamdam clearly wasn’t an idiot. He took out his phone.

      ‘I should ring her.’

      ‘There’ll be no phone calls. You need to let us out of your back gate now. Buffy will be home soon.’
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      Ashley swiftly coordinated her team, instructing Barry, one of the uniformed officers and Khan to exit through the rear of the house with her and Hamdam. Another officer and Cash were directed to circle the paddock from outside, while the Taser guys maintained their position at the front entrance. Cash and Khan were experienced marksmen. If the situation escalated and the suspect violently resisted, they would have to make the difficult call on how to proceed.

      Hamdam took them through a lovely dining area, table set with silver, through a utility room and into a courtyard. The converted barn was to the right of them.

      ‘What’s in there?’ asked Barry.

      ‘Buffy was planning to Airbnb it, but decided she didn’t like the thought of not being here when guests were around because of the animals.’

      Hamdam undid the latches for the big rear gate and pushed it open. Khan went through first. Ashley held Hamdam’s arm for a moment. The paddock was empty, but, in the absence of other sounds, she heard a horse whinny.

      Hamdam pointed at a figure emerging from the dark of the stable.

      ‘There she is.’

      Buffy led a large black saddled horse out of the doorway. She stopped on realising she was being observed. There was no change of expression on her face except a slight twitch of her right cheek. She swiftly mounted the horse, looking small and insignificant on Jonesy’s broad back, but her eyes didn’t leave Ashley’s. She urged her steed into a canter, and he surged over to them. The horse had a thicker coat than the ones she’d seen at the racecourse, but his power was evident. Huge feet clopped down. The firearms officer instinctively moved away from the fence.

      Buffy glared down at them.

      ‘What do you want?’

      As instructed, Khan hadn’t drawn his weapon. He spoke casually.

      ‘We’d like a word with you, please. Could you dismount?’

      Buffy sat still in the saddle, then the horse wheeled around in a full circle. Ashley hadn’t noticed her pull on the reins.

      Horse and rider faced them.

      ‘Is this to do with Eddie?’

      Ashley looked over at Barry, but he’d already stepped over to keep Hamdam where he was. She walked to the fence.

      ‘Why would it concern Eddie?’

      ‘You must have worked out he’s responsible.’

      ‘Are you saying Eddie murdered Glen, Jonny, Ronan, and Alistair?’

      Buffy nodded.

      ‘I bet he’s been planning it for years. Alistair ruined his career and badmouthed him to everyone in the industry. Eddie was finished, but he knew about Alistair’s crooked deals. There’s nothing that guy doesn’t hear or get word of, so he blackmailed Alistair into employing him.’

      Ashley considered Buffy’s accusations. Maybe the reason Eddie hadn’t been a target was because he was the scapegoat.

      Ashley folded her arms.

      ‘And Eddie waited all this time to act?’

      ‘He’s retiring. This was his last chance to take revenge.’

      Ashley wasn’t going to take the bait. ‘I understand he had issues with Alistair, but why the others?’

      ‘They were bad for the sport. Cheats, all of them.’

      ‘Killing them seems extreme.’

      ‘You’ll have to bring that up with him.’

      ‘Hamdam tells me you’re leaving.’

      ‘Just a holiday.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell the Nesmiths about it?’

      ‘Alistair wouldn’t have let me take the time off.’

      Ashley retained an expressionless face and nodded her head several times.

      ‘Fair enough. Dismount, please. We’ll take a statement about that inside.’

      Buffy and the horse seemed to appraise her. Buffy turned her gaze on the armed officer, who had kept a casual stance, then stared at Barry and Ashley.

      ‘I need to take this guy to a stable for when we’re away. I’ll drop him off and head to the police station afterwards.’

      ‘What about your flight?’

      ‘There’ll be others.’

      Ashley decided to have one last try. Once Buffy was standing on the ground, they could overwhelm her. Mounted, she posed a threat to them all.

      ‘Step down now, Buffy. I have a few questions about Eddie, then we’ll fetch him, and you can take Jonesy where he needs to be.’

      ‘Sorry, I need to go.’

      Buffy yanked on the reins and the horse swung around and trotted to the back of the paddock. Ashley had seen Cash gently close the five-bar gate at the rear entrance, which Buffy must have left open when she returned. He stood behind it with the uniformed officer who’d gone with him. Both had their hands resting on the top bar.

      Buffy pulled the horse up and glared at the two men. She reversed in a smooth manoeuvre, turning to face Ashley, who had stepped up on the bottom rail to clearly see what was going on.

      Ashley shouted.

      ‘That’s enough, Buffy. Get down.’

      ‘I have no idea what you’re after. You’ve got no evidence I’m involved.’

      Ashley tried a different angle, but suspected Buffy would continue to deny any involvement.

      ‘We heard about the owner you assaulted in Harrogate.’

      Buffy clenched her teeth, the horse ominously stamping one of his front feet.

      ‘I don’t know what you’re on about. Arrest Eddie.’

      ‘I’ll ask you for the final time. Dismount!’

      Buffy rose in the saddle, but instead of climbing down, she turned and trotted to the rear gate. Cash had listened to enough.

      ‘Armed police. Pull up, or I will shoot.’

      Buffy steered away from him, sat down, and urged her mount forward. She did half a lap of the paddock, then headed in the direction of Ashley and Khan, who had also raised his rifle.

      ‘Stop, Buffy,’ yelled Ashley. ‘It’s over.’

      Buffy let out a hearty roar and kicked the horse in the sides. Jonesy thundered past Ashley, straight towards the two Taser officers, who must have heard the shouting. They had taken up a position behind the fence on Ashley’s left. The muscles on Jonesy’s hind quarters bunched and flexed. He slowed as he neared what ought to have been a dead end. Buffy released another yell.

      ‘Yah!’

      Jonesy leapt almost in slow motion and, despite clipping a hoof on the top rail, soared gracefully over the obstacle. The officers ducked in time. Buffy urged Jonesy to turn right and broke into a gallop. They raced past Cash, who was aiming his gun.

      ‘Halt, or I will fire!’

      Buffy ignored him and sailed by, but no shot came.
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      Barry climbed through the paddock fence and ran towards Cash. Ashley jogged after him, having seen the look of irritation on Barry’s face.

      ‘Why the hell didn’t you shoot her?’ shouted Barry when he reached Cash.

      The rifleman glowered. ‘Don’t be daft, Barry. Nobody’s life was in danger, and she was a small target on a moving object. Who do you think I am, Davy Crockett?’

      ‘She was about five metres from you.’

      ‘And if I missed? These bullets travel for over a mile. This is flat land. They always hit something over that far. What if it was a girl on a swing?’

      They all watched as Buffy galloped away down the lane between the fields and disappeared into the distance. Both Taser officers had joined them to watch her escape. Barry swore under his breath and frowned.

      The nearest one to Barry smiled. ‘I’d rather have tasered you than the horse.’

      Ashley swiftly accepted Buffy’s departure.

      ‘Barry, make yourself useful. Call Control. We need everyone available hunting for Elizabeth El Sewedy, AKA Buffy. I’ll ring Kettle.’

      Before she rang her boss, she strolled over to the shell-shocked Hamdam.

      His eyes were wide, mouth open, voice gasping.

      ‘What just happened?’

      ‘It appears your wife might have had more than a peripheral role in the recent murders.’

      Ashley expected him to protest, but he merely blew out a long breath.

      ‘Hamdam, where is the stable she was heading to?’

      ‘I told you, I’ve no idea, but she walked that way earlier.’ He pointed in the direction Buffy had disappeared. ‘She’ll be there soon at that speed.’

      It was a valid point. There couldn’t be too many stables in the vicinity that could take in two retired racehorses.

      ‘Where’s Buffy’s passport?’

      ‘In my travel bag in the kitchen with the plane tickets.’

      ‘How much money does she have in available funds?’

      ‘I don’t know for sure, but not loads. She always describes herself as asset rich and cash poor. There’s a flat she owns in Wells, which she inherited from an aunt. Earns good rent each month in the summer so she can live the lifestyle she wants while still working at Nesmiths.’

      ‘Wait there.’

      Barry, who had been listening, also had the ability to move on swiftly. While he was on the phone to Control, Ashley sent the armed police down the track after Buffy. A pairing of a PC and a taser-holding officer were directed left and right to quiz Buffy’s neighbours and ask if they knew the location of the nearest stables.

      Kettle was waiting for her call. She explained what had occurred. He sighed.

      ‘Oh, dear.’

      ‘Yeah. Not a great result.’

      ‘Tell everyone they made the right decisions. I’m not sure which would look worse. Shooting the horse, or tasering it.’

      ‘The public probably wouldn’t have minded if we’d shot Buffy.’

      ‘No, us British are a strange lot. We could have filled her full of lead as long as nobody harmed the animal. Okay. What do you need from me?’

      ‘I think Buffy’s killing spree is over, but she may be dangerous if approached. She’ll still drop her horse off as arranged. Even now, their welfare will come first. We think the stable is within a fifteen-minute walk, so get Jan to do the maths, but my guess is it’ll be less than a mile away. He’s good at using Google Maps. Actually, ask him to work with Gabriella. There’s only going to be a few suitable places nearby.’

      ‘Might Buffy hunker down there?’

      ‘Unlikely, but we’ll have an idea of the direction she went. Any chance of the helicopter?’

      ‘No, I checked. Maybe in a couple of hours if we’re desperate. She’ll be long gone by then if it’s as you say, and she’s finished her spree. Any thoughts on her next move?’

      ‘Buffy has no kids, no passport, no horses to look after, and a husband who now knows she kills people. Her involvement in racing is over. She has nothing to hang around for, but I’d say the chances of her avoiding detection are slim.’

      ‘That sounds about the sum of it, but you said she’s clever.’

      ‘Yes. She’ll understand all ports and stations will be closed to her. We can stop loans against her properties, or the sale of them, and we’ll be able to freeze her bank accounts. I have to say that while the evidence is robust, it isn’t perfect. The DNA test results will help, but she spent time with all the deceased, and it’s arguable her skin cells, for example, were transferred from contact with other people. Notably Eddie.’

      ‘I take it you haven’t heard about Emma’s conversation with the father of the sacked groom, Tim?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Emma rang the dad, who had prised the information out of his son. He told her that while his boy liked Buffy, he found her a bit intense. When Alistair let him go, Buffy explained she’d get Alistair back. She asked him to make a recording, which she said was a joke.’

      A light bulb came on in Ashley’s head.

      ‘Which ended up as the 999 call?’

      ‘Yeah, it sounds like it. Emma briefly spoke to the lad, who was petrified and could barely string two words together, but she’s sure his voice is a match.’

      ‘Bingo.’

      ‘Yes. I’d be amazed if Buffy didn’t leave DNA on the sword. You know how fine our tests can be nowadays. Once I put her face on the news, people she knows will come forward, like her colleagues in Tadcaster. By the time this goes to trial, the case against her will be so overwhelming, I expect she’ll plead guilty beforehand.’

      Ashley wasn’t so sure.

      ‘I doubt it.’

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘She’s a serial killer. That’s life without parole, however she pleads. Buffy will want her day in court. She’ll hope the world watches, and watch they will. A beautiful woman, some would argue with noble motivations, yet a ruthless murderer. There’ll probably be a TV series on Netflix before she’s sentenced, starring Velma Dinkley as me.’

      ‘Who is that?’

      ‘The girl with the glasses from Scooby Doo.’

      Kettle chuckled.

      ‘I’ll look forward to that. It’s a shame Bruce Willis is retired for me.’

      ‘I believe Danny DeVito’s still about.’

      ‘Funny. Eddie’s being driven to the station, by the way. Uniform found him at his flat packing. Didn’t say anything. Came peacefully.’

      Energy was coursing through Ashley, so she took deep breaths to think rationally.

      ‘Don’t interview him yet. I reckon he has a hand in this somehow, even if it’s not a group effort. I’ll leave the search here to the specialists when they arrive, and I’ll return to OCC. Ask Emma to coordinate sending a team to the Nesmith Stable and interview the people there. To be honest, I’ll be surprised if we find Buffy today. She seems the type to have a backup plan. Might even be a different escape route, but I suspect she thought she would get away this morning.’

      ‘Okay, let’s get to it. Further units have been dispatched. I’ll mobilise the troops. Consider where she might lie low. It could take a few days before she realises the hopelessness of her predicament. God only knows how she’ll react then.’

      ‘You’re right. In the meantime, let’s hope nobody else has pushed her buttons in the past.’
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      Ashley and Barry escorted Hamdam into the house and sat him down in the kitchen. She looked around at the décor, which was a little dated. The furniture had seen better days, too. It seemed Buffy hadn’t been interested in interior design or modernising the property. She was all about the horses. Barry took notes again, while Ashley asked the questions.

      Hamdam opened a small rucksack and showed them two passports.

      Ashley breathed a sigh of relief.

      ‘Tell us about Buffy.’

      He spoke in a monotone. ‘My wife’s a wonderful woman who shares my passion for protecting animals. We met in Egypt, kept in touch, visited each other. I stayed for a while here so we could get to know each other, and we got married. Kindred spirits.’

      ‘Did you suspect she might be capable of excessive violence?’

      Hamdam looked out of the window. His eyes had filled with tears when he turned back.

      ‘Buffy seemed changed this visit. We’re similar, but, in some ways, quite different. Her anger at the world’s injustices is great, but I think that may have taken over. The last time she was in my country, we saw terrible sights, and she went strangely quiet. I often say to her to focus on what can be done, not what has been done. Change the future, the past has gone.’

      Wise words, but not helpful to their investigation.

      ‘Did she mention anything that might help us know where she’s going?’

      Hamdam took a deep breath. ‘I found this first thing today. It was in the utility room.’

      He strolled away and returned holding a rifle. Barry and Ashley leapt out of their seats, but Hamdam rested it on the table.

      Barry grabbed a tea towel and used it to place the weapon on the floor between his legs. He raised his eyebrows at Hamdam.

      ‘I think you’d better explain.’

      ‘The gun was just leaning against the wall in there. I asked Buffy what it was for, and she said protection.’

      Barry gestured for Hamdam to sit again.

      ‘Did you ask what you needed protecting from?’

      ‘Yes, she told me there had been a lot of local burglaries nearby in isolated houses.’

      ‘Okay, thanks for telling us about it.’

      Ashley briefly imagined Buffy charging at them with the gun raised like a crazed bandit in a western, then shoved the image away. She interrogated Hamdam for another thirty minutes, but his knowledge proved limited, and his involvement seemed improbable.

      Ashley suspected he didn’t truly know his wife, possibly only seeing what Buffy chose to reveal.

      ‘You said she was acting different recently.’

      ‘Yes, since I came back.’

      ‘Angrier?’

      ‘Maybe calmer, but colder, more focused.’

      ‘A woman with a plan.’

      ‘Perhaps.’

      A uniformed sergeant arrived and took over the scene. Barry passed on the details of the manhunt to an inspector, who assumed responsibility.

      A police search advisor arrived to manage searching the house and grounds. Buffy’s mobile had been located, as had her laptop. Ashley didn’t have high hopes of them containing anything incriminating. No doubt the burner phone she’d likely been using would already be in a water-filled ditch.

      Ashley got a call from PC Cash.

      ‘DI Knight speaking.’

      ‘We’ve found the stable. It’s actually a little farm run by an old couple. There’s a donkey, a few pigs and hens. They’ve had horses before and were close to Buffy’s parents before they died. Buffy left them two thousand pounds for a month. Half for feed, half for looking after the animals. Looks like they could do with the money. She promised to send more but needed the sale of a flat to go through first.’

      ‘Did they have any idea where Buffy might have gone?’

      ‘No, they only knew her in polite conversation as she passed. Chats about the weather, admiration of the horses.’

      Cash described the location. Ashley pictured the map.

      ‘From Buffy’s, that’s in the direction of Fakenham Racecourse. Ask if they remember her riding by on Monday at the crack of dawn.’

      ‘Wait a minute.’ Ashley heard them talking in the background. ‘He’s not certain, but he gets up early for feeding and mucking out and saw her out earlier than usual one morning. He remembered because she wasn’t dressed in her normal riding gear. She was all in black.’
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      Ashley and Barry returned to the office in the early afternoon. When the penny had dropped for Hamdam about what his wife had been up to, he agreed to come to the station to see how the afternoon developed. Scott was talking to him in the family room. Kettle was busy with a press conference for national news.

      Ashley went over to Emma’s desk.

      ‘Any news, Em?’

      ‘The guys are almost finished interviewing at Nesmiths. I’ve given permission for the staff to get the horses out for exercise. Nobody suspected anything. Buffy was a strong-willed but steady worker, dedicated to the horses. Julietta said she never warmed to her, but had no complaints about her work.’

      ‘Tough times for Julietta.’

      ‘Hector interviewed her. She appeared mildly upbeat. The racing world is rallying around her, in particular women owners. She might survive on her own.’

      ‘Good for her. What about Eddie?’

      ‘He’s waiting in an interview room. Gabriella showed Jan how to use AI to search for farms and stables in the neighbourhood. He rang Cash, who to be fair was close and would have probably found the location, anyway. Jan said it was freaky. The programme brought up Google Maps, then listed the places nearby. The correct spot was sixth on the list.’

      ‘Wow. A new world.’

      ‘So they say.’

      ‘Ready for a grilling with Eddie? Barry could do with a coffee, and he has a stack of notes to write up.’

      ‘Still reckon Eddie’s involved?’

      ‘Perhaps, but he’s a wily fox. I suspect it’ll be our hardest interview yet.’

      After half an hour’s prep, Ashley and Emma had completed the necessary warnings to Eddie and the duty solicitor. The female brief was the first to speak.

      ‘Can I confirm my client hasn’t been arrested?’

      ‘That’s correct,’ replied Ashley.

      ‘So, he’s not forced to be here, or under any obligation to talk.’

      ‘At this point, Eddie’s a well-meaning member of the public. One who’s been working closely with Buffy El Sewedy.’

      ‘Ask your questions.’

      ‘Eddie, thank you for coming in. What you tell us now could be the difference in whether we get a conviction against Buffy or not. What sort of person is she?’

      Eddie got comfortable in his seat.

      ‘Fantastic horsewoman. She could have been a jockey. Perfect balance, intuition, and a love of the sport.’

      ‘By that, you mean horse racing or horses in general?’

      ‘Both. Racing isn’t just about the meetings. It’s a lifestyle. If you catch the bug, a life without those fine creatures in it is half a life.’

      Ashley frowned.

      ‘Seems strange Buffy should risk everything by committing these terrible acts.’

      ‘Yes, she’s normally a smart girl.’

      ‘Whip-smart?’

      Eddie’s face creased up and his too-perfect teeth beamed back at her. ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Everyone I’ve spoken to at Nesmiths and in the business knows you well. They say you miss nothing. Why is that?’

      ‘People forget I’m about. They talk too loudly. Sometimes they confide in me.’

      ‘How did Buffy confide in you?’

      Eddie’s smile disappeared and the mass of crinkles in his face relaxed. It was game on.

      ‘She told me many times about how cross Alistair made her.’

      ‘Furious enough to act on it?’

      ‘Yes. She wanted him to pay for the years of lies, mistreatment, and lack of compassion.’

      ‘For horses?’

      ‘For everyone. He deceived the public, the staff, and the animals. With Alistair dead, Julietta at least has the chance of keeping the stable running.’

      ‘Julietta might be the big winner in all of this.’

      ‘You’re the detectives.’

      Ashley pondered Julietta’s involvement. She was more likely to be at risk. Ashley would have to ensure there were police at the stable until they caught Buffy.

      ‘Did you have any suspicions about what Buffy was up to?’

      ‘Of course not.’

      ‘How did you feel when Glen was killed?’

      ‘Sad. He was a nice guy.’

      ‘Who did you think did it?’

      ‘I had no idea.’

      ‘Why would Buffy murder him?’

      ‘I don’t know she did.’

      ‘If she was responsible, why would that be?’

      ‘Glen knew about some of the dodgy dealings that went on, but Fiona pulled the strings of their marionette.’

      ‘So why not kill her?’

      Eddie rubbed his hands together.

      ‘Glen is dead, but Fiona’s ruined. Respect and husband, both gone. Maybe that’s worse.’

      ‘How well did you know Jonny?’

      ‘Pretty well. He regularly came to Nesmiths, understood the game.’

      ‘You had an account with him.’

      ‘Yes, a losing one.’

      ‘But you won on The Taciturn Man’s last race.’

      ‘Correct. A decent bet, which put me back in credit.’

      ‘That was it?’

      ‘Right.’

      ‘What was Jonny like?’

      ‘He took rash risks. He upset people, didn’t always pay out on time, and the rumours were he was in the know when a fix went down.’

      ‘But he kept coming out on the wrong side.’

      ‘Your guess is as good as mine, but, as I told you before, I think Alistair occasionally double-crossed Jonny.’

      ‘Why was Jonny killed?’

      ‘Because he knew too much? Or maybe it was simply because he was dishonest. Jonny had no love for horses. He was all about the money. It’s possible whoever was responsible wanted to punish him for that.’

      ‘What’s your opinion of Ronan?’

      ‘Second-rate jockey. Could do a reasonable job, but he lacked that little piece of magic.’

      ‘That you had?’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘But your career ended badly. Your reputation ruined.’

      ‘By Alistair. That’s true.’

      ‘Out of everyone, you should have been the one who was most furious with him.’

      ‘I’m a peaceful man.’

      The last question had been Emma’s cue to take over.

      ‘Was Buffy as clever as you?’

      ‘In some respects.’

      ‘Did she know everything that went on, like you did?’

      The solicitor raised her hand. She whispered in Eddie’s ear. Ashley heard the words, ‘This is what I warned you about.’

      A half-smile crept onto Eddie’s face. He patted the solicitor’s arm.

      ‘I’ll answer all the questions. No, Buffy wasn’t interested in gossip.’

      ‘When your yard had runners, you often stayed late the next evening to chew the cud over the previous day’s racing results.’

      ‘Correct.’

      ‘What else did you talk about?’

      ‘General stuff. We were both aware odd things were going on with Tassy. I saw the vet leaving one day, and he did not look happy.’

      ‘Why was that?’

      ‘I guess Alistair persuaded him to do something he didn’t want to.’

      ‘Any idea what?’

      ‘Faking a report? Delayed a diagnosis? Who knows?’

      Ashley stared hard as Emma brought their discussion to the most important section.

      ‘When did you realise Buffy was the killer?’

      ‘Of whom?’

      ‘Glen.’

      ‘Today.’

      ‘Jonny?’

      ‘Today.’

      ‘Ronan?’

      ‘Today.’

      ‘Alistair?’

      ‘When your people arrived at my flat today. That’s when I found out Alistair had died.’

      ‘What were your suspicions up to that point?’

      ‘None, really. Killing Glen Gordon first was clever. It made no sense. The connection to Jonny was tenuous. Quite a few racing folk suspected Jonny of being crooked, but he’d also had a bad result on the race. Ronan had pulled horses before, but it worried me when the deaths were linked to our yard.’

      Emma took a moment to process Eddie’s rapid responses.

      ‘But not enough to talk to anyone about it?’

      ‘I wanted no involvement. You knew I was leaving, and you were aware I hadn’t been happy and had history with Alistair. I just hoped to get out of there in one piece. Return to the old country.’

      ‘Which is actually Leeds.’

      Eddie briefly paused before he replied.

      ‘The only family I have left is in Leeds. A niece and her husband, but I do want to visit Ireland. My grandfather was Irish, so my ancestors were there. Look, I have alibis for the times when two of these murders occurred, and I was at a pal’s place which is too far away to be responsible for the other one. Concrete proof. I was at home this morning and didn’t even know Alistair was dead.’

      Ashley took over again.

      ‘Where were you for the first murder?’

      ‘I was at The Limes.’

      ‘The Wetherspoons in Fakenham?’

      ‘Yes. There’s CCTV all over the place. Made a bit of a fool of myself that night.’

      ‘I thought you stopped drinking.’

      ‘All the recent stress in the yard gave me a relapse. The barman will remember. I’d stayed at another pal’s when Jonny died. He’ll confirm that. I suspect I was chatting to the guy at the newspaper shop when Alistair was killed, if it occurred first thing.’

      Ashley glanced over at the solicitor, who had a confident expression on her face. Eddie kept his eyes on Ashley, poised for the next question. People generally didn’t lie so consistently for so long. Ashley would have to watch the interview again. There was going to be a lot of honesty mingled in with any deceit.

      ‘Would you have thought Buffy to be capable of all this?’

      Eddie huffed out a breath. ‘Not in a million years. How can her actions be okay? The punishment doesn’t fit the crime.’

      Ashley and Emma persisted for another hour, attempting to tie Eddie in knots, but he didn’t falter. If he was guilty of anything, they couldn’t prove it. They’d check his alibis, but, for now, he was free to go.
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      Ashley awoke the next morning at 4 a.m. and lay in bed with her brain whirring. The previous day, Buffy had seemingly vanished into thin air. Eddie had been released with instructions not to leave England. Barry had rung The Limes, but the assistant manager was too busy to trawl through their CCTV. He did confirm he’d seen a fair bit of Eddie lately. Barry managed to keep his cool and arranged for him and Ashley to go in at eight when they first opened for breakfast, when the manager who knew how the cameras worked would be there.

      Kurt, who might have been in danger, had eventually driven to his friend’s hotel, so was assumed safe if he featured on Buffy’s list. There had been no revelations at Nesmiths. Gerald said he would be there all day.

      Hamdam had also been put in a hotel. He confessed to Scott, who’d escorted him and with whom he’d developed a friendly relationship, that he’d always been a little wary of Buffy. When Scott had asked why, he’d admitted that her energy was part of the attraction, but there had been incidents of rage, including once throwing a cup of tea at the TV when they were watching a programme on pangolins. Perhaps The Taciturn Man scam had been the final straw that broke her psychologically, leading to her murderous behaviour.

      A night in a barn or outhouse somewhere wouldn’t have helped Buffy’s mental state. Ashley didn’t like what Eddie said about needing horses in your life once you’d fallen in love with them. Buffy might relish the idea of a show trial where she could spread her word about kindness to animals, but she might spend a year in prison waiting for it to start.

      Ashley disliked this stage of an investigation. The almost there, with the feeling they should already be there. What had they missed? Where had they made mistakes? She knew thinking like that would get her nowhere, so she got up and ran the hoover around.

      Seb would hopefully return in a couple of weeks. It would make her life easier if she kept on top of the housework, just in case a major investigation came up, but she’d never minded living in a bit of a mess. Growing up with a poorly functioning father had made dusting an irrelevance. Back when Barry had been dating her, he’d cheekily asked if her mind was as cluttered as her house. An audacious question, especially considering his nan cleaned and tidied their bungalow while he barely lifted a finger.

      While she was trying to remember if she owned a duster, thoughts surfaced of where Buffy might go if she’d given up all hope. At first, Ashley thought it would be somewhere with horses, but if Buffy’s plans were hazardous, she’d be nowhere near any. Their welfare would come before her escaping.

      Ashley drove to pick up Barry at seven thirty, her mind preoccupied with a nagging thought. Would Buffy head to Fakenham Racecourse?

      ‘Morning,’ said Barry, getting in. ‘I assume Buffy hasn’t been found.’

      ‘No, not yet. Did you watch the news last night?’

      ‘Yeah, she was all over it. The Sun newspaper’s front-page headline today is Fallen femme fatale fights fixers.’

      ‘Catchy.’

      ‘The reporters unearthed striking photographs of her in an evening dress from a ceremony where she was shortlisted for the Groom of the Year award.’

      ‘I expect Buffy has another unregistered phone and will have checked the headlines. She must know her face is the most wanted in the land.’

      ‘We’ll find her soon. Imagine harbouring her, then turning on the TV and finding what she’d been up to. They would need a large supply of toilet paper.’

      Ashley laughed.

      ‘Yeah, you’d certainly think twice about starting an argument with her. The BBC did us a service by kindly mentioning the guy who allowed Joanna Dennehy to hide in his house.’

      ‘Man, he was slammed by the judge. How many years was it?’

      ‘Three, for assisting an offender.’

      ‘I almost felt sorry for him. A triple killer appears at his gaff with a seven-foot-tall henchman and demands to stay. I thought his argument about having little choice was reasonable.’

      They drove in silence for a while, then Ashley mentioned she was wondering whether Buffy might head to Fakenham Racecourse.

      Barry appeared nonplussed.

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Well, she’s nearby, and it’s a horsey place with no horses. They’re only present when meetings are on.’

      ‘Does that mean the people there are at risk?’

      Ashley raised her eyebrows. ‘That’s a reasonable concern. I’ll give David a ring when they open to warn him to be vigilant.’

      ‘It’s funny you should mention him, because I’ve also been thinking.’

      ‘That was dangerous. You must be exhausted.’

      Barry chuckled. ‘I won’t be making a habit of it, but I couldn’t sleep. I got out of bed at two for a glass of water and something dawned on me. David seemed remarkably cool around those dead bodies at the course, saying he’d seen a few when he was peacekeeping in Cyprus.’

      ‘You’re right. What the hell does peacekeeping mean?’

      ‘It sounds like it might be to do with the military, so I asked Google which UK regiments were involved in operations in Cyprus.’

      ‘Not the Household Cavalry?’

      ‘The very same. I also realised Eddie Whelan has been completely in control all throughout this investigation. Cast-iron alibis, answers prepared, ambiguous to the point of perfection.’

      ‘Yes, and?’

      ‘He might well be in the clear unless we get a break with DNA or someone gives him up, whereas Buffy has actually been killing people, assuming it wasn’t David, of course.’

      ‘I bloody hope not. What are you saying exactly?’

      ‘Once you start murdering, there’s always a significant risk of being captured.’

      ‘Ah, I see. The UK’s finest, and by that I mean us, swing into action.’

      ‘Yes. Like in many of our investigations, as the pieces came together, we forced her hand. She more or less ran out of time, and now even escaping justice will be tricky, if not impossible, especially with no passport and her assets frozen.’

      ‘Get to the point.’

      ‘This forced behaviour is evidence of poor planning. Eddie’s too clever. He just wouldn’t get involved in that type of thing. Unless something went unexpectedly wrong.’

      ‘As I’ve said many times, our presence causes mistakes. We box the suspects in. Buffy’s plan would have been to make an example of Alistair or at least have him suffer, so his was always likely to be the final punishment.’

      ‘True. I went online surfing after all that tiring thinking. Read the newspapers. There were a few posts about how we should have stopped her quicker.’

      ‘They’re click-bait. Ignore them. If people have been planning to deceive us for months, and are prepared to commit the worst crimes possible, it’s going to take time, but the modern world demands instant gratification. Even the victims were lying to us in this case.’

      Ashley had parked at The Limes by then. There were already around ten people inside, despite it only being open for a few minutes. A group of workmen, an office type and a couple of pensioners sat in anticipation in the large room. Ashley liked the consistency of the pub chain. The interior featured classic decor with warm tones, exposed brickwork, and plenty of seating options. They didn’t serve alcohol until nine, so there was often a peaceful atmosphere for the first hour of opening when people came for breakfast.

      The manager was waiting and beckoned for them to come behind the bar. He took them through a succession of doors to a messy office where his computer was all ready to go. Ashley gave him a time and date, and, sure enough, Eddie appeared on the screen. His alibis for staying at various mates’ places had been confirmed the previous evening. So much for having no friends. After a minute of searching for the other date, they watched Eddie appear in The Limes approximately when Ronan was likely killed, although they had no exact time of death.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Barry. ‘He looks lively.’

      The manager, a tall, older chap with a large stomach and tattooed forearms, frowned.

      ‘I was working on one of these occasions. It was weird, actually.’

      ‘In what way?’

      ‘I’ve run this place for a long while. I remember Eddie in the past when he had problems with the drink. He became a morose drunk. Silent, maudlin, not lairy at all.’

      Ashley almost smiled. Eddie didn’t just want to be noticed; he wanted to be remembered.

      Barry was also onto it.

      ‘This isn’t the sort of establishment a recovering alcoholic generally hangs out.’

      ‘No, I’d not seen him for ages until the last few weeks.’

      Ashley watched the recordings again. It was a solid, manufactured alibi. Cocky little git, she thought, but in reality, was it a mistake? He knew to be in the pub, so he had to have been aware that something was occurring.

      ‘Thank you. We’ll need to take a copy of the recording.’

      ‘Of course. Glad to be of help. Terrible thing, these attacks. I saw the news about the killings. Surely you don’t think Eddie’s involved?’

      Ashley shrugged. ‘Did you ever see Buffy in here?’

      ‘The fleeing murderer? Not for years. It’s a small town, and she isn’t the type of woman you’d forget. I recall her popping in quite a few times with a friendly dark-skinned guy for a few months when they were first courting, who I heard she married.’

      Barry smiled. ‘What made her unforgettable?’

      ‘I saw her picture on the BBC last night. She hasn’t changed much, and we don’t get too many looking like that in here, but she was also a strong character. Kind of formidable.’

      Ashley shook his hand.

      ‘You’ve been a great help.’

      The manager beamed, obviously pleased to assist. ‘Do you fancy a bacon sandwich?’

      ‘No, thanks,’ said Ashley.

      ‘Yes, please,’ said Barry.

      Ashley rolled her eyes at him. She checked her watch. It was twenty-five minutes until the racecourse office opened. ‘Okay, that’s kind of you to offer. Can you make them quick?’

      ‘Five minutes.’

      When Ashley nipped to the loos, Barry tried to call the track, but nobody picked up. They took a seat and waited. Some members of the public moaned when they saw coppers walking into McDonald’s or eating fish and chips on the seafront in uniform, but the police were people, too. They also needed breaks and to use the toilets. What the vast majority of the population wanted was visual policing. There was no deterrent better than a pair of plods in uniform standing in the street or strolling through a shop or past a business.

      She made Barry get up and pay for the sandwiches, which he wasn’t overly happy doing. As they finished their meals, Ashley’s phone rang.

      ‘DI Knight.’

      ‘Hi, it’s Julietta.’

      ‘Morning. How can I help?’

      ‘I’ve found something which might be important.’

      Ashley swiftly moved to a quiet corner of the pub. ‘I’m all ears.’

      ‘Some of the stable staff didn’t want to talk to the police yesterday. They’re all loyal, but it played on their minds, and I’ve also remembered a detail, too. The morning of Tassy’s last race, Eddie rang in because he was feeling sick, but reckoned he would come in later. It was the first time he’d been ill in years, so I said not to worry, and he arrived at eleven.’

      ‘Did he appear unwell?’

      ‘A little, but, thinking back, maybe he was just tired or stressed. Apparently, the day before, he asked numerous lads to put forty-pound bets on Strike the Post the following afternoon. One girl said she knew Eddie headed to Norwich when he really fancied a punt. There are twelve bookmakers in the city alone. I reckon that’s where he went. He’d have visited all of them, putting the same forty-quid wager on.’

      ‘Why not do £240 at two different bookies and save all the walking around?’

      ‘I assume it’s because that level of betting sticks out to the traders. Most bookmakers have a fifty-quid limit where they have to refer the bet to head office. Forty pounds is under that, so even if it was referred, they’d probably still take it.’

      ‘And at odds of around twelve-to-one, it’s a worthwhile return. So it seems Eddie had a good day’s gambling.’

      ‘He cleaned up.’

      Ashley thanked her and rang Kettle. He spoke over her.

      ‘I was about to ring you. We’ve had two sightings.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘An elderly lady watched the news this morning. She believes she saw Buffy leaving The Works in Fakenham yesterday. She remembered the jodhpurs and riding boots Buffy was wearing, but the woman she spotted had a baseball cap pulled down low.’

      The Works was down the road from the pub. Ashley guessed it would open at nine. Ashley told Kettle of their concerns around Buffy returning to the racecourse and of Julietta telling her that Eddie had won more money that they thought when The Taciturn Man fell.

      ‘I think you’ve made a good assumption about Buffy there,’ said Kettle. ‘Another sighting of her was near Fakenham Golf Club this morning at eight. I have four units en route, two were at Nesmiths, and I’ll get a team to bring Eddie back to the station.’

      Ashley quickly updated Kettle with everything she’d discovered that morning, then she strode towards the pub’s exit.

      The golf course sat on the edge of the racecourse.
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      Barry caught up with Ashley in the car park.

      ‘What’s the rush?’

      ‘I was right. Buffy’s been seen near the racecourse. It’s likely she’s already there.’

      ‘What do you think she’s going to do?’

      ‘I dread to imagine, but do you remember what Kettle said at that meeting near the beginning of all this?’

      Barry’s lip curled. ‘About someone making a statement?’

      ‘Yes. She might be about to make one. Kettle is sending as many officers as possible. Luckily, there are numerous vehicles already in the area. He’s sending a car to pick up Eddie. That man has lied through his teeth to us about how much money he had on Strike the Post, which puts into doubt everything that’s come out of his mouth. We definitely want another word with him. Try ringing the racecourse again.’

      One of the receptionists picked up Barry’s call. He put her on loudspeaker.

      ‘Vicki Harper speaking.’

      ‘Hi, Vicki. DC Barry Hooper speaking. Is David there?’

      ‘I can see his car pulling in.’

      ‘I’ll be there in five minutes. Have him gather all the staff at the office. That includes the grounds team and any maintenance people you may have on site.’

      ‘May I ask why?’

      ‘I’ll explain when I arrive.’

      ‘Okay, will do.’

      Barry put his phone away. ‘Well, she at least sounded relaxed.’

      A few minutes later, Ashley drove down the entrance to the racecourse and swiftly passed the sports club, where folk appeared to be wandering around without concern. She parked on the road directly outside reception. An attractive lady with long brown hair and a worried face opened the door.

      ‘I’m Vicki. David has all the people we could find in the staff dining room behind me.’

      ‘Lead the way.’

      Ashley and Barry followed through an interior door and entered a compact canteen area. The room had been decorated for Christmas, with tinsel sparkling amongst pretty lights on an artificial green tree, but the festive colours were a stark contrast to the unease clinging to the air. David stood with his number two, Trudi. One of the groundsmen who she recognised was present, next to a woman in a blue business suit. David gestured towards her.

      ‘The only one you haven’t met is Sara Mills. She’s our Marketing and Operations Manager. She was talking to Stephen, the head groundsman, a few minutes ago about a conference next week, so I went to fetch him. He was working on a sunken patch in the grass of the members’ car park next to the new grandstand.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘He’s nowhere to be seen.’
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      Ashley glanced around at those present while she thought of the best way forward. She recalled Vicki was responsible for looking after those who stayed on the caravan part of the course.

      ‘How many are booked onto the site, Vicki?’

      ‘Only one campervan owned by elderly people. Two others left yesterday. Not surprisingly, the second murder caused cancellations. I suspect those who came don’t watch the news.’

      ‘I’m not so sure nowadays. There are some ghoulish folk about.’

      ‘True, but I’ve still been putting them on the pitches furthest away from the stands.’

      ‘Good thinking. I assume Stephen was wearing his green overalls as usual?’

      ‘Yes.’

      David had a worried expression. ‘Is Stephen in danger?’

      He appeared extremely concerned about his head groundsman, but she had to ask.

      ‘What regiment were you in when peacekeeping in Cyprus?’

      David frowned. ‘The Royal Irish Hussars. A cavalry regiment, long gone now.’

      ‘Swords and horses?’

      David’s eyes narrowed.

      ‘It only occurred to me yesterday I might fit the bill of Jonny’s murderer, but I can assure you, I was tucked up in bed with my wife that morning. We have CCTV in my house, so it would show me turning the downstairs alarm off at seven.’

      ‘I never suspected you for a minute, but we’ll still need to view it.’

      David didn’t look convinced.

      Barry had been peering out of the window. ‘So, you’re saying there shouldn’t be anybody on the track or near the buildings?’

      David stood next to him. ‘Yes, although there are painters arriving soon, and maintenance is scheduled for the toilets.’

      Ashley heard sirens, which rapidly became louder.

      ‘Okay, David, come with me. The rest of you, stay in the office until you’re told otherwise. More officers will be here shortly.’

      Ashley, Barry and David walked through the reception and stepped outside as two marked police cars arrived. A black Focus was already parked behind her car. DC Parnell was climbing out of it.

      ‘Morning, ma’am. Seems we keep getting pulled back here.’

      Ashley told him what she knew, and he soon suspected what she did.

      ‘What would she do with a hostage?’

      ‘I’m not sure, but she might not be thinking straight, and we know she’s capable of horrific acts. I’d like you to control the entrances. Turn everyone around apart from our people. David will take Barry and me on a tour of the course. There can’t be too many places to keep someone captive.’

      ‘Apologies, ma’am, but wouldn’t you be better taking at least one uniform with you, just in case?’

      Ashley made a note to see if Parnell wanted to join MIT, but before she could alter her plans, a small racing-yellow Fiat Abarth 500 zipped up the road in their direction.

      David cursed next to her. ‘What’s she doing here?’

      ‘Who is it?’

      ‘Donna. She’s a pushy reporter from the Eastern Daily Press.’

      The car screeched to a halt. A young woman in jeans and a thick jumper leapt out of the vehicle.

      Parnell strode towards her. ‘You need to return the way you came.’

      ‘I received a call telling me to be here for something dramatic.’

      ‘That’s irrelevant. Back in your car.’

      Donna stood her ground. ‘I could see what the problem was as I approached.’

      She raised a finger and pointed up and to the left of the officers. Ashley’s gaze snapped upwards, her throat tightening. A petite woman, clad in jodhpurs, riding boots and a baseball cap, was standing behind a man wearing green overalls.

      Her hand rested on the back of his shoulder, a gesture that held him precariously close to the tower’s edge.
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      Ashley’s mind quickly shuffled through the faces of those who’d been killed. None had deserved the end they’d met, which put Stephen in mortal peril. She turned to David.

      ‘Any chance Stephen is involved?’

      A flicker of shock crossed his face, which was rapidly replaced by a steely glare. ‘I’ve known that man for over two decades.’

      ‘Have you seen him talking to Buffy when racing has been on?’

      David rubbed his chin. ‘Once, actually. At the last meeting.’

      Ashley scowled as she tried to insert Stephen into the web of deceit.

      David’s gaze remained on her. He straightened his back. ‘I’d stake my life on him being innocent.’

      ‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.’

      She waved Donna over, who already had her phone in her hand.

      ‘Was the phone call you received from a well-spoken woman?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Ashley knew the reporter would be one click from pressing record. What was about to happen might be extremely unpleasant.

      ‘No recording. Nothing to be released until I say.’

      ‘You can’t stop me taking a video.’

      ‘I can,’ said David. ‘This is private property, Donna. I have every right to ask you to leave.’

      Parnell opened Donna’s car door and indicated for her to get in. Donna crossed her arms, then reluctantly stamped towards her vehicle.

      ‘Wait,’ said Ashley. ‘Stay, if you agree nothing gets released without DCI Kettle’s permission.’

      ‘Agreed.’

      Barry had stepped away from the group to make a call, but Ashley heard him asking Control for a negotiator. One arriving would take time.

      Ashley had no choice but to approach the metal-sheet-covered tower.

      ‘Parnell, control the entrance. Send Barry over when he’s finished. David, come with me.’

      A light wind blew Ashley’s jacket open as she walked towards the tall green structure, which was higher than a two-storey house.

      ‘Tell me about inside the tower.’

      David talked in almost a whisper.

      ‘It has four levels, plus the roof where they’re standing, all accessible from the rear via those stairs. That’s the only way up or down.’

      ‘Will anybody else be in there now?’

      ‘No, the entrance gate at the bottom should be locked. Only Stephen and I have a key.’

      Ashley noticed the building had the type of stairs that apartments had in American movies. She had a sense of it being like a castle. With gantries at every level, a tactical unit wouldn’t be able to storm the tower before Buffy acted.

      ‘I don’t suppose Stephen’s a black belt in anything.’

      David glumly shook his head as more sirens sounded in the distance.

      ‘He’s ruthless with a chocolate digestive. Sorry, no time for jokes.’

      A gentle rain fell, and the clouds darkened. When Ashley was twenty metres away, she could still see Stephen’s bald head, but Buffy was out of sight. Ashley needed to know her state of mind.

      ‘Buffy, it’s DI Ashley Knight.’

      The wind whistled as it found its way around the structure. Ashley was about to shout again when she heard unintelligible shouts from above. She guessed Buffy was warning Stephen not to do anything stupid. His head disappeared, then Buffy peered down.

      ‘Talk to me, Buffy.’

      ‘I hoped it would be you who came.’

      ‘Why is that?’

      ‘I think you understand why I did what I was forced to do.’

      Ashley wasn’t sure about that, but keeping communication lines open was the first thing they taught at negotiator training. Ashley’s course had been a long time ago, but she remembered enough to know her task was to keep Buffy and Stephen alive until a specialist came. Kettle would be involved by now. His assessment would be to send snipers with long range lenses, too, in case words didn’t work.

      Ashley took a few deep breaths. The situation couldn’t be more precarious. One mistake, and someone would surely die.

      ‘Can you let Stephen go? He doesn’t need to be up there.’

      Ashley’s heartbeat picked up under Buffy’s unwavering stare. The silence stretched, thick with unspoken menace, before Buffy gave a curt, sombre nod.

      ‘You’re right. Make your way up here. Only you. Then I’ll send Stephen down.’

      Buffy’s face disappeared from view.

      David stepped forward to see Ashley’s face clearly. His eyebrows rose at her shocked expression. She ran through her options, liking none of them. Instinctively, she suspected she was out of time to make a choice.

      Barry arrived and stood beside her.

      ‘What’s going on?’

      Ashley gave him the calmest look she could manage.

      ‘I’m heading up.’
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      Barry’s face twisted in anger, and his words were snarled.

      ‘The hell you are.’

      ‘She wants to swap me for Stephen.’

      ‘No way. Wait for the negotiator, or, better still, the tactical unit. One bang and it’s over.’

      ‘That’s why I need to go up. She’s no fool. It’s obvious we’d call for backup, and that would include a marksman. We must keep her talking. Stall whatever it is she has planned.’

      Barry looked far from happy.

      ‘Can’t you do that from down here?’

      ‘No. Stephen’s going to be petrified. He might panic.’

      ‘He’ll have to take his chances.’

      David cleared his throat. ‘Stephen’s a brave guy, but he’s got suspect knees.’

      ‘What’s it like up there?’ asked Ashley.

      ‘There’s a rail, but I doubt it would withstand someone if they were pushed.’

      Ashley glanced back at the tower. Her stomach churned as she imagined the fall, the sickening impact, the broken bones, the internal bleeding. Even though grass lay below, survival was unlikely.

      Buffy’s voice drifted down again.

      ‘You have thirty seconds to start your ascent, or Stephen won’t be coming down via the stairs.’

      Ashley raised her chin.

      Barry shook his head. ‘I’ll go.’

      ‘Right, with de-escalation being your forte.’

      ‘Why is his life worth more than yours?’

      ‘Because we’re police. I have the experience and the negotiating skills to get through to Buffy. To persuade her to surrender. Ideally, we bring her in alive, but our priority is to protect the public, and that includes Stephen. Trust me. I’ll be fine. Have the snipers set up out of view and prepared to shoot if she poses a direct threat.’

      ‘Ashley!’

      Ashley steeled herself.

      ‘Buffy has ended lives and just threatened to take Stephen’s, so this ends now. One way or another.’
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      Ashley marched forward with Barry growling at her to be careful. A lock lay open next to a gate that led up the back of the tower. The steps were metal with a protective grille, so there was no risk of falling out sideways. They felt solid as she edged up them.

      Ashley forced herself to take a deep breath. She was out of sight from Buffy at the top of the building, so she rolled her head, stretched her shoulders, and flexed her arms. At the next gantry, she crouched, then took a couple of large lunges. Before she climbed the final set of stairs, she touched her toes twice and removed her suit jacket, which she dropped on the floor. If there was a tussle, she didn’t want to pull a muscle or be restricted.

      She licked her lips. It had been a long time since she’d ever had to fight anyone. Since her time in Uniform. Ashley had lost her last scrap, with the huge, drunken woman falling on top of her.

      The last stairway contained only six steps. After the first one, she could observe the flat roof in its entirety. Stephen was kneeling with his hands on his head. Buffy held a small weapon of some kind at the back of his neck. She smiled at Ashley. Calm and fully in control. Displaying a grin more chilling than the sharp wind.

      Ashley mounted the last few steps where the breeze immediately made its presence known.

      ‘You can let him go now.’

      ‘Skirt around the edge. We’ll swap positions, then he can go down.’

      ‘Okay.’

      Ashley circled around the roof and tried not to look down. Stephen cringed in agony as he was forced to shuffle forward on his knees. By the time Ashley had reached the other side, he’d stood next to the steps. He stared at Ashley, who nodded at him to leave.

      Just Buffy remained.

      Ashley’s gaze dropped to the glinting silver object between Buffy’s fingers.

      Buffy opened her hand.

      ‘It’s a nail file. Admittedly with a fine edge. Shame I threw my hammer in the Wensum. I even had a gun for a while, but it’s been that type of week.’

      ‘Come on, Buffy. Let’s go down. You’ll get your message to the public.’

      ‘It seems I’m out of options. How long do I have?’

      ‘For what?’

      ‘Don’t piss me off.’ She hooked a thumb over her shoulder. ‘Until I get shot.’

      ‘Thirty minutes. Maybe less.’

      ‘My guess is five, so we’ll need to be quick.’

      A violent shiver racked Ashley’s body, the cold biting through her flimsy blouse.

      ‘What made you do it, Buffy? Alistair, I could perhaps fathom, but not the rest.’

      Buffy poked the nail file in Ashley’s direction.

      ‘That is why you’re here. I have to explain. That’s also why I called Donna. The world needs to understand.’

      ‘Understand what?’

      ‘That horses are perfect, beautiful creatures. They must be respected. Scum like Alistair can’t be allowed to get away with their hustles. He had to be punished. So did the others.’

      ‘Even Glen?’

      Buffy edged closer to Ashley. When Buffy closed her eyes for a moment, Ashley shuffled backwards. She could see Buffy’s eyes were red when she reopened them.

      ‘That was where it all went wrong. Right at the beginning. I only planned to injure Glen with that hammer. Like I did with the guy in Tadcaster. To put him in hospital, then leak a letter to the press about why he was there. He wasn’t supposed to die. That was only Alistair’s fate.’

      ‘What went wrong?’

      ‘For one brief moment, I lost all control. Glen became the focus of my rage.’ Buffy huffed out a breath. ‘That moment of weakness has brought us both here.’

      ‘Why did you want to hurt Glen at all?’

      ‘Because he must have known what was going on. Exposing his involvement would ruin Fiona.’

      ‘I’m not sure Fiona was honest with Glen about Tassy’s medical condition before the race.’

      Buffy shifted her weight, a subtle change in her stance that betrayed at least some inner turmoil. ‘Oh.’

      ‘You arranged to meet Jonny as well that night.’

      ‘Yes. I explained that one of the rule-breakers had already been punished. I showed him Glen’s body, but Glen’s eyes were open. He was clearly dead. The plan was for Jonny to see what happened to those who didn’t play their part in bringing Alistair to justice, but Jonny must have guessed he was next. He ran away before I could explain. All I wanted from Jonny was his help in getting Alistair somewhere quiet so I could do what needed to be done. The snow was so heavy I lost sight of him. I hid thinking he would come back to his car, but he never returned to it, and then the police arrived.’

      For a moment, Ashley forgot the cold. Her mind was totally focused on the investigation.

      ‘I don’t understand. It was you who arranged for the police to come by using Tim’s recording.’

      Buffy tried to smile, but a grizzled sneer appeared. She spat out the words.

      ‘Jonny and I should have been long gone. I wanted Glen found. Ironically, when I planned it, I was worried Glen might have died out in the cold. The idea was Jonny would have seen the news the next day about the police arriving. Known he was close to having been caught. I promised him money, but I also wanted him scared of me, so he’d do exactly what I said.’

      ‘Then you saw Frank. Why did you hang around long enough for him to reach the parade ring?’

      ‘I had to stay to see if Jonny was captured. The other officer almost saw me, so I crept up on Frank. I did a better job on him, which then meant Jonny and I could slip away. But I knew Jonny was weak. With Glen dead, he was going to give me up sooner rather than later, even if it meant losing his licence.’

      ‘So you killed him.’

      A mightier gust buffeted them both. Ashley gasped as it cut straight through her.

      Buffy had crouched slightly. She appeared focused, but there was a hint of madness in her watering eyes.

      ‘Yes,’ she said without any feeling. ‘Fate had already dealt the jockey a harsh hand, but I needed to distract you. Complicate things.’ Buffy scoffed. ‘I must admit, it’s annoying.’

      ‘What is?’

      ‘You working it out. Coming to my house. Trapping me up here. Even with my mistake with Glen, I was so close to escaping.’

      ‘You came up here.’

      Buffy snarled her reply. ‘I still planned to make a getaway after Donna recorded me up here holding my hostage at the edge. I’d have gone on the run. I’m a resourceful woman. Somehow I’d have got out of this country.’

      Ashley doubted it. ‘Perhaps Eddie would have helped you.’

      Buffy opened her mouth, words forming on her tongue, ready to unleash the truth. But then, she paused. Her face softened as she chose to keep whatever secret it was she had almost revealed.

      ‘I’ll miss Eddie. I hope he likes it back in Leeds.’

      Ashley desperately wanted to probe further but hoped Buffy was calming down, maybe even seeing sense. She wondered if Eddie and her had been working as a team, with Eddie being a diversion until Buffy could escape.

      Ashley considered the man who’d just left the roof.

      ‘Surely you weren’t intending to push Stephen off?’

      Buffy hesitated, a brief moment of doubt before a stubborn glint entered her eyes.

      ‘I hadn’t made up my mind.’

      Ashley licked her lips as she realised just how precarious her situation was.

      ‘There are still choices now.’

      ‘Not for me there aren’t. I want you to tell Donna why I did it. Explain my motivations. Let the planet know putting animals in danger has consequences. Tell them of my fury when I saw how those poor horses in Egypt were treated. Apologise to my husband. Ask him to keep up the demanding work. Do you agree?’

      The quiet rumble of powerful engines echoed through the stillness, growing louder as they approached. Buffy turned around and walked to the railing. She stared past the sports club to observe a large black van with a smaller four-by-four behind it. While Buffy’s back was to her, Ashley had the chance to escape. To clatter down the stairs. She shifted towards Buffy, choosing to remain on the roof.

      ‘Why don’t you tell the world? Explain to your husband in person. Nobody else has to die.’

      Buffy rested her fingers on the railing, but twisted her head to look back at Ashley.

      ‘In a way, I’ve won. I’m all over the Internet. Those responsible have been punished. Fewer people will take horses for granted, at least in this country. It wasn’t for nothing.’

      ‘We’ll go downstairs together. I’ll come with you to the station. Have your say on tape.’

      ‘Then what? Jail? For the rest of my days?’

      ‘Write your story from prison. Put it all in print. Every detail, every emotion, every reason that led you to this point. People will have some understanding about what drove you to do what you did. My boss called them statement killings. You’ve sent a message that there’s no place in sport for cheats. Drive that message home. Make everyone understand. Make them remember.’

      Buffy jerked fully around and, before Ashley could react, she’d closed the gap between them to less than a metre.

      ‘Killing you would make a statement.’

      Ashley didn’t flinch.

      ‘Letting me go would be a stronger one.’

      ‘To show mercy.’

      ‘To show you aren’t crazy. You want to protect horses, I protect people. What would be the point in hurting me? We want the same thing. A fairer, kinder world.’

      Buffy’s grimace relaxed. A smile threatened to creep onto her face.

      ‘You’re good at your job, but there are no horses behind bars.’

      ‘Please, Buffy! Listen to what I’m saying.’

      Buffy backed up to the railing and lithely stepped over it. She stared at Ashley, then glanced up into the grey swirling clouds above her. Her lips moved, but Ashley didn’t hear whether it was a prayer or a curse.

      Ashley took half a step forward. If she reached over the rail and grabbed Buffy, could she pull the more powerful and heavier woman back if she went over? Wrestle with her on the floor until help came? She suspected Barry would have edged towards the tower, tiptoed up the steps, and was on the level below.

      Buffy cried out. ‘But there have to be horses in heaven.’

      Ashley thought Buffy was going to fall backwards, but instead, she turned around. Ashley imagined the terrified crowd staring up.

      Buffy spread her arms like wings, then she was gone.
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      Barry’s head emerged from the stairwell as a long scream pierced the air. Ashley suspected it was from the onlookers, rather than Buffy, who had been grimly determined.

      ‘Are you all right?’ asked Barry, climbing onto the roof.

      ‘Yes. Mostly just cold.’

      ‘Let’s get you out of here.’

      Ashley rubbed her hands to warm them up.

      ‘No, we need to finish this. Tie up the investigation, then back to the office.’

      Barry held out his hand, which she took, and he helped her down the steps off the roof, collecting her jacket on the way. He insisted on going first in case she slipped. When she reached the ground, the scene at the bottom surprised her. There had to be a hundred people gathered around. Nearly all were in uniform, but the staff had found their way out of the building.

      Most of those present stood with their eyes fixed on the crumpled figure on the grass. Paramedics were working on the body. A stretcher waited to whisk Buffy to A&E, but Ashley sensed they were going through the motions.

      Barry tore his gaze away.

      ‘What did she say to you? I couldn’t catch anything with the wind whistling.’

      ‘She tried to explain.’

      He tutted. ‘Murderous nutter.’

      Ashley half listened as Barry moved the civilian spectators back into the office. Radios crackled and officers shouted as the police operation clicked into gear. Parnell was in the background explaining to a sergeant from Tactical that it was over.

      Ashley cast one last glance at Buffy as she was raised onto a stretcher, then looked beyond her. The racecourse stretched into the distance.

      In her head, she heard the roar of the crowd as she pictured galloping horses charging up to the finishing line. Over a century of history. Past glories. Long forgotten victories. The sounds and the images faded away.

      With the emergency services in full flow, it wasn’t a peaceful place, but it would be later. There would be other ghosts present then. Both human and equine.

      Perhaps Buffy had ended up where she belonged.
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          MONDAY 16TH DECEMBER

        

      

    

    
      Four days had passed since Buffy’s suicide. Ashley gathered her team in the main meeting room. Her hair was up, and her shoes polished in preparation for an appointment with Kettle and Detective Superintendent Grave. Kettle had let slip she was up for a bravery award and to dress smartly.

      ‘Looking lovely, boss,’ said Emma as she strode in.

      ‘Why, too kind, sweet lady.’

      Ashley had brought cakes and soft drinks as a small thank you for all the hard work. Sal’s hands were the first to hover over one of the boxes when everyone had arrived.

      His eyes lifted suspiciously to hers. ‘Are we being fired?’

      Ashley nodded. ‘Just you are.’

      ‘Ah, well,’ he replied, triumphantly raising an eclair. ‘My wife will be pleased.’

      ‘Only kidding. I wanted to say I appreciate everyone’s extra efforts in the Fakenham Races case.’

      Hector was staring into the box of Dunkin’ Donuts as though he’d been passed a selection of dead mice to choose from. He selected one with pink icing and handled it carefully.

      ‘Did West Yorkshire police find Eddie in Leeds?’ he asked.

      ‘Nope. They located the niece and spoke to her.’

      Ashley took a bite of caramel crunch cheesecake and watched in horror as a piece of cream slipped from it. Luckily, it landed on the edge of the table as opposed to her navy trousers.

      Hector shook his head and sighed. ‘And?’

      ‘She last saw him about ten years ago.’

      Barry almost spat out his mouthful of donut. ‘No way. He’s deceived us again.’

      ‘It seems so. We don’t have anywhere else to focus on, except perhaps Ireland which he mentioned wanting to visit, and that’s a large, sparsely populated country. Kettle has issued a police bulletin stating we want to speak to him, and there’ll be an item on the TV tonight and in this weekend’s newspapers. Maybe someone will give up his location.’

      Barry chuckled. ‘He probably deliberately told Caroline about that Leeds stuff after hearing about us struggling to locate Tim Doyle in Ireland.’

      ‘Yep,’ said Ashley. ‘Eddie could be anywhere.’

      ‘Great,’ replied Barry. ‘Got any better news?’

      ‘A few pieces. I spoke to William Brazil earlier. The BHA has brought charges against both Kurt and Fiona for causing significant prejudice to the integrity and good reputation of the sport. They’ll receive hefty fines.’

      ‘Deservedly so,’ said Jan.

      Ashley grinned at those in the room. ‘And do you remember Buster?’

      Barry nodded. ‘Ally Williamson’s mum’s hound.’

      ‘You’ve adopted him,’ said Zelda gleefully, no doubt thinking of the playful but old and chubby Labrador.

      ‘No, I wouldn’t be at home enough for that to be fair. His owner is too frail for long walks and is even struggling with feeding and letting him out, but a vacancy came up for a ferocious guard dog after their last one passed away.’

      Hector guessed the location. ‘The Nesmiths Racing Stable.’

      ‘Correct. Julietta loved the idea when I rang her. She seemed upbeat. The community has really rallied around. Offers of help, cheap feed, and more horses to train. She’s hopeful she can make the yard a success.’

      Emma tutted. ‘Any future away from Alistair should be brighter.’

      Ashley had to agree. ‘Julietta prefers to remember him fondly, as a man who lost his way. Otherwise, the bitter truth is that she wasted twenty years of her life with a criminal. She’s still furious at him for putting her beloved horses at risk.’

      Morgan licked his lips after demolishing a doughnut in seconds. No cream spilled. ‘What about that letter? Is Kettle going to try to squash it?’

      Before her passing, Buffy had written and posted a letter to Sky News telling them of her motivations, her dreams, and more or less why she did it. The company had been decent enough to contact MIT before they published. Kettle had asked for a day to respond, being tempted to encourage them to drop it. He didn’t want to give succour to murderers.

      ‘I’ll receive confirmation at a meeting later,’ replied Ashley. ‘It seems Buffy will get her say. I’ve seen the contents. It’s rambling and incoherent at times. She had a troubled mind near the end, which goes some way to explaining what she did and why.’

      Zelda had resisted the cake products. ‘We’re such animal lovers that she isn’t the first who’s killed to save an innocent creature. I find it odd she worked in the industry. Animals shouldn’t be raised for sport or food in my opinion.’

      Barry scowled. ‘Said by a true veggie.’

      ‘At least my dinner plate doesn’t have blood on it.’

      Barry rolled his eyes. ‘Haven’t you got a cat?’

      ‘So?’

      ‘Aren’t they pointless and unnecessary critters?’

      ‘If there was a fire, I’d save Miss Bubbles before you.’

      ‘Nice. My point is, you believe you’re up there on the moral high ground, but consider this. Animal lovers like you often adore cats. They’re lovely, but having one in a city or busy town isn’t much different from having it play Russian roulette each evening with the traffic. It’s cruel. Not to mention the over two million tonnes of fish products consumed by the cat-food industry when, globally, one in eleven people go to bed with their bellies rumbling every night.’

      ‘It’s not the same.’

      Hector cleared his throat. ‘I can see where he’s going with this. Think about farming for all our lovely vegetables. About a third of global food production needs livestock to produce manure. Do you think those animals live happy lives? You and I are always eating avocados and soybean products, too. Extensive farming leads to the clearance of land. It’s a massive driver of deforestation in South America and South East Asia, causing the displacement and death of loads of adorable furry things through the destruction of the natural habitat they rely upon.’

      Zelda leaned forward in her seat.

      ‘It’s different when animals are used for entertainment.’

      Zelda appeared as if she had lost at least part of that argument, so she settled for giving Barry the finger.

      ‘As much as I hate to say it,’ said Hector, ‘Hoops is right. We all consume the planet’s resources.’

      Barry briefly frowned, knowing Hector was being facetious with his nickname, but he still mimed a basketball shot. ‘He shoots, he scores. The guy’s a machine!’

      Hector shook his head, but continued. ‘I was chatting on the phone to Jenny about horse racing last night. She belonged to a debating society when she did her A levels, and they discussed the use of animals by humans at length. Animal sacrifice remains a practice in various cultures. It can be integral to their traditions and beliefs, but it’s not always humane. Having said that, we still shouldn’t tell people to change their ways to ours.’

      Zelda frowned. ‘Why not, if it’s cruel? Anyway, I was talking about making horses run around a track.’

      ‘Racing is woven into the fabric of our heritage, as many sports are for countless other nations. Naturally, like bullfighting, the more extreme pastimes eventually drop away as societies change, but animals are pivotal to the daily lives of most poor communities. Believing modern religions and practices are better than older, less developed ones is often harmful. That kind of thinking can create division, promote racism, and stems from a history of colonialism.’

      Zelda crossed her arms.

      Barry scratched his head. ‘I’ve no idea what that meant, but no wonder lover-boy here has it bad. Birdbrain has found himself a bird with a brain.’

      Hector merely gave him a superior smile. ‘I will admit it’s lovely to have a girlfriend with whom I can enjoy these types of discussions in a reasonable balanced way, without someone calling me a liberal jerk for having a modern enlightened view of society.’

      ‘Hey, that wasn’t me.’ Barry looked around the table. ‘I called him a virtue-signalling pecker-head.’

      ‘So, what’s the answer to all this?’ asked Jan.

      Hector shrugged. ‘Have an opinion. Try to educate and persuade others in a peaceful manner. If you’re right, eventually you’ll win the argument.’

      Ashley smiled at Hector with pride.

      Emma was grinning, too. ‘So, it is girlfriend now, is it?’

      Hector blushed. ‘I think so.’

      As the team filed out, Ashley’s thoughts turned to Eddie ‘The Whip’ Whelan. Whip-smart. Ashley doubted he’d killed anyone, but it was likely he had fanned Buffy’s flames, or helped her by confusing their investigation. She suspected Buffy didn’t know about Eddie profiting from the scam, or he might have been a target himself.

      Maybe Eddie manipulated Buffy to finally have his revenge on Alistair, but there wasn’t much Ashley could do about proving that now, even if he could be found. She recalled the anonymous winning betting accounts with Jonny, Mr Smith and Mr Jones, and suspected they were his. Eddie was most likely a wealthy man.

      She imagined him on the back of a horse, a glorious sunset behind him. Perhaps in the wilds of rural Ireland. A backwater where the news and TV didn’t matter, only horses did, and those who adored them. Eddie would be living his dream.

      It seemed he’d outsmarted them all.
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          CHRISTMAS EVE

        

      

    

    
      Barry plumped up the cushions behind his nan. She sleepily opened her eyes and smiled at him. Her gaze drifted over his shoulder to the sparkling decorations on the tree, many of which were new.

      ‘Thanks, Barry, love. You’ve done a wonderful job, which isn’t like you. We’ll have a smashing day tomorrow.’

      ‘There were tatty ornaments, half the old baubles were damaged, and only a third of the bulbs still worked, so I’ve retired them after years of sterling service.’

      ‘I hope you haven’t thrown away my favourites from when you were young.’

      ‘Of course not, although I did hide a few at the back.’

      A bony arthritic hand reached out to take his. The room was warm, but her skin was cold to the touch.

      ‘Nothing to do with your friend coming?’

      ‘She hasn’t confirmed either way yet.’

      ‘Are we second best?’

      ‘Not at all. I just didn’t want her being on her own if her plans fell through.’

      ‘That’s kind of you.’

      ‘Kind is my new middle name.’

      Despite being exhausted, his nan managed a long chuckle. She knew Barry better than anyone and understood exactly what he was like.

      ‘You have feelings for this girl, don’t you?’

      ‘Cup of tea?’

      She squeezed his hand again, then pulled hers back under the blanket.

      ‘I’m glad I got to see it.’

      ‘See what?’

      ‘You fall for someone. Not get your own way. Have to put effort in.’

      ‘Or would you prefer coffee?’

      ‘I’ll be gone soon. Don’t be on your own, son. Settle down. Build a future.’

      Barry couldn’t imagine life without his grandmother. Despite his bravado, he understood he would lead an emptier, lonelier existence.

      ‘No more talk like that.’

      A sigh escaped her lips. ‘Coffee, then.’

      The doctor had visited two days earlier. He’d spoken to Barry outside before he left, saying his nan’s time was short. It was just old age, and, in many ways, a good end. He suspected she would simply nod off and not wake.

      After he’d gone, and Barry was making her comfortable, his nan had calmly insisted she wasn’t in any pain, and had only displayed any emotion when he’d asked her to tell him if she wanted to go to the hospital. She was adamant she would not be messed around with. Spend her last days being operated on. Fate had mostly been kind to her. Looking after Barry all these years had been a blessing.

      Barry left the room and put the kettle on. He picked up his mobile and took a deep breath. He’d texted Ashley the previous evening, and she’d mentioned Seb was scheduled to arrive yesterday, but numerous issues at the airport had delayed him. If he hadn’t landed by midday today, it would be Boxing Day when he arrived. The clock told him it was 4 p.m.

      Ashley picked up after one ring. He imagined her waiting for Seb’s call, not his.

      ‘Afternoon, Barry. I thought you’d be peeling veg.’

      ‘Does that mean you’re coming?’

      ‘I’m not sure what’s happened to Seb. He emailed to say everything that could go wrong had gone wrong, including breaking his phone. The message I received yesterday was from someone’s Mexican Gmail account, but he was confident he’d be back in time. I’m a bit worried. He should have been here by now.’

      Barry felt his hopes rising. Maybe Christmas Day with a new improved Barry would let her see how he’d changed. She had nice presents to open and more turkey, beer and wine to work through than a mid-sized restaurant.

      ‘We’ll be glad to have you if you’re free.’

      ‘When should I arrive tomorrow?’

      ‘The turkey will be done around one, so any time before that.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘Look, Ashley. I wanted to apologise for my behaviour the last month or so. I’ve been sharp, rude, possibly even unprofessional.’

      ‘Never.’ He could hear Ashley stifling a laugh.

      ‘I’m going to change.’

      ‘It’s fine, Barry. You’ve had a lot on, with your nan, and some tough cases. Let’s focus on what lies ahead.’

      He heard a knocking noise from Ashley’s end of the line. Then the sound of a door opening, and a gruff voice saying ‘Merry Christmas’.

      ‘Sorry, Barry. He’s arrived.’

      He could detect the excitement in her tone, joy even.

      ‘Ah, no problem. Enjoy whatever you’re up to.’

      ‘Will do. You, too, and I really appreciate you inviting me over. It was sweet.’

      Barry’s reply was softly spoken.

      ‘Merry Christmas.’

      ‘Merry Christmas, Hoops!’

      Cheeky cow, thought Barry as he cut the call. He made two cups of coffee with a heavy heart. His nan had hers in a plastic beaker now because she struggled with the weight of a porcelain cup. He trudged towards the lounge and tried to put energy into his voice.

      ‘Just me and you tomorrow, Nan, after all. We’ll be able to spend the day in our pyjamas.’

      It was a standing joke that she wouldn’t ever be caught out of bed like that. He rested the coffee on her little table and saw her eyes were closed again. A slight peeping sound escaped from her nose as she breathed.

      He stared down at the pile of presents next to the tree. Most of which had Ashley’s name on them. He realised he’d never felt so disappointed in his entire life.

      What made it worse was the bitter truth. He only had himself to blame.
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      Ashley put the phone down and gave Seb a big hug. Her nose twitched as the thick white beard pressed against it.

      ‘I was almost making other plans.’

      ‘I’m so sorry. I had a plane delayed, then a flight was scrapped. My mobile fell out of my pocket and the screen froze, hence the email. Then there were issues with baggage reclaim today.’

      ‘If you’re supposed to be Santa, it’s a poor effort. Doesn’t he have a red suit?’

      ‘The beard was all I could find at short notice. I thought it would be nice for you to see how I’d look when I retire.’

      Ashley chuckled, but she wondered at his choice of words.

      ‘I can’t wait. Hey, I’ve still got the magazine from Sunday’s newspaper. They have those adverts selling grey trousers that look like they’re made out of Kevlar.’

      ‘I was hoping an olive-coloured pair would already be part of the enormous collection of presents I’m expecting in the morning.’

      Ashley smiled, knowing a Christmas full of banter and fun would be her gift.

      ‘I’m your present. You don’t need anything else.’

      Seb reached down and gently kissed her. ‘I am going to retire.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’m committed to the African story in the new year, but I’ll be finished by April, and I should be able to fly back once a month anyway, but that’s it.’

      Ashley gave him a coquettish smile.

      ‘What’s brought this on?’

      ‘You know what, or at least I hope you do.’ The playful twinkle in his eyes faded, morphing to a serious expression. ‘I was thinking, and hoping, we had something special going on. There are jobs in Europe I could do, or maybe I’ll take a break for a while. My parents have given me a sizeable lump sum as part of their inheritance planning, so I’m in no rush. Perhaps I’ll get a job at B&Q.’

      ‘We really will need to buy you those trousers.’

      Seb laughed.

      ‘That’s if you feel the same.’

      She pointed above the door through to the stairs, grabbed his hand and pulled him under the mistletoe she’d hung there. He stared down at her, nervously awaiting her thoughts.

      She gazed up at him, allowing the seconds to tick by. She relented and whispered her reply.

      ‘I do.’
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        MORE FROM ROSS GREENWOOD

      

      

      Another book from Ross Greenwood, The Village Killer, is available to order now here:

      https://mybook.to/VillageKillerBackAd
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      Thank you for reading! Don't forget to leave a review and share on social media to help spread the word. Your support means so much to us and our authors!
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            MORE FROM  ROSS GREENWOOD

          

        

      

    

    
      We hope you enjoyed reading Death at Fakenham Races. If you did, please leave a review. If you’d like to gift a copy, this book is available to purchase in paperback, hardback, large print and audio.

      

      
        
        The Village Killer, a gripping return for Ross Greenwood’s DI Barton , is available to buy now by clicking on the image below. Or read on for an exclusive extract…
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        Chapter One

        THE VILLAGE KILLER

      

      

      
        
        After the headlights die, my only company is the idle growl of the engine. The tension ratchets up, like a noose around a neck, but not my neck. I won’t need to wait long. Sandy remains a creature of predictable routine, even though she has secrets now. Her recent metamorphosis was a profound surprise to me, but, thinking back, it shouldn’t have been. She always was a star, so this is merely a phoenix rising from the ashes.

        I reach over to the passenger seat and grab a tin of Monster Energy. I should stop guzzling these. My blood sugar blasts through the roof afterwards, adding fuel to the unending roller coaster I seem to be on. No doubt it echoes the rush drug addicts chase, when the chemicals first race through their veins. We all have our poisons. Recent times have proven they are a personal thing.

        A familiar figure comes into view at the top of Love’s Hill. Castor is a village of soft edges. Here, the streetlights don’t burn; they glow. Sandy, draped in affluence, appears to possess it all, but it’s merely a cloak. All is not as it seems.

        The façade is crumbling under the unbearable weight of those secrets and lies, for even heaven can soon become hell.

        Her silhouette emerges, ponytail swaying in rhythm with her stride. An effortless beauty, almost gliding. Posh holidays, pampering, and bundles of money have beaten back time, but destiny’s whims are unpredictable. Her future remains uncertain.

        When there’s a hundred metres separating us, I kill the engine. A streetlight becomes a spotlight, and, under its ephemeral beam, Sandy is frozen for a second. No, a lifetime, an image for eternity. She is everything. Beauty and vulnerability. Available yet elusive. Distant but close.

        Memories of past infatuations resurface in my head. I chose the quiet one from a famous band. In my mind, that was an attainable dream. Sandy weaves through those thoughts, scattering them like leaves. The inebriation of extreme emotions has spilled beyond my imagination. These are not dreams. Tonight, the drama is no longer in the recesses of my mind. It will unravel before my eyes.

        I sit in the dark, dry-mouthed, even though Sandy will swing into her fancy house before she reaches me. The gate’s opening mechanism is broken, so she’ll use the horrible little door in it. Then safety, or at least the illusion of it.

        These are strange times. Society folds in on itself and insanity ensues. Once, we watched the world’s news as onlookers, but with social media’s relentless gaze, the only topic is our favourite and most important subject. Us. We are the spectacle.

        My attention is drawn back to Sandy. Her breathing is ragged. Her face a grim mask. She thinks she runs alone, but she does not. Capricious lady luck is on one shoulder, me lurking on the other, perhaps others waiting to be revealed, for we have all gone mad.

        The stakes are high. Love, survival, and the intoxicating danger of the unknown, but this is not our moment. The stage is set. Performance time has to be soon, before life loses all lustre. Without Sandy, it’s a pointless journey. She’d leave a void I could not endure.

        Sandy pauses before she slips through the small entrance. She glances in my direction. A fantastic smile, teeth like beacons. Eyes sharp as diamonds. They pierce the gloom. She won’t recognise the neighbour’s car. Then she’s gone.

        Questions lurk in the still air. Who will claim the girl? Who escapes unscathed? The answers, like the night, are masked in shadows, but soon will be the unwinding of fate, and none of us will emerge unchanged.

      

      

      
        
        We hope you enjoyed this exclusive extract. The Village Killer is available to buy now by clicking on the image below:
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      As always, lots of gratitude to my beta readers, many of whom have been with me from the start. Jane Howarth, Richard Burke, Kath Middleton, Diane Saxon and Trish Halstead give me great feedback when the novels are in their early drafts. Paul Lautman’s and Alex Williams’ skills were once again greatly appreciated.

      A final note to my usual editor, Sarah Ritherdon, who has taken a break for this one. I’ve missed you. Looking forward to having you back in the future.

      The good news is that you don’t have to wait long for the next in the series. The blurb for Death on The Norfolk Express might be up for your perusal now, as possibly will the one for Barton’s next investigation. The Book Club Killer.
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